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Abstract: Examining religion in the study of political behavior has produced
varied results because of a lack of clarity on the conceptualization of religion
and a methodology that cannot adequately untangle the multiple meanings of
religion. Using the technique of propensity score matching, this work breaks
apart the three B’s in a number of analyses in order to properly understand
how behavior, belief, and belonging impacts political tolerance. The results of
this analysis indicate that a belief in biblical literalism decreases political
tolerance, while church attendance often increases tolerance.

INTRODUCTION
In the Supreme Court Case Abrams v. United States, Justice Oliver
Wendell Holmes wrote in dissent, “[T]hat the best test of truth is the
power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the
market, and that truth is the only ground upon which their wishes safely
can be carried out. That at any rate is the theory of our Constitution”
(Holmes 1919). This belief in the power of the market to dictate which
ideas should enter into mainstream American discourse is fundamental
to the functioning of democracy. Without the ability to tolerate those
ideas, which are initially disagreeable, the concept of democracy that
Americans subscribe to would be lost. Indeed, some scholars have maintained that a central component of liberal democracy is the ability of any
group to have a legitimate opportunity to compete for political power no
matter how controversial their position or behavior (Gibson 2008). In fact,
political tolerance provides the glue that holds democracy together when it
Address correspondence and reprint requests to: Ryan Burge, Eastern Illinois University, 600
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compels citizens to live peacefully with one another despite the vastly
different opinions they may possess on scores of key issues.
One of the most studied causes of political intolerance in the social
sciences is religiosity, measured in a number of distinct ways. When
attempting to measure such a complex phenomenon such as religion, it
is necessary to think critically about conceptualization and measurement.
Kellstedt et al. (1996) offer up the best typology of measuring religious
commitment — the three B’s: behavior, belief, and belonging. The literature in the field of political tolerance provides a case study into the three B
classification. Some of the literature proposes that religious activity leads
to higher levels of intolerance, some scholars posit that religious belief
causes the observed effect, while even other social scientists believe that
specific types of religious denominations (specifically evangelical
Protestants) generate less tolerant groups. Unfortunately, the current
state of the literature has not been clear about which of these theories is
the primary cause of the observed effect. Luckily, the advent of new statistical techniques allow for reassessment of previous claims, which will be
the aim of this study. The recent emergence of matching in order to create
pseudo-experiments is well suited to the task of understanding the causes
of political intolerance.

LITERATURE REVIEW/THEORY
Samuel Stouffer offered up the first systematic, quantitative analysis of the
impact of religion on the area of political tolerance. He found that different
religious groups expressed varying levels of tolerance. His sample was
subdivided into four categories: northern Protestant, southern Protestant,
Catholic, and Jewish. He concluded that southern Protestants (somewhat
of a proxy for evangelical) displayed the lowest level of political tolerance
followed by northern Protestants and Catholics with Jewish respondents
evidencing the highest level of tolerance. A lesser known finding of
Stouffer’s however was that the frequency of religious attendance also
showed a discernible difference. Stouffer notes that those who attend
church services regularly are less tolerant than those who do not attend
at all (Stouffer 1955, 142). Some follow-up research concluded that the
claims made by Stouffer were valid using a different sample as well as
a different time period (Nunn, Crockett, and Williams 1978).
What has followed from Stouffer has been a range of different theoretical and methodological approaches to the question. Some have expressed
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support for the behavior theory by using church attendance as a predictor
of political intolerance. Beatty and Walker (1984) provide a thorough
analysis of the attendance question by not only breaking attenders down
into several groups but also by subdividing these attenders based on
their religious tradition. A consistent finding in this research is that no
matter which denomination, increased church attendance leads to
increased levels of intolerance (Beatty and Walter 1984, 325). In addition,
Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus (1982) concluded that what religious tradition a person belonged to was of little importance in comparison to
how often they attended religious services. One possible justification for
a linkage between church attendance is the exposure to political messages
from the pulpit. Beatty and Walker write, “Intolerance also might be transmitted from the pulpit by ministers who lash out against groups in violation of a denomination’s belief” (Beatty and Walter 1984, 328). This claim
is supported by additional survey research that indicates nearly two-thirds
of a sample of mainline clergy indicate they have discussed abortion or
sex outside of marriage from the pulpit (Djupe and Gilbert 2002).
These findings justify testing the hypothesis that increased church attendance will lead to an increase in political intolerance.
For the second of the three B’s several different articles have contended
that belief, specifically in a literal Bible, may be the cause of many of the
intolerant findings in the literature. A significant early piece of scholarship
pointed out the theoretical reasons for this causality when Wilcox and
Jelen write, “If ultimate truth is known, it is difficult to see why those
who hold erroneous views should have those views respected” (Wilcox
and Jelen 1990, 28). This theoretical argument has also been made in
trying to understand why those who live in the South show higher
levels of intolerance than those in rest of the country, contending that it
is more a function of their fundamentalist beliefs (i.e., literalism) than
any geographic reason (Ellison and Sherkat 1993). The finding that biblical literalism leads to more intolerance is echoed in subsequent research as
well: “Biblical literalism encourages the rejection of, and tolerance for,
un-Biblical ideas or lifestyle” (Reimer and Park 2001, 736). This strong
association between literalism and intolerance has also been confirmed
by Tuntiya (2005). Interestingly, Tuntiya finds that the relationship
between evangelical Christians and literalism is not as strong as
assumed. Tuntiya finds that only a slim majority of individuals who
believe in a literal Bible would be classified as fundamentalist
Protestants, leaving open the possibility that literalism is instead a crosscutting cleavage and not merely a proxy for evangelical or fundamentalist
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Christians (Tuntiya 2005, 167). Even more recent research by James
Gibson finds that measurement of belief has a strong effect on political
intolerance. The author concludes that while a general measure of religious traditionalism seems to be connected to more intolerant attitudes,
one specific belief seems to be the primary cause: those who believe
that most of the problems of this world are the result of people moving
away from God (Gibson 2010). These findings necessitate a need for a
second hypothesis test: biblical literalism will lead to an increase in political intolerance.
Another potential linkage between religion and intolerance is focused
on the religious tradition of the respondent. Social identity theorists
argue that individuals define themselves by their connection with
various groups in society. This connection allows individuals to create a
clear barrier in their minds between groups they associate with and
those groups which they oppose (Hinkle and Brown 1990). Those with
a stronger sense of “in-group vs. out-group” have been found to have
higher levels of intolerance in quantitative analysis (Gibson and Gouws
2000). The use of religious belonging as a measurement of social identity
has been widely used in the literature. As mentioned previously, Stouffer’s
work contained a measure based on belonging, which was carried over in
work done by some of those who followed in his footsteps (Nunn,
Crockett, and Williams 1978; Smidt and Penning 1982; Beatty and
Walter 1984). While there has been several distinct evolutions in the
way that religious belonging is classified, its usage has carried through
even in very recent scholarship. Both work by Eisenstein (2006; 2008)
as well as Froese, Bader, and Smith (2008) include measures in multivariate analysis that control for type of religious belonging. Their conclusions hold to the previous understanding put forth by Stouffer,
evangelical Protestants express the least amount of tolerance while
Jewish respondents are typically the most tolerant. These findings help
to justify the third theory being tested in this work: evangelical affiliation
will lead to increased levels of political intolerance.
Eisenstein’s work provides a good example of recent efforts by scholars
to try and reconcile the various theoretical strains that exist in the literature.
Using data collected specifically for her task Eisenstein uses structural
equation modeling to attempt to break apart some of the causal chains
that exist in this subfield. Eisenstein’s conclusions cast serious doubt on
the previously held understanding in this literature. Instead of finding a
clear causality, the author concludes that the typical variables that have
been employed previously (attendance, literalism) only impact political
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tolerance indirectly. Essentially, she concludes that the relationship is not
as clear as researchers would like it to be. This work continues on in a very
similar manner as Eisenstein’s. While structural equation modeling is a
methodologically rigorous approach to answering this question, another
statistical technique-matching is also well suited to understand these questions. Matching provides an opportunity for researchers to isolate variables
from one another in a way that is not afforded through any other
technique.
To briefly summarize the findings concerning religion and tolerance
while returning to the three B classification it would appear that the literature is consistent in its findings on belonging — those who belong to
evangelical churches express higher levels of intolerance. Religious behavior also exhibits a strong predictive power on intolerance with those
who attend services frequently expressing less tolerant attitudes. Finally,
the belief measure (as exhibited through a respondent’s view of the
Bible) also exhibits greater levels of intolerance. Succinctly, all three principle components of religion negatively impact tolerance, but does this tell
the entire story? What follows is a critical reassessment of the statistical
findings using a new and valuable analytical technique that will shed
some much needed light on the findings in this field.

METHOD/DATA
Matching has been discussed by statisticians for over three decades but has
only recently found its way into the mainstream of political science. The
origins of this technique are in the field of biometrics and psychology
when researchers wanted to understand the magnitude of some effect
without having to construct an experimental treatment group (Rubin
1973; 1974). The real advantage of matching for those in the social
sciences is the ability to create a pseudo-experiment when that would be
impossible in real world conditions. In the case of this research, the question being considered is not completely testable in an experimental design
as this would require creating a series of different experiments and then
instructing the treatment group (for example) to believe in a literal
Bible, a task that is both logistically and theoretically untenable. Instead
matching allows for researchers to use already collected data to setup comparison groups and control for one variable of interest.
The process of matching begins with the identification of a causal variable of interest. For example, this research tests the effect of evangelical
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affiliation on political tolerance. After a data set has been secured a matching exercise is conducted in which the researcher chooses a number of
covariates that will allow for the matching program to create a propensity
score. The matching program then uses the independent variable (in this
case evangelicalism) and the covariates chosen by the researcher to generate two subsets of data, with all those who have an evangelical affiliation
in one set (the treatment group), with all remaining respondents in a
control group. The covariates allow for the matching program to assign
a propensity score, ranging fromzero to one for each respondent in both
groups, the score is estimated using logistic regression (Rosenbaum and
Rubin 1983; 1985). This propensity score is an approximation of how
likely each respondent is to be an evangelical based on the covariates
selected.
With these two subsets created, along with a propensity score for all
respondents, a match can be conducted between those in the treatment
group and those in the control group. The most direct way of conducting
a match is direct matching, whereby an individual in the treatment group
and a respondent in the control group who have the exact propensity score
are paired together (Ho et al. 2007). One variation of this technique is
nearest neighbor matching, whereby a respondent in the treatment group
is then matched with a respondent in the control group whose propensity
score is closest without having to be exactly the same (Dehejia and Wahba
2002). A researcher can specify a caliper however to limit the range of this
type of match (Ho et al. 2007).
Matching has several key advantages over standard regression techniques. First, regression is unable to fully adjust for large differences
between treatment and control groups (Dehejia and Wahba 2002;
Gelman and Hill 2007). Additionally, matching offers a level of separation
between model selection and results that is not available in regression. In a
regression analysis, it is not possible to verify whether a model is correct
before results are displayed. In matching, however, there is an assurance
that a model is correctly specified before any sort of results analysis is
actually conducted, providing a higher level of scientific rigor. This is
accomplished by the two stage analysis that is necessary to conduct a
matching exercise — first the matching procedure must take place followed by another form of statistical analysis (in this case regression).
This two stage approach allows a research to have assurance that a
model has been properly specified without seeing the results of a
regression analysis (Rosenbaum 2009). Finally, and most importantly
for this analysis, matching and regression vary in outcomes when
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researchers begin to include many covariates. Typically, in a regression
analysis after several control variables are employed, the magnitude of
coefficients becomes dramatically diminished, this however is not the
case in matching analysis. With a large enough sample size a researcher
is able to include many more covariates in a matching procedure and
the outcome is a treatment and control group that is even more rigorously
compared (Kam and Palmer 2008).
There are some important caveats to matching however that need to be
considered before an analysis is to be conducted. First, a large enough data
set must be available to undertake a matching routine. This is compounded
by the use of a matched variable that represents a smaller subset of the
population, which eliminates a large number of respondents. Second,
while there have been attempts to use continuous variables in a matching
routine (Diamond and Sekhon 2006), matching is traditionally conducted
using a dichotomous variable (Kam and Palmer 2008; Rosenbaum 2009).
The use of this dichotomous variable, while sometimes is clear (evangelical vs. non evangelical), can be more difficult when creating an artificial
cut point in a continuous variable (using weekly church attendance).
Efforts can be made to mitigate this by running matching routines using
different cut points (i.e., combining those who attend several times a
month with weekly attenders), to identify different results. Finally, matching is not a panacea for the problem of the unobservables. While matching
can use a larger number of covariates to create a propensity score, one
cannot match on a question that was not asked.
The data chosen for this analysis will be two waves of the General
Social Survey (GSS) that were conducted in 2004 and 2006.1 The
reasons for using the GSS are many. For the topic of tolerance, there is
no better long established survey than the GSS as it has employed the
Stouffer battery of tolerance questions (with a few exceptions) since its
inception in 1972. This battery has been used by a wide variety of
researcher in the area of tolerance and that tradition will continue for
this project (Wilcox and Jelen 1990; Gibson 1992; Reimer and Park
2001; Mondak and Sanders 2003; Froese, Bader, and Smith 2008).2

MEASURES
The dependent variable to measure the concept of tolerance is a scale generated from responses to the Stouffer battery utilized as part of the GSS.3
The Stouffer measure offers a respondent three different scenarios
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whereby they could express intolerant opinions about potential fringe political or religious groups. The scenarios concern allowing an individual to
make a speech, teach at a local school, or have a book placed in the local
library. While the potentially controversial groups have changed over time,
the 2004 and 2006 surveys use the same subjects — atheists, racists, communists, militarists, and homosexuals. The responses from these 15 questions were summed and then transformed into a scale that ranged from 0
(completely intolerant) to 1 (completely tolerant). The Cronbach’s Alpha
of this scale was 0.90 with a total sample size of 2559. The mean for the
scale was 0.695 with a standard deviation of 0.295 indicating that sample
was more tolerant than intolerant but all 15 points along the scale have at
least 55 respondents.4 This scale is consistent with other researchers who
have used the GSS (Bobo and Licari 1989; Ellison and Sherkat 1993;
Froese, Bader, and Smith 2008).
Church attendance was used as a means to test the religious behavior
hypothesis. The GSS asks respondents how often they attend religious services and are given nine possible responses ranging from never to more
than once a week. The use of religious attendance as a proxy for activity
is nothing new in the literature (Beatty and Walter 1984; Froese, Bader,
and Smith 2008). Because of the nature of matching a dichotomous variable was constructed where those who indicated that they attended religious services once a week or more than once a week were coded as 1
(a total of 1918 respondents), while all other respondents were coded as
0 (5404 respondents).
Religious belief is measured by the use of a single question, indicating
how a respondent feels about the Bible. The GSS offers four possible
responses to the question that summarized are: the Bible should be
taken literally, the Bible is inspired but should not be taken literally, the
Bible is a book of fables, and an “other” response (for full question
wording see the online Appendix). For this analysis, those who indicated
that the Bible should be taken literally were coded as 1 (1460 subjects)
while all other respondents were coded as 0 (5862 subjects). The
concept of literalists being unique from other responses has been well
established in the literature with other research indicating that literalism
signals a different theological outlook than those who hold a less strict
view (Wilcox and Jelen 1990; Reimer and Park 2001; Eisenstein 2006;
2008; Froese, Bader, and Smith 2008).
The final independent variable that was created was focused on identifying evangelicals in the larger sample. Any time a researcher attempts to
classify religious individuals, the task is fraught with peril and entire
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books could be written just on the way to separate protestant Christians
(for a succinct overview of the various means of classification see
(Hackett and Lindsay 2008). Classification schemes will be overlooked
including Tom Smith’s FUND classification (Smith 1990), as well as
George Barna’s typology (Barna 1994) in favor of the most recent contribution to the field dubbed the RELTRAD scheme (Steensland et al. 2000).
RELTRAD has improved significantly upon previous attempts to delineate
religious individuals by not only focusing on the religious beliefs of each
group but also the historical tradition associated with each denomination.
Extensive scholarship has used the RELTRAD classification to great
effect and this research will provide another test of the validity of the
typology (Eisenstein 2006; 2008; Mockabee 2007; Froese, Bader, and
Smith 2008). The use of RELTRAD resulted in 1829 respondents classified as evangelical with the remainder of the sample (5493) being coded 0.
For purposes of the initial regression analysis, several control variables
were employed specifically related to demographic factors. A dummy
variable for gender has been included as previous research has indicated
that females show higher levels of tolerance (Gibson 1992; Froese,
Bader, and Smith 2008). Also a dichotomous variable has been included
for race, with “White” being coded 1 and nonwhite coded as 0.
Additionally, a control for region of the country has been included that
separates those from the American south from the rest of the sample,
this has shown to be an important control in previous work (Ellison and
Sherkat 1993). Additional controls include age (Hunter 1992; Wilson
1994), education (McClosky and Brill 1983; Nunn, Crockett, and
Williams 1978; Bobo and Licari, 1989), Republican ideology (Wilcox
and Jelen 1990; Reimer and Park 2001) as well as using an occupational
prestige score as a proxy for income as nearly half of the respondents
refused to disclose their income (Eisenstein 2006; Froese, Bader, and
Smith 2008). Additionally, there were dummies included for each of
the two years of the survey to control for the variance between the
samples.

RESULTS
Four different models were run to test each of the three independent variables as well as a model with all three independent variables combined,
the results of which can be found in Table 1. When each independent variable is included by itself in regression analysis all show significant effects
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Linear regression predicting political tolerance
Model 1

Church Attendance

−0.10*
(0.01)

Literal

Model 2

−0.16*
(0.01)

Evangelical
Male
White
Age
Education
Occupation Prestige
Republican Affiliation
South
2004 Survey
2006 Survey
Constant
Observations
Adjusted R2

0.02
(0.01)
0.10*
(0.01)
−0.03*
(0.00)
0.05*
(0.00)
0.03*
(0.00)
−0.01*
(0.00)
−0.07*
(0.01)
−0.01
(0.01)
0.00
.
0.43*
(0.03)
2424
0.199

0.01
(0.01)
0.07*
(0.01)
−0.03*
(0.00)
0.04*
(0.00)
0.02*
(0.00)
−0.01
(0.00)
−0.06*
(0.01)
0.00
(0.01)
0.00
.
0.55*
(0.03)
2424
0.237

Model 3

Model 4

−0.10*
(0.01)
0.02*
(0.01)
0.12*
(0.01)
−0.03*
(0.00)
0.05*
(0.00)
0.02*
(0.00)
−0.01*
(0.00)
−0.06*
(0.01)
−0.01
(0.01)
0.00
.
0.45*
(0.03)
2424
0.198

−0.05*
(0.01)
−0.14*
(0.01)
−0.05*
(0.01)
0.00
(0.01)
0.08*
(0.01)
−0.03*
(0.00)
0.04*
(0.00)
0.02*
(0.00)
−0.00
(0.00)
−0.05*
(0.01)
0.00
(0.01)
0.00
.
0.54*
(0.03)
2424
0.248

Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.05

and indicate greater levels of intolerance. Individuals who attend church
weekly or more and also those classified as evangelical show a 10%
increase in intolerance than the rest of the sample. Literalism also has a
negative effect on intolerance but at a larger magnitude than church attendance and evangelicalism. These results give further support to all three of
the competing theories of religion and tolerance. The control variables
respond in consistent ways to previous research with those living in the
south, older respondents, and those with Republican ideology indicating
greater levels of intolerance. Conversely, education, occupational prestige,
and white respondents all generating higher levels of tolerance — again all
these results bear great resemblance to previous scholarship (Bobo and
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Licari 1989; Wilcox and Jelen 1990; Froese, Bader, and Smith 2008;
Eisenstein 2008).
Model 4 is a combination of the three independent variables as well as
the same controls. The results of this analysis indicate that all three variables remain statistically significant and are signed in the negative direction. While the effect of literalism is only slightly diminished, the
coefficients for attendance and evangelicalism are reduced by half. The
results of Model 4 indicate however a worthwhile opportunity to use
matching analysis to further test these results. It would appear that this
analysis indicates that all three hypotheses: behavior (measured through
church attendance), belief (measured through biblical literalism), and
belonging (measured through evangelicalism) generate greater levels of
intolerance. Matching will allow for a further isolation of each variable,
potentially offering new insights into the relationship between religion
and tolerance.
As indicated above, matching has the distinct advantage of being able to
employ much larger numbers of covariates than regression that in effect
generates a more precisely specified model. For this analysis, a number
of covariate are included that were not initially part of the regression
models. These new covariates fall in several broad categories: demographic controls, religious experience, and public opinion on social
issues.5 The result of having such a significant increase in the number
of variables is a model that can more closely match those in the treatment
group and those in the control group.
The ways to match those in the treatment and control groups are varied,
but the goal of each matching routine is the same — to reduce the bias
between the two groups. In an effort, to accomplish this, five different
matching routines were attempted, each varying several key parameters
in an attempt to balance the two samples. This analysis was accomplished
by using the psmatch2 routine written for STATA (Leuven and Sianesi
2003). The method that was able to reduce the bias the most was
normal kernel matching with acaliper included.6 Observations outside
common support for both the treatment and control variables were discarded from the analysis, a process which improves estimation (Ho
et al. 2007).
The matching process was conducted in three different scenarios
initially. The three key variables of interest — evangelical, literalism,
and church attendance — were included in their own models with the
remaining two independent variables included as covariates. Following
the processing of the data through the use of matching a regression
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analysis was conducted of the matched sample, the results of which can be
found in Table 2. The first three comparisons provide conflicting results to
those found in the previous regression analysis. While the previous model
that included all three independent variables indicated that evangelicalism,
church attendance, and literalism caused increasing levels of intolerance,
the processing of the data through matching has created a profoundly
different outcome. While belief in a literal bible causes 6.5% more intolerance, church attendance has the opposite effect — causing a 4.7%
increase in tolerance.7
To further test the important finding concerning literalism and intolerance, additional matching procedures were undertaken using different
scenarios focused on respondent’s perception of the Bible.8 It would
seem possible that individuals could be just as dogmatic about theirinspired view of the Bible as those who hold a literal view and this could
lead to more intolerance. To test this possibility an additional matching
routine was employed that used an inspired view of the Bible as the treatment. This also yields a statistically significant result, however in the
opposite direction, an indication of more tolerance, not less. The same
matching procedure was used for those who believed that Bible is
merely a book of fables with the result being very similar to those with
aninspired view of the Bible. Additional matching procedures were conducted that explore the relationship between differing levels of attendance.
Matched sets were generated for those who attend church at least monthly,

Table 2.

Matching analysis predicting tolerance

Biblical Literalism
Weekly Church Attendance
Evangelical Protestant
Inspired View of the Bible
Literal and Inspired
Bible is Book of Fables
At least Monthly Attendance
Never Attend
Several Times a Week
Mainline Protestant
Black Protestant
Catholic
*p < 0.05.

Effect

Std. Error

N

−0.064*
0.047*
−0.004
0.053*
−0.013
0.047*
−0.045
0.031
−0.045
0.044*
0.174*
−0.010

0.022
0.023
0.022
0.019
0.019
0.018
0.025
0.023
0.033
0.019
0.018
0.019

671
671
671
670
672
1010
672
671
672
437
647
670
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those who attend several times a week, as well as those who never attend,
however none of this analysis yields statistical significance. Different religious groups were also used as means of matching, including mainline
Protestants, Black Protestants, and Catholics. Interestingly, both mainline
Protestants as well as Black Protestants show greater levels of tolerance,
especially in the case of Black Protestants that increases tolerance by a tremendous 17.4%.
The results of this analysis provide clear conclusions for the three
hypotheses being tested. While biblical literalism generates more intolerant attitudes, the effect of attending church at least weekly demonstrates an
increase in political tolerance. Furthermore, the finding concerning biblical literalism is unique to this understanding of scripture, as those who
belief that the Bible is inspired but not literal as well as those who
responded that the Bible is a book of ancient fables both show higher
levels of tolerance, not lower. It would appear that the matching procedure
has been able to isolate causation in a way that has not been seen before.
However, another interesting pattern emerges when looking at each individual scenario for intolerance offered up the GSS.
Table 3 displays the results of logistic regression without using the
matching procedure with all control variables that were included in the
model found in Table 1. The model is very robust in that it predicts

Table 3.

Logistic regression without matching across all tolerance questions

Atheist Speech
Atheist Teach
Atheist Book
Racist Speech
Racist Teach
Racist Book
Communist Speech
Communist Teach
Communist Book
Militarist Speech
Militarist Teach
Militarist Book
Homosexual Speech
Homosexual Teach
Homosexual Book
*p < 0.05

Evangelical

Attendance

Literal

0.298
−0.370*
−0.357*
0.077
−0.150
−0.243
−0.227
−0.309*
−0.261
−0.150
−0.222*
−0.200*
−0.690*
−0.675*
−0.340*

−0.302*
−0.078
−0.488*
−0.122
−0.006
0.223
−0.117
−0.201*
−0.285*
−0.205
−0.174
−0.397*
−0.803*
−0.629*
−0.719*

−0.682*
−0.609*
−0.800*
−0.452*
−0.239
−0.682*
−0.823*
−0.565*
−0.870*
−0.655*
−0.507*
−0.781*
−0.779*
−0.720*
−0.463*
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intolerance in a large number of scenarios (30 of 45). The model is
especially conclusive in the area of biblical literalism, with the results
of all 15 scenarios being statistically significant and signed in the direction
of intolerance. This provides a solid confirmation of the matching results
found previously. Similiarly, to the results found in Table 1, each of the
three B’s is a strong predictor of political intolerance with evangelicalism
generating intolerance in a majority of scenarios (eight of 15), while a
similar result found in the relationship between weekly church attendance
and intolerance.
Table 4 however indicates that the results of a logistic regression do not
tell the entire story. Table 4 was constructed using the same matching procedure described above using the same covariates, followed by a logistic
regression in each of the 45 scenarios. Here the pattern of the results is
strikingly different. While statistical significance was found in 30 of 45
cases in the regression without matching, here just eight cases reach statistical significance. The effect of evangelicalism only displays intolerance
in one of 15 scenarios (a homosexual teaching in a local school), instead
of eight cases in Table 3. Literalism still generates intolerance, but in just
four cases instead of 14. However, the most surprising result is found in
the relationship between weekly church attendance and political tolerance.
In three of the scenarios (an atheist giving a speech in the community, an

Table 4.

Logistic regression following matching across all tolerance questions

Atheist Speech
Atheist Teach
Atheist Book
Racist Speech
Racist Teach
Racist Book
Communist Speech
Communist Teach
Communist Book
Militarist Speech
Militarist Teach
Militarist Book
Homosexual Speech
Homosexual Teach
Homosexual Book
*p < 0.05.

Evangelical

Attendance

Literal

0.083
−0.412
−0.150
0.013
−0.156
−0.005
0.099
0.066
0.140
0.110
−0.111
0.201
−0.154
−0.549*
0.033

0.631*
0.907*
0.197
0.414
0.356
0.297
0.769*
—
0.305
0.544*
0.401
0.229
−0.432
−0.291
0.410

−0.111
−0.134
−0.110
—
−0.042
−0.194
−0.911*
−0.105
−0.485*
−0.604*
−0.341
−0.738*
−0.591*
−0.343
−0.373
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atheist teaching in the local school, and a militarist giving a speech),
weekly church attendance is linked to more tolerant attitudes.

DISCUSSION
While proving causation is almost impossible in the social sciences, it is
my belief that the results reported here through the use of matching
help to take a significant step forward in explaining the important relationship between religion and tolerance. While many researchers have previously indicated that evangelical Protestants show higher levels of
intolerance (Stouffer 1955; Nunn, Crockett, and Williams 1978; Beatty
and Walter 1984) it would appear that it is not evangelicalism per se
that leads to this observed phenomenon. Instead it is likely that the religious belief held by many evangelicals in a literal Bible was generating
the effect. Additionally, these matching results strike a blow to those
who argue that religious attendance is the cause of intolerance, as the findings clearly indicate that those who attend church frequently show some
signs of higher levels of tolerance.
While it would seem apparent that biblical literalism is indeed a cause
of intolerance in religious people in the sample, there is still the small
possibility that literalism itself could be merely an intervening variable.
For example, work done by Froese, Bader, and Smith (2008) explore
other potentially causal relationships — sacralization ideology (“the
belief that religious and secular institutions should be more closely in collaboration”) (Froese, Bader, and Smith 2008, 103) as well as an individual’s view of God (Mother or Father, Lover or Judge). Additionally, the
finding concerning biblical literalism demands further scrutiny. While
the GSS gives respondents just three possible responses to how they
view the Bible it is possible that there are different intensities of literalist
theology. Additional survey research should be conducted to more fully
understand the concept of literalism.
However, the findings in Table 4 are worth further reflection. While traditionally throughout this literature the relationship between church attendance and tolerance has been a negative one (Sullivan, Piereson, and
Marcus 1982; Beatty and Walter 1984), here the finding on weekly
church attendance is the opposite direction. What could potentially
explain this relationship? Recent work by Putnam and Campbell on the
issue of tolerance have found that when an individual personally knows
someone who is a member of outsider group (such as a homosexual or
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an atheist) they become much more tolerant of that divergent view, they
call this scenario ‘bridging’ (Putnam and Campbell 2010). It seems plausible that through the process of attending a church on a regular basis individuals come into contact with those whom they disagree or would
otherwise be insulated from and the result of this is an increased level
of political tolerance. This is a finding that is in need of further scrutiny
as it could possibly be a new direction for future research in the field of
tolerance.
Supplementary materials and methods
The supplementary material refered to in this paper can be found online at
journals.cambridge.org/rap.
NOTES
1. Because of the structure of matching, covariates need to be present in all respondents as to not
reduce sample size. Unfortunately the GSS will often remove questions in subsequent surveys making
the use of the entire run of the GSS not possible.
2. Additionally, the GSS offers a variety of other questions that are well suited to created a well
matched sample including demographic factors such as age, income, marital status, and race as well
as including a number of measures of religious belief and action that include questions about the frequency of religious attendance and prayer. The need to pool two different waves of the GSS together is
necessitated by the tolerance module only being administered to one- third of each sample, but by
combining two years together the number of respondents is adequate to create a useful sample.
3. There has been some discussion of the utility of the Stouffer battery vs. the “least liked” measure
employed by Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus (1982). Gibson (1992) compared the utility of the two
approaches to measuring tolerance and concluded to his personal surprise, “From the point of view
of an attitudinal measure, the GSS index is just as useful as the Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus
index.” (Gibson 1992, 574)
4. The distribution of tolerance was right censored, indicated that a large number of respondents
were completely tolerant. A tobit analysis was conducted to address this problem with no substantive
difference.
5. For a full description of all variables and their question wording see the Appendix.
6. For a full description of the routines used to attempt bias reduction as well as results showing bias
reduction on each covariate see the appendix.
7. The same analysis was attempted on the 2004 and 2006 datasets individually, but a lack of observations does not allow enough cases to be matched.
8. Additional analysis was conducted of the tolerance questions, both examining each tolerance
question individually as well as breaking the sample down into five “target groups,” for full results
of this analysis see Appendix.

REFERENCES
Barna, G. 1994. Virtual America: What Every Church Leader Needs to Know about
Ministering in an Age of Spiritual and Technological Revolution. Venture, CA:
Regal Books.

280

Burge

Beatty, K., and O. Walter. 1984. “Religious Preference and Practice: Reevaluating Their
Impact on Political Tolerance.” Public Opinion Quarterly 48:318–329.
Bobo, L., and F. Licari. 1989. “Education and Political Tolerance: Testing the Effects of
Cognitive Sophistication and Target Group Affect.” Public Opinion Quarterly
53:285–308.
Dehejia, R., and S. Wahba. 2002. “Propensity Score-Matching Methods for
Nonexperimental Causal Studies.” Review of Economics and Statistics 84:151–161.
Diamond, A., and J. Sekhon. 2006. “Genetic Matching for Estimating Causal Effects: A
General Multivariate Matching Method for Achieving Balance in Observational
Studies.” Berkeley, CA: University of California.
Djupe, P., and C. Gilbert. 2002. “The Political Voice of Clergy.” The Journal of Politics
64:596–609.
Eisenstein, M. 2006. “Rethinking the Relationship between Religion and Political
Tolerance in the US”. Political Behavior 28:327–348.
Eisenstein, M. 2008. Religion and the Politics of Tolerance: How Christianity Builds
Democracy. Vaco, Tx: Baylor University Press.
Ellison, C., and D. Sherkat. 1993. “Conservative Protestantism and Support for Corporal
Punishment.” American Sociological Review 58:131–144.
Froese, P., C. Bader, and B. Smith. 2008. “Political Tolerance and God’s Wrath in the
United States.” Sociology of Religion 69:29.
Gelman, A., and J. Hill. 2007. Data Analysis Using Regression and Multilevel/
Hierarchical Models. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Gibson, J. 1992. “Measures of Political Tolerance: Must Tolerance be ‘Least-Liked’?”
American Journal of Political Science 90:560–577.
Gibson, J. 2008. “Intolerance and Political Repression in the United States: A Half Century
after McCarthyism.” American Journal of Political Science 52:96–108.
Gibson, J. 2010. “The Political Consequences of Religiosity: Does Religion Always Cause
Political Intolerance?” In Religion and Democracy in the United States: Danger Or
Opportunity?. 147. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Gibson, J., and A. Gouws. 2000. “Social Identities and Political Intolerance: Linkages
Within the South African Mass Public.” American Journal of Political Science
44:278–292.
Hackett, C., and D. Lindsay. 2008. “Measuring Evangelicalism: Consequences of Different
Operationalization Strategies.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 47:499–514.
Hinkle, S., and R. Brown. 1990. “Intergroup Comparisons and Social Identity: Some Links
and Lacunae. In Social Identity Theory: Constructive and Critical Advances. London:
Harvester Wheatsheaf.
Ho, D., K. Imai, G. King, and E. Stuart. 2007. “Matching as Nonparametric Preprocessing
for Reducing Model Dependence in Parametric Causal Inference.” Political Analysis
15:199–236.
Holmes, O. W. 1919. Abrams v. united states. 250 U.S. 616.
Hunter, J. 1992. Culture wars: The Struggle to Define America. New York: Basic Books.
Kam, C., and C. Palmer. 2008. “Reconsidering the Effects of Education on Political
Participation.” The Journal of Politics 70:612–631.
Kellstedt, L., J. Green, J. Guth, and C. Smidt. 1996. “Grasping the Essentials: The Social
Embodiment of Religion and Political Behavior.” In Religion and the Culture Wars:
Dispatches from the Front. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 174–192.
Leuven, E., and B. Sianesi. 2003. PSMATCH2: Stata Module to Perform Full Mahalanobis
and Propensity Score Matching, Common Support Graphing, and Covariate Imbalance
Testing, Version 3.0. 0. URL http://ideas.repec.org/c/boc/bocode/s432001.html
(Accessed on March 26, 2010).

Relationship between Religion and Tolerance

281

McClosky, H., and A. Brill. 1983. Dimensions of Tolerance: What Americans Believe
about Civil Liberties. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.
Mockabee, S. 2007. “A Question of Authority: Religion and Cultural Conflict in the 2004
Election.” Political Behavior 29:221–248.
Mondak, J., and M. Sanders. 2003. “Tolerance and Intolerance, 1976–1998.” American
Journal of Political Science 47:492–502.
Nunn, C., H. Crockett, and J. Williams. 1978. Tolerance for Nonconformity. Holboken,
NJ: Jossey-Bass Inc.
Putnam, R., and D. Campbell. 2010. American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites
us. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster.
Reimer, S., and J. Park. 2001. “Tolerant (In) Civility? A Longitudinal Analysis of White
Conservative Protestants’ Willingness to Grant Civil Liberties.” Journal for the
Scientific Study of Religion 40:735–745.
Rosenbaum, J. 2009. “Patient Teenagers? A Comparison of the Sexual Behavior of
Virginity Pledgers and Matched Nonpledgers.” Pediatrics 123:e110.
Rosenbaum, P., and D. Rubin. 1983. “The Central Role of the Propensity Score in
Observational Studies for Causal Effects. Biometrika 70:41–55.
Rosenbaum, P., and D. Rubin. 1985. “Constructing a Control Group Using Multivariate
Matched Sampling Methods that Incorporate the Propensity Score.” American
Statistician 39:33–38.
Rubin, D. 1973. “Matching to Remove Bias in Observational Studies.” Biometrics
29:159–183.
Rubin, D. 1974. “Estimating Causal Effects of Treatments in Randomized and
Nonrandomized Studies.” Journal of Educational Psychology 66:688–701.
Smidt, C., and J. Penning. 1982. “Religious Commitment, Political Conservatism, and
Political and Social Tolerance in the United States: A Longitudinal Analysis.”
Sociological Analysis 43:231–46.
Smith, T. 1990. “Classifying Protestant Denominations.” Review of Religious Research
31:225–245.
Steensland, B., J. Park, M. Regnerus, and L. Robinson. 2000. “Measure of American
Religion: Toward Improving the State of the Art.” Social Forces 79:291.
Stouffer, S. 1955. Communism, Conformity, and Civil Liberties: A Cross-section of the
Nation Speaks its Mind. Garden City, NY: Doubleday.
Sullivan, J., J. Piereson, and G. Marcus. 1982. Political Tolerance and American
Democracy. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Tuntiya, N. 2005. “Fundamentalist Religious Affiliation and Support for Civil Liberties: A
Critical Reexamination.” Sociological Inquiry 75:153–176.
Wilcox, C., and T. Jelen. 1990. “Evangelicals and Political Tolerance.” American Politics
Research 18:25–46.
Wilson, T. 1994. “Trends in Tolerance Toward Rightist and Leftist Groups, 1976–1988:
Effects of Attitude Change and Cohort Succession.” Public Opinion Quarterly
58:539–556.

