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Abstract 
 Religion has increasingly become a focal point of American political discussion.  However, 

secularists are often excluded from these conversations regarding electoral behavior. While atheists in 

recent years have begun to enjoy higher level of tolerance in public functions, they have remained 

relatively excluded from politics. This analysis will examine this separation in opinions regarding public 

versus political engagement and participation of atheists, and determine which groups support or oppose 

atheist involvement and to what magnitude these groups influence public opinion. This analysis studies 

responses to a hypothetical and potential atheist candidate, and the respondent’s expressed increased or 

decreased support based solely on this knowledge. It is concluded by this analysis that the largest 

explanation for the majority opposition to an atheist presidential candidate arises from the most highly 

religious, and to a lesser extent partisanship and age each played a significant role. These findings provide 

valuable insight into the divergence of support and opposition of atheist participation in the politics.  
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A Changing Political Landscape? 
 The 2008 presidential election campaign consisted arguably of one of the most diverse 

field of candidates in history. Between both political parties, a number of unusual characteristics 

were represented by the candidates that rarely have been observed prior to this particular election 

cycle. More specifically, Mitt Romney, a Mormon, emerged as a strong contender for the 

Republican nomination early in caucuses and primaries process, before ultimately placing third 

among pledged delegates behind Mike Huckabee, and eventual Republican nominee, John 

McCain.1 The Democratic primaries contained two nontraditional candidates on their ballots. 

Hillary Clinton, a woman, and Barak Obama, an African American, campaigned for the 

Democratic nomination in a closely-fought battle.2 These candidates were not the first of their 

kind within the presidential electoral history. But the 2008 election represented the first time in 

United States electoral history where candidates with these traits each had, at some point, lead 

the field for their party’s presidential nomination. While neither Romney nor Clinton was able to 

secure the needed delegates for their party’s nomination, Obama was able to do so and 

eventually win in the general election against McCain. Race and gender diversity was once 

foreign to major presidential politics with the United States. U.S. presidential had often been 

categorized as a homogenous faction limited to WASPs – White Anglo-Saxon Protestants. What 

the 2008 presidential election represented was a significant shift in the public perception and 

political tolerance of traits once considered undesirable for an acceptable presidential candidate.  

 As seen in the early electoral success of Mitt Romney, America’s perception of religious 

tolerance within presidential politics was changing. Perhaps the most famous example of these 

evolving attitudes towards religion and the presidency was the election of a Catholic president in 
                                                             
1 The New York Times, “Results: Republican Delegate Count,” accessed 12 April 2011, 
http://politics.nytimes.com/election-guide/2008/results/gopdelegates/index.html 
2 The New York Times, “Results: Democratic Delegate Count,” accessed 12 April 2011, 
http://politics.nytimes.com/election-guide/2008/results/delegates/index.html 
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John F. Kennedy. John F. Kennedy was plagued by negative stereotypes during the 1960 

presidential primaries when many voters expressed hesitation in casting their ballot for a 

Catholic candidate because they feared that his possible election would erase the division 

between the Catholic Church and the state and the Pope would become too influential in U.S. 

politics.3 Another Kennedy nearly two decade later had to fight off a similar pejorative 

stereotype based on his Catholic religion. Edward Kennedy in his run for the Democratic 

nomination in 1960 was perceived as more conservative than his actual ideological. The 

inaccurate opinion based on the stereotype of the conservative Catholic. This was evidenced by a 

study which revealed that when Edward Kennedy’s religion was made public to the respondents, 

they would subsequently Kennedy was considered to hold a pro-life stance on abortion more 

strongly than his actual position.4 Between these two examples, a significant Catholic bias can be 

observed. Stereotypes attributed to religion can impact a candidate’s electoral chances of 

success.  

However, since the mid-1980s there has been a shift of more observant Catholics to the 

Republican Party, away from the Democratic Party of John F. Kennedy, due to social issues, 

such as abortion.5 This change in part has had some interesting effects on religious political 

tolerance. According to a survey conducted in 2003, voters were 33 percentage points more 

likely to vote for a Catholic if the respondent was a Republican than a Democrat.6 This evidence 

signifies the enormous upswing that Catholics have experienced in recent years regarding the 

fielding of a presidential candidate. Willingness to vote for a Catholic candidate for president 

once stood at only 60 percent in 1937. This number has steadily grown every year since, 

                                                             
3 Monkia L. McDermott, “Voting for Catholic Candidates: The Evolution of a Stereotype,” Social Science 
Quarterly, Vol. 88, No. 4 (December 2007): 956 
4 Ibid. 
5 McDermott, “Voting for Catholic Candidates,” 957-958.  
6 McDermott, “Voting for Catholic Candidates,” 965.  
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reaching its highest level of acceptance in 2007 with 95 percent of respondents stating that they 

were likely to vote for a “generally well-qualified” Catholic candidate which their party had 

nominated.7 Catholics are an example of a religious group that has been able to overcome 

negative stereotypes and perceptions leading to their full integration into American politics.  

 A hypothetical Jewish candidate also presents a relevant case-study to the changing 

attitudes of the American electorate. Similarly to the trend presented in Catholic, since the initial 

survey in 1937, anti-Semitism in politics has substantially been reduced. From 1937 until 2007, 

there has been an increase of 46 percentage points of acceptance of a Jewish candidate. 

Opposition to such a faith-based candidate has decreased 40 percentage points in the same time 

frame.8 As with Catholics, this pattern denotes an ever more tolerance American electorate. An 

electorate that is more open to voting and support a number of different faiths, most likely 

different from their own.  

Overall, there is a generalized pattern of the American electorate becoming increasingly 

tolerant and accepting of what Jeffrey Jones deems “non-traditionalist presidential candidates.” 

These results are summarized in Table 1.1. 

TABLE 1.1 
Willingness to Vote for Non-Traditionalist Presidential 

Candidates by Gallup polling dates 
 1937 1967 2007 

Jewish 46% 82% 92% 
Black N/A 53% 94% 

Catholic 60% 90% 95% 
Woman 33% 57% 88% 
Mormon N/A 75% 72% 

 Source: Gallup polls 

                                                             
7 Jefferey M. Jones, “Some Americans Reluctant to Vote for Mormon, 72-Year-Old Presidential Candidates,” 20 
February 2007, accessed 12 April 2011, http://www.gallup.com/poll/26611/some-americans-reluctant-vote-
mormon-72yearold-presidential-candidates.aspx 
8 Ibid. 
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So while many groups have experienced significant growth in their support from the 

electorate, one particular religious group has not seen similar growth – atheists. While it is true 

that atheist have experienced some growth from the late 1950s, it is significantly less than 

experienced by other religious groups. Since the late 1950s, atheists have had only a 27 

percentage point improvement in respondent’s willingness to vote for a secular presidential 

candidate.9 This is far below the gains made by Jews and Catholics, as well as many other “non-

traditionalist” traits, such as race or gender. From this information the question then arises, why 

have atheists not seen the same gains in acceptance and tolerance that these other traits have 

experienced?  

 So while, atheists do not seem to enjoy much political tolerance, there is evidence to 

suggest that atheists are increasingly socially accepted in society in many aspects. Atheists have 

seen gains in a number of different questions regarding their ability to participate in a number of 

societal functions. Within the last two decades, atheists have seen an increase of 11 percentage 

points in support of their right to teach in a college for university.10 This is a fairly moderate gain 

for atheist in the acceptance of their ideas and the acceptance into the educational sector of 

society. More modestly, atheists have also gained support in their right to speak about their 

personal ideology in public, seeing a reduction in opposition of 4 percentage points.11 Again this 

speaks to the notion that there is a growing social acceptance of atheism. Finally it has been 

shown that fewer individuals favor the censorship of books written regarding atheism within 

public libraries by 5 percentage points.12 While atheists have enjoyed a particular upswing in 

support of their social participation, this has not coincided with any increase in their overall 

                                                             
9 Ibid. 
10 Chelsea E. Shafer and Greg M. Shaw, “The Polls – Trends: Tolerance in the United States,” Public Opinion 
Quaterly Vol. 73, No. 2, (Summer 2009): 417-419. 
11 Shafer and Shaw, “The Polls,” 420-423.  
12 Shafer and Shaw, “The Polls,” 427-428.  
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tolerance and acceptance levels. According to a Princeton Survey Research Associates 

International survey, between the years of 2000 and 2005 the percentage of those who perceive 

atheists as “Very Favorable” has remained extremely constant at between just four and eight 

percent. Meanwhile, the percentage of those who rated atheists as “Very Unfavorable” has 

remained between 28 and 35 percentage during the same five year time span.13 Atheist support in 

their social participation has experienced moderate increases, while their overall perception has 

not, and remains largely negative.  

 Thus, it would seem that there is a striking division in American sentiment towards 

atheists, socially and politically. Socially, such as participation in education and exercising their 

rights to free speech, atheists are increasingly supported and condoned by a growing majority. 

However, this acceptance and tolerance does not appear to extend to the political realm. Atheists 

continue to be discriminated against and view particular unfavorable by a large majority of the 

American electorate. The aim of this analysis is to characterize this particular division within the 

electorate. Specifically, this analysis will examine the political intolerance that is expressed 

towards an atheist running for political office. 

The dataset used in this study is the Religion and Public Life Survey commissioned by 

Pew Research Center for the People and Press and the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 

conducted in August 2007 by Princeton Survey Research Associates. This telephone survey was 

conducted nationwide from 1 August 2007 until 18 August 2007. The sample included 3,002 

adults, over the age of 18. Based upon the total sample size, the margin of error of the survey is 

±2 percentage points.  

This analysis is structured into three main sections. The first section will explore the 

relationship between support for an atheist candidate and the respondents own religious 
                                                             
13 Shafer and Shaw, “The Polls,” 416.  
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identification and religiosity. The second section of the analysis will investigate the possible 

correlation of support for the atheist presidential candidate and the different demographic traits, 

such as gender, partisanship, and other socio-economic attributes. Finally the third section will 

contain a multivariate regression analysis of the variables discussed in the earlier two sections to 

understand the relationship between these different variables and their effect on possible support 

for an atheist presidential candidate. 
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Religious Denomination & Religiosity 

Introduction 
 When doing an analysis of perceptions and possible support of an atheist presidential 

candidate, it would seem to be most relevant to begin with a study of the hinging factor of the 

particular candidate: religion. Through such an analysis, a better understanding of the overall 

tolerance of atheism in politics may be ascertained, as a well as information regarding the 

particular biases religion may have on this public opinion. Within this analysis two different 

measure regarding religion will be used. The first will be the self-identification with a particular 

denomination, such as Protestant or Catholic. Further distinction is made in identifying 

evangelical Christians within the appropriate denominations. The second measurement featured 

in my analysis is religiosity. For the purposes of this analysis, religiosity refers to the intensity of 

one’s own worship and belief, regardless of particular denomination. Religiosity is defined by 

the presence of religion in life measured by one’s frequency of prayer or participation in their 

denomination’s religious services. In addition to these empirical measurements of frequency of 

religious participation, religiosity in this analysis is also surveyed as the importance people 

attribute to religion in their own lives. Both identification with a particular religion and 

religiosity will be used to yield results on atheist candidate’s support.  

Past studies have been done examining the relationship between one’s denomination and 

their political tolerance of atheists and other minority groups. It has been concluded that some 

religious groups have been found to be more political intolerant of others. Protestants in 

numerous studies have been found to be among the least tolerant of any religious group, more so 

than Catholics and Jews.14 This political intolerance is expected to be replication within my own 

results. Protestants are followed by Catholics in terms of political intolerance, of the major 
                                                             
14 Kathleen Murphy Beatty and Oliver Walter, “Religious Preference and Practice: Reevaluating Their Impact on 
Political Tolerance,” Public Opinion Quaterly 48 (1984): 323, 327.  
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denominations. Furthermore, those without any official religious affiliation have been found to 

be the most politically tolerant of all religious denominations.15 As with Protestants, it is 

expected that such results will be shown within my analysis, with Catholics as particularly 

opposed to an atheist candidate, and secularists exhibiting the highest acceptance levels.   

Religiosity also has been shown to be relevant to the discussion of political tolerance. In 

an examination of religious service attendance and tolerance levels, those who more frequently 

attended church services were less tolerant than those that attended infrequently.16  An 

individual’s denomination did not seem to play a large effect on one’s intolerance. The 

intolerance impacted by religiosity did not differ depending on denomination, as intolerance was 

higher in all cases for the more religious.17 Within my own study, religion is expected to be an 

influential factor in understanding division of support and opposition expressed for an atheist 

candidate. Moving beyond just denominational identification, measures of religiosity can reveal 

very important factors in developing politically tolerant attitudes.  

Another important issue regarding my analysis is the impact of one’s own religion may 

have one’s voting behavior. It has been posed that similarly to partisanship, voters are more 

likely to identify with and support candidates that share their own particular beliefs and ideology 

– in this case, religion. Campbell, Green, and Layman tested this hypothesis and developed a 

slightly altered conclusion. They determined that the candidate’s religious identification did 

matter in electoral behavior, but it was not a directly shared commonality with the voter’s 

personal religious. What played a larger factor was the particular attributes the voter attributed to 

the candidate dependent on their religion. For example, their results demonstrated that a 

Democratic voter was hesitant to vote for an evangelical candidate, because they perceived such 

                                                             
15 Ibid.  
16 Beatty and Walter, “Religious Preference and Practice,” 323-324. 
17 Ibid. 
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a candidate to represent a conservative ideology, while the voter themselves held a liberal 

ideology.18 Particular biases and stereotypes of a religion informed and influenced an 

individual’s perception of candidates.  Within my own analysis, this is important to 

understanding as to why certain denominations either oppose or support the atheist presidential 

candidate. It may be due to the specific images and political ideology that may arise when people 

envision such a candidate. The particular biases and stereotypes that the respondent associates 

with an atheist candidate in comparison with their own ideology will inform the individual’s 

attitude towards any electoral behavior. Religious denomination and religiosity will all play a 

very important role in the analysis of political acceptance of atheist candidate.   

Hypothesis and Research Design 
I hypothesize that those expressing higher degrees of religiosity will have less tolerant 

views of an atheist presidential candidate. Measures of religiosity will show that the most 

religious will display significantly higher levels of disapproval of an atheist candidate than those 

who describe themselves as less religious. Furthermore, the converse will also be shown in the 

results; that those who have lower levels of religious presence in their lives will have 

significantly higher levels of support for an atheist presidential candidate. Regarding the 

tolerance of the major denominations, I hypothesize that the majority and mainstream religions 

in the United States, i.e. Catholics and Protestants, will be the least tolerant towards the 

hypothetical candidate, displaying high levels of decreased likelihood of voting for an atheist 

candidate. Conversely those who identify themselves as primarily secular will have high levels 

of support for an atheist candidate. This would further expand on the earlier notion that those 

                                                             
18 David E. Campbell, John C. Green, and Geoffrey C. Layman, “The Party Faithful: Partisan Images, Candidate 
Religion, and the Electoral Impact of Party Identification,” American Journal of Political Science Vol. 55, No, 1 
(January 2011): 53-54. 
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with higher levels of religion and identification with a major denomination will have a harsher 

opinion on voting for an atheist candidate than those will lower levels, or secularists.  

The dependant variable for this analysis is the barometer of either positive or negative 

support for an atheist candidate. The wording of this variable was “Regardless of the specific 

candidates who are running for president, we’d like to know how you generally feel about some 

different traits. First, would you be more likely or less likely to support a candidate for president 

who does not believe in God, or wouldn’t this matter to you?” The possible responses were, 

originally, “More likely to support,” “Less likely to support,” “Wouldn’t matter/No difference,” 

and “Don’t know/Refused” For the purposes of this analysis, “More likely to support” and 

“Wouldn’t/No difference” were recoded as “Positive,” as this response indicated either a positive 

or neutral position of support of an atheist candidate. “Less likely to support” was recoded as 

“Negative,” as it indicates a reduction in support, while “Don’t know/Refused” was dropped 

from the analysis.  

This dependent variable will be measured against other independent variables measuring 

religiosity, as well as denomination. The first independent variable measuring religiosity is 

worded as, “How important is religion in your life – very important, somewhat important, not too 

important, or not at all important?” Aside from the responses included in the posed questions, the 

responses of “Don’t’ Know/Refused” were dropped from this analysis. I hypothesize that those 

who express religion as very important or somewhat important in their lives will have very high 

levels of disapproval for an atheist candidate, and those who feel religion is not too or not at all 

important in their lives will exhibit high degrees of support for an atheist candidate.  

The next set of independent variables utilized is measures of religious commitment, in the 

form of religious service attendance, as well as the frequency of prayer. The first of these 
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independent variables is presented as, “Aside from weddings and funerals, how often do you 

attend religious services... more than once a week, once a week, once or twice a month, a few 

times a year, seldom, or never?” The second variable is posed as, “People practice their religion 

in different ways.  Outside of attending religious services, do you pray several times a day, once 

a day, a few times a week, once a week, a few times a month, seldom, or never?” Responses of 

“Don’t’ Know/Refused” from both of these questions were dropped from this analysis. I 

hypothesize that a trend will emerge, as religious service attendance and prayer frequency 

increases, the support for an atheist presidential candidate will decrease significantly. The less 

religious commitment one expresses, the more likely they are to support an atheist candidate.  

The next independent variable is a survey of religious denomination. The question was 

worded as, “What is your present religion, if any? Are you Protestant, Roman Catholic, Mormon, 

Orthodox such as Greek or Russian Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, atheist, 

agnostic, something else, or nothing in particular?” A number of recodes were done to properly 

interpret the data. The response of “Protestant” and “Christian” were coded together as simply, 

“Protestant” due to their similar nature. “Muslim,” “Buddhist,” and “Hindu” were recoded as 

“Eastern Religions” due to their statistical insignificant numbers present in the survey. 

Furthermore, the response categories for “atheist,” “Agnostic,” and “Nothing in particular” were 

recoded as “Secular” due to their similar ideals and statistical significance. The response 

category of “Don’t Know/Refused” was dropped, as well. I hypothesize that the denomination of 

Protestant and Catholic will evidence the highest levels of disapproval and negative support for 

an atheist candidate, while the like-minded group of “Secular” will exhibit the highest level of 

positive support for an atheist candidate.  
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The next independent variable was a question of the individual’s identification as a born-

again Christian. It was posed as, “Would you describe yourself as a "born-again" or evangelical 

Christian, or not?” This question was subset of the previous independent variable posed only to 

those who are answered their religious denomination as “Protestant,” “Catholic,” “Mormon,” 

“Orthodox” or “Christian.” Either “Yes, born again” or “No, not born-again,” was the coded 

responses, with the “Don’t Know/Refused” responses dropped from my analysis. I predict that 

those individuals who do identify themselves as born-again Christian will display extremely high 

levels of religiosity, and thus have very high likelihood of expressing negative support for an 

atheist candidate and low levels of positive support.  

The final independent variable used in this analysis was a measurement of the 

respondent’s feelings towards the literalness of the Bible. The question was asked as, “Which of 

these statements comes closest to describing your feelings about the Bible?” with the possible 

responses categories as either, “The Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken literally, 

word for word,” or “The Bible is the word of God, but not everything in it should be taken 

literally, word for word,” or “The Bible is a book written by men and is not the word of God.” 

Other possible responses included “Other,” and “Don’t Know/Refused,” which was excluded 

from my analysis. Treated similarly as the other measures of the individual’s religiosity, it is 

hypothesized that those who interpret the Bible as more literal will have higher likelihood of 

expressing negative support for an atheist candidate, and is less likely to express positive support 

than those who see the Bible was less literal and not the exclusive work of God.   

Results and Interpretation 
TABLE 2.1: RELIGIOUS IMPORTANCE  

Support for an 
Atheist 

Candidate 

How important is religion in your life? 

Very Important Somewhat 
Important Not too Important Not at all 

Important 
Negative 78% 48% 30% 8% 
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Positive 22% 52% 70% 92% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number of Cases 1847 744 256 170 

F = 109.79 P = 0.00 
One of the most general questions posed to the survey participants was a simple 

evaluation of the importance of religion in their life. The responses to this question reveal a great 

deal about attitudes toward a secular candidate. An overwhelming majority of those who 

answered that religion is very important in their lives expressed an unwillingness to vote for an 

atheist. Seventy-eight percent of those who identified religion as a very important aspect of their 

life saw the trait of atheism as harmful attribute to office-holding. This stands in stark contrast 

those who do not seeing religion as very important aspect of their life. Within the categories of 

religions in one’s life bearing little to no importance, there is relatively high support and 

tolerance for an atheist candidate. Here also the majority lies in candidate’s lack of religion as a 

positive factor in their support. There is an inverse relationship between these two variables. As 

the self-evaluated importance of religion in one’s life decreases, the support for an atheist 

presidential candidate increases. This pattern is confirmed as statistically significant since the 

value of p is less than .05. There also seem to be a crucial threshold in attitudes regarding one’s 

religiosity. There is a jump in support for an atheist presidential candidate from where religious 

play a significant to fairly significant role in one’s life to the lesser categorizations. Support 

jumps nearly 50 percentage points from religious playing an important role in one’s life to a very 

minor one. Across this described threshold, there is an increase in support of nearly 20 

percentage points from religion still important to not very important. Just from this general 

question, there is evidence of religiosity playing a large role in predicting one’s attitudes toward 

an atheist candidate. These results are to be expected as result of the question. For a person who 

feels that religion plays a very significant role in their life, it could be inferred they would harbor 

oppositional feelings to those who are contrary to their lifestyle. Those with religion playing a 
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very important role in their lives would see atheists as, in a sense, denying this importance and 

thus their perception of them of being a viable presidential candidate would decrease. There is 

strong opposition by those with a self-identified high measure of religious importance in their 

life to an identified atheist candidate.  

Other measures of one’s self-identification of religiosity yield very similar results to the 

importance of one’s internal religious importance. The involvement in outside activates and 

commitment to one’s religious beliefs are other measures of religiosity.  

TABLE 2.2: RELIGIOUS SERVICE ATTENDANCE 

Support for 
an Atheist 
Candidate 

Aside, from wedding and funerals, how often do you attend religious services? 

More than 
once a week Once a week 

Once or 
twice a 
month 

A few times 
a year Seldom Never 

Negative 89% 75% 63% 55% 46% 29% 
Positive 11% 25% 37% 45% 54% 71% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number of 
Cases 421 792 484 541 498 284 

F = 48.99 P = 0.00 

TABLE 2.3: PRAYER FREQUENCY 

Support for 
an Atheist 
Candidate 

Outside of attending religious services, how often do you pray? 
Several 
times a 

day 

Once a 
day 

A few 
times a 
week 

Once a 
week 

A few 
times a 
month 

Seldom Never 

Negative 80% 68% 59% 68% 44% 36% 14% 
Positive 20% 32% 41% 32% 56% 54% 86% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number of 
Cases 1073 650 455 107 175 339 191 

F = 50.94 P = 0.00 
 These data revealed similar results; in that the higher degree of religiosity is associated 

with a decreased support is expressed for an atheist candidate, though with some revealing 

discrepancies. Those practiced or engaged with their religion more frequently were found to be 

less tolerant of an atheist candidate. Overwhelming majorities of those who attended religious 

service more than once a week and prayed several times a day were extremely less likely to 

express support for an atheist candidate, nearly 90 percent and 80 percent respectively. This 
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shows an increasingly clear trend of those with high measures of religiosity harboring very 

negative perceptions and acceptance of a candidate without a religion. Compared to those who 

do not engage in their religion very often, either seldom or never, there is a difference of 

anywhere from 34 to 66 percentage point. These patterns are statistically significant as the p 

value is less than .05. In fact, there is a relatively high correlation among these three variables of 

religiosity, the importance of religion in one’s life, religious attendance, and prayer frequently. 

The Pearson’s r values for the relationship of these variables are between .58 and .70. This 

signifies a very high level of correlation between these three variables, ensuring that the highly 

religious are answering similarly in these questions. The attributes of a highly religious 

individual are having religion as very important in one’s life, and frequently attending services 

and practicing prayer. These characterized individual with high degrees of religiosity have very 

disapproving perceptions of an atheist candidate.  

Furthermore, as discussed previously, there seems to be a significant threshold at which 

positive support of an atheist candidate either becomes relatively close or surpasses negative 

support. The described threshold, once again, appears at the point where religion is decreasingly 

present in one’s daily life and is seen as a minor activity. In the study of religious attendance, 

positive support becomes the majority when the individual seldom attends services. Also the gap 

among support is at its lowest when an individual’s religious attendance is excluded to a few 

times a year. In the case of prayer, this threshold appears at a similar junction, where prayer is no 

longer a daily occurrence. Positive support for an atheist candidate has the majority’s backing at 

this point of transitioning religiosity from a major to minor role in one’s life. Those who sparsely 

attend religious services and practice their religion are predictive to have a more positive view of 

an atheist presidential candidate.  
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Having now evidenced that religiosity is a strong determinate for predicting one’s 

perceptions of an atheist candidate, it would also be pertinent to examine particular religions and 

their levels of support for such a presidential candidate.  

TABLE 2.4: RELIGIOUS IDENTIFICATION 
Support for 
an Atheist 
Candidate 

What is your present religion, if any?  

Protestant Catholic Mormon Jewish Secular 

Negative 75% 60% 82% 23% 29% 
Positive 25% 40% 18% 78% 71% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 101% 100% 
Number of 

Cases 1667 700 53 55 424 

F = 33.05 P = 0.00 

These data demonstrate the perceptions of the several major religions within the study 

and their support for a secular presidential candidate. Again, the patterns expressed by these data 

are statistically significant as the p value measures less than .05. Jews are particularly favorable 

towards an atheist candidate, showing support in relatively high percentages. Jews are 37 

percentage points more likely than Catholics and 50 percentage points more likely than Mormon 

to express support for an atheist. While exhibiting these particularly stark tolerant and accepting 

attributes of the secular candidate, Judaism is a smaller yet still representative sample size. 

Mormons are the least tolerant and most opposed to an atheist candidate. Mormon are 20 

percentage points more likely than  Catholics and 50 percentage points more likely than Jews to 

see atheist as negatively affect their voting behavior toward the candidate. Similar, to Jews, the 

Mormons, in this study, are a relatively small sample, but still large enough to be acceptable 

representation. The religious denominations of the “Eastern” response category, as well as 

“Orthodox” were sampled in statistically irrelevant numbers, thus conclusion cannot be drawn 

from their responses. The religious identifications of the Protestants (including Christians), 

Catholics, and secularists are sampled in a representative size to examine their attitudes. Firstly, 
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as one might predict, secularist exhibit high levels of support for a like-minded and akin 

candidate. Support is very high among secularists for a secular presidential candidate. Secularists 

are 31 percentage points more likely than Catholics and 46 percentage point more likely than 

Protestants to express support for an atheist candidate. The opposite is true among Protestants 

and Catholics. The identifiers of these particular religions have particularly high levels of 

opposition to a secular candidate. Thus, even the presence of religion in one’s life seems to be a 

fairly strong indicator of their feeling towards a secular candidate. Regardless of religiosity, just 

the self-identification of any organized religion of Protestantism or Catholicism is a predictor of 

negative perceptions and attitudes towards a secular presidential candidate. Due to Protestant’s 

and Catholic’s large presence in these data and their high levels of disapproval of an atheist 

candidate, one can obtain further characterization of these religious and oppositional individuals.  

TABLE 2.5: BORN AGAIN IDENTIFICATION 
Support for an 

Atheist Candidate 
Would you describe yourself as a ‘born-again’ or evangelical Christian, or not? 

Yes No 
Negative 85% 60% 
Positive 15% 40% 

Total 100% 100% 
Number of Cases 1048 1316 

F = 116.57 P = 0.00 

 All respondents who identified themselves to be either a Protestant (including Christian) 

or Catholic were asked if, in addition, they identified themselves as a “born-again” Christian. 

Forty-two percent of those asked did identify themselves as born-again Christian, which can be 

characterized as a highly religious group, as they are more likely than Protestant and Catholics to 

attend church more than once a week than never and pray more frequently. Regarding this 

entity’s stance towards an atheist candidate, born-again Christians are highly intolerant of an 

atheist candidate, displaying very high levels of opposition to a hypothetical presidential 

applicant. Eighty-five percent of those who identify themselves as born-again Christians have 
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strong hesitations towards an atheist candidate, one of the largest unsupportive majorities 

observed by a single characterization. This is 25 percentage points more than those that answered 

as not being evangelical Christians. This relationship between born-again status and stance on an 

atheist candidate is statistically significant. The identification as a born-again Christian 

potentially has a very strong influence on one’s perception of atheists. This highly religious and 

sizable group is extremely strong in their opposition, displaying less tolerance than their 

mainstream Christian counterparts. Even though support is still not a majority or very high 

among these mainstream Christians, standing only at 40 percent, it could be observed that this 

highly religious and committed group of born-again Christian are a large component of 

Protestant and Catholic who have negative attitudes towards atheists. Born-again Christians are 

extremely opposed to an atheist candidate by a very large margin, perhaps due to their highly 

religious nature, a feature which has been observed to be a strong indicator of negative 

perceptions of an atheist candidate.  

TABLE 2.6: LITERALNESS OF THE BIBLE 

Support for an Atheist 
Candidate 

Which of these statements comes closest to describing your feeling about 
the Bible? 

The actual word of 
God and is to be taken 
literally, word for word 

The actual word of God, 
but not everything in it 

should be taken literally, 
word for word 

A book written by men 
and is not the word of 

God 
Negative 84% 62% 18% 
Positive 16% 38% 82% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 
Number of Cases 1041 1334 488 

F = 97.36 P = 0.00 

 While the other indicators of religiosity have been inclusive of all the respondents, 

examining individuals’ feeling towards the literalness of the Bible can reveal the relationship 

between the specific measure of belief of Protestants and Catholics and their support for an 

atheist candidate. In this measurement, which was found to be statistically significant, the more 

literally the Bible is taken by the respondent, the higher degree of religiosity is assumed. Those 
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that answered that they believed the Bible was merely a work produced by men is assumed to be 

the most secular answered. Conversely, those that believe the Bible is literal and the actual words 

of God display the highest degree of belief. In this datum, there is a noticeable decline in 

negative support for an atheist candidate as one feels that the Bible should be interpreted as less 

literally and more as a work of humanity. Those that find the Bible to be the most literal are 66 

percent more likely than those who see the Bible as not the literal word of God to feel that the 

atheism of a candidate would make them less likely to support the candidate. Conversely the less 

literal interpreters of the Bible are still 44 percent more likely to express positive support for an 

atheist candidate than the moderate interpreters, who see the Bible as the actual word of God. 

These large differences in opinions signify a very strong and distinct relationship between these 

two variables. In this relationship, the more literal the Bible is understood as the words of God, a 

high degree of religiosity or belief, the more probable negative support is expressed for an atheist 

candidate.  

Conclusions 
 The hypothesis of the relationship between religion and support for an atheist presidential 

candidate were confirmed by the data. A significant and parallel trend was evidence by all the 

measures of religiosity. The increased presence and importance of religion in one’s life was a 

strong indicator of a decreased and negative expressed support for an atheist candidate. As this 

religiosity declined, so did the negative perceptions of the atheist candidate, with the most 

tolerant of the candidate being the most secular. In many of the cases, the measure of religiosity 

showed particularly large divulgences of over 50 percentage points in expressed negative support 

comparing the most religious to the least. These large differences in expressed support denote 

that there exist a very large relationship between an individual’s personal religion and their 
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perceptions of atheism represented in politics. The more religious an individual, and further 

theologically dissimilar from the atheist candidate, the more likely they were to express 

decreased support for the candidate. As noted within the introduction of this section, voting 

based on similarity and relationship between one’s own religion and the candidate religious is a 

significant factor in the decision-making process of a voter. Religiosity is a strong predictor of an 

individual’s assessment in their voting behavior, particularly when the candidate does not 

identify with a religion.  

  The hypothesis’ prediction on particular denominations’ support for an atheist candidate 

was also substantiated by the research. Catholic and Protestants, which includes Christians, 

expressed negative support for an atheist candidate when compared to secularists and Jews. It 

was hypothesized that these two large religions in the study would express the highest levels of 

disapproval for the candidate, which was partially true in the research. While Catholics and 

Protestants did express high degrees of negative support, it was actually the Mormons who were 

the least tolerant. Mormonism, similar to Judaism, was represented in a smaller proportion than 

Protest and Catholics, which were an overwhelming majority of the respondents. It is this smaller 

sample size that may account for Mormonism’s and Judaism’s extremely negative or positive 

views, respectively. The hypothesis that the identification of a religion, in particular the 

mainstream religions of Protestantism and Catholicism, would have negative influence on an 

atheist candidate’s reception was collaborated by the data. Furthermore, the hypothesis that a 

converse relationship existed between increased religious and decreased support was also 

verified by the research. 
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Other Characteristics 

Introduction 
 In addition to the religious factors of denomination and intensity previously discussed, 

many other demographic factors can be analyzed to test their potential relationship and bearing 

on an individual’s possible negative or positive support for an atheist presidential candidate. For 

the purposes of this analysis, the demographic factors of income, education, partisanship, age, 

and gender were all measures against atheist support. Before a full examination of the results and 

interpretation, a discussion of previous understanding of these different components follows. 

 Income or social classes has been shown to have significant effects on an individual’s 

public opinion. Weatherford and Sergeyev’s study on post-New Deal economics suggest that 

individuals “rely more heavily on the stable, ideological orientation implicit in the connection to 

class distinctions than on the dramatic but fleeting information of recent economic 

fluctuations.”19 That is, individuals will typically not abandon their partisanship beliefs closely 

tied to their economic class in the case of momentary economic inconsistency. For United States 

presidential elections, the Democratic Party has seen more of its support arise from the lower 

class, particularly the working class as in recent years their turnout and electorate make-up have 

both been increasing. Alternatively, the middle and upper economic classes have generally 

supported the Republican Party in presidential elections.20 Another observation made about the 

relationship between class and public opinion is that as there is a perception of greater inequality 

between the wealthier and poorer economic classes conservative sentiments increase, such as 

                                                             
19 M. Stephen Weatherford and Boris Sergeyev, “Thinking About Economic Interests: Class and Recession in the 
New Deal,” Political Behavior 22 4 (2000): 331.   
20 Paul R. Abramson, John H. Aldrich, and David W. Rohde, Change and Continuity in the 2008 Elections, 
(Washington DC: CQ Press 2009) 134-136. 
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their opinions towards welfare.21 It was seen from these studies that an individual’s income, and 

thus economic class, does exhibit particular a relationship and is a contributing factor to an 

individual’s public opinion.  

 In addition, the respondent’s age has been found to be an important factor is shaping 

one’s public opinion. Recent studies have confirmed that an individual’s age has been a 

contributing attribute in considering the attitudes of the young and old towards a minority groups 

– particularly Muslims and Jews.22 Younger generations tend to be more tolerant and hold a 

higher percentage of favorable view towards Muslim and the religion of Islam in generation. 

Those under the age of 30 held significantly more positive views than those over the age of 65.23 

Proposed by Simon and Abdel-Moneim, an explanation for this divide between the generations 

in their favorable views of Muslims and Islam is the difference in the level of the understanding 

of the Islam religion, and it is this ignorance that influences this hostility.24 Older generation of 

those above the age of 65 had less knowledge in identifying the significance of the important 

terms, such as “Allah” and “Koran” than those of a younger age.25 Though measuring higher in 

their tolerant views towards Muslims, younger generations have appeared to display higher 

levels of anti-Semitism in recent years. In a 2004 Pew survey, 34 percent of those under the age 

of 30 felt that the Jews were directly responsible for the death of Jesus.26 This is an increase from 

an earlier poll conducted in 1997, where only 10 percent of those under the age 30 expressed that 

                                                             
21 Nathan J. Kelly and Peter K. Enns, “Inequality and the Dynamites of Public Opinion: The Self-Reinforcing Link 
Between Economic Inequality and Mass Preferences,” American Journal of Political Science vol. 54 no. 4 (2010): 
866-7) 
22 Mohamed Alaa Abdel-Moneim and Rita J. Simon, “Does Age Matter?” Social Science and Public Policy 48 
(2010): 49.  
23 The Pew Research Center. “Public Expresses Mixed Views on Islam, Mormonism,” 25 September 2007, accessed 
11 April 2011, http://pewforum.org/Public-Expresses-Mixed-Views-of-Islam-Mormonism.aspx. 
24 Abdel-Moneim and Simon, “Does Age Matter?” 42-3.  
25 Abdel-Moneim and Simon, “Does Age Matter?” 43. 
26 The Pew Research Center, “Belief that Jews were Responsible for Christ's Death Increases,” 2 April 2004, 
accessed 11 April 2011, http://people-press.org/2004/04/02/belief-that-jews-were-responsible-for-christs-death-
increases/. 
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same opinion of the Jew’s responsible for the execution of Jesus. Age has shown to be a 

considerable factor in analyzing the attitude and opinion of different minority religious groups.  

 Gender has evidenced itself to be a relatively minor factor in determining one’s public 

opinion on various issues. Recent studies have displayed a lessening of gender differences in 

opinions towards different minority groups and their treatment. Women are more likely to 

perceive that a racial divide does exists in society, and that minority groups, such as African 

Americans, do suffer from lessened social opportunities because of the prevalence of 

discrimination.27 This perception of the prejudiced condition of African-Americans might inform 

their opinion towards the atheist candidate in this analysis. Past surveys also have concluded that 

men are more likely to harbor anti-Semitic sentiments, particularly if they have not attainted a 

college degree.28 However, in many other attitudinal measures, women and men do not differ 

greatly. Public opinion towards Muslims and the legal status of abortion does not exhibit a 

significant gender gap, though women do consider their opinion on abortion more strongly when 

voting.29 Another relevant characteristic of gender and public opinion to this analysis is the 

increased tolerance by women. This has been evidenced by women’s increased tolerance towards 

homosexuality, accepting homosexuality by margin of 9 more percentage point than men, and 

being less likely to express homosexual stereotypes.30  Furthermore, relevant to this analysis of 

establishing the divide between atheist acceptance in the public sphere and political participation, 

women were found to be more supportive of a homosexual’s right to protection from 

discriminatory employment practices, the extension of employee benefit to and adoption right to 

                                                             
27 Mohamed Alaa Abdel-Moneim and Rita J. Simon, “Does Gender Matter?” Gender Issues 27 (2010): 96-99. 
28 The Martilla Communications Group, “American Attitudes Towards Jew in America,” October 2007, accessed 11 
April 2011, http://www.adl.org/Anti_semitism/poll_2007/Anti-Semitism%20Poll%202007.pdf.  
29 Abdel-Moneim and Simon, “Does Gender Matter?” 100, 106. 
30 Abdel-Moneim and Simon, “Does Gender Matter?” 107-8.  
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same-sex couples.31 The gender gap between men and women’s public opinion has lessened in 

recent years, but studies still show evidenced of women’s increased tolerant attitudes and 

opinions over their male peers. Yet, women remain more religious than men, which could lower 

their tolerance towards atheists.  

Education has been shown to have a particular effect upon public opinion. It has been 

observed that as one’s educational attainment increases, there is an increase in consistency in 

ideological attitudes.32 That is, the more education an individual has, the more likely it is that 

they will act in accordance with their particular ideology on different issues. One of the issues 

tested within Bishop’s study that was found to display the greatest difference in consistency 

between the educational attainment levels was the appropriate role of government. This was 

found to have the most consistency among the highly education, and one of lesser consistently by 

the lesser educated. Bishop also notes this particular significance of this divergence of 

consistency among the deferring levels of education is the question of the power of government 

is a fundamental tenant of division between liberals and conservative ideology.33 Thus within my 

own analysis, this inconsistency may arise in attempting to initially ascertain and hypothesis the 

particular opinion held by the lesser education based upon their ideology.  

Party identification or partisanship has been a staple of public opinion and political 

surveys. It is generally understood that party identification is an effective summary of an 

individual’s own ideology that is closely tied with their relationship with the larger political 

parties. Furthermore, this summary allows for individuals to utilize it as a shortcut in their voting 

                                                             
31 Georgory M. Hereck, “Gender Gaps in Public Opinion about Lesbians and Gay Men” The Public Opinion 
Quarterly 66 (2002): 40-66. 
32 George F. Bishop, “The Effect of Education on Ideological Consistency,” Public Opinion Quarterly 40 (1976): 
342   
33 Bishop, “The Effect of Education on Ideological Consistency,”342-344. 
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behavior.34 This use of partisanship as a guiding tool for electoral behavior is pertinent to my 

own study as one would expect that identification with a particular ideology or political party 

will yield result similar to others within the same party or ideology. Furthermore, it has been 

shown that individuals can develop these understandings and relationships of a political party 

and candidate is based on their social traits, including their religion.35 Thus, when posed with the 

question of whether they would vote for an atheist presidential candidate, certain inferences 

about this candidate ideology and position on issue will be made by the respondents. If these 

inferences are close to the individuals own partisanship, a higher acceptance rate would be 

expected. Studies also have shown that there is a strongly perceived relationship between 

traditionalist religions and the Republican Party and conservative ideology. Alternatively, there 

is a strong connection made between “religious liberalism” and secularism with the Democratic 

Party.36 Thus, within the analysis of partisanship, the results of a measurement of atheist support 

by ideology would present further evidence of a partisan divide in atheist political tolerance.  

Hypothesis and Research Design 
I hypothesize that each of the demographic variables within the analysis will have a direct 

and significant correlation with levels of positive or negative support for an atheist presidential 

candidate. The dataset used to test this hypothesis is the same survey utilized in the previous 

analysis, the Religion and Public Life Survey commissioned by Pew Research Center for the 

People and Press and the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, conducted in August 2007 by 

Princeton Survey Research Associates. Likewise, the same dependant variable also will be 

utilized in this research tested against the demographic independent variables. The dependant 

variable was “Regardless of the specific candidates who are running for president, we’d like to 

                                                             
34 Campbell, Green, and Layman, “The Party Faithful,” 43. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Campbell, Green, and Layman, “The Party Faithful,” 55-56.  



C o w a n  | 28 
 

know how you generally feel about some different traits. First, would you be more likely or less 

likely to support a candidate for president who does not believe in God, or wouldn’t this matter 

to you?” The accepted responses were, originally, “More likely to support,” “Less likely to 

support,” “Wouldn’t matter/No difference,” and “Don’t know/Refused.” As in the previous 

analysis, this variable’s responses were recoded.  “More likely to support” and “Wouldn’t/No 

difference” were recoded as “Positive,” as this response indicated either a positive or neutral 

position of support of an atheist candidate. “Less likely to support” was recoded as “Negative,” 

as it indicates a reduction in support, while “Don’t know/Refused” was dropped from the data.  

The first independent variable for this analysis was that of education. I hypothesize that 

as the respondent’s education increased their willingness to vote for an atheist presidential 

candidate would increase, as well. Conversely, lesser educational attainment or achievement 

would result in a lesser tolerance of an atheist candidate. The exact question posed to 

respondents regarding their educational competition was “What is the last grade or class that you 

completed in school?” The responses and their recoded categories were “None, or grade 1-8,” 

“High school incomplete (Grades 9-11),” and “High school graduate (Grade 12 or GED 

certificate),” recoded as “High School or Less”; “Technical, trade, or vocational school after high 

school” and “Some college, no 4-year degree (including associate degree),” recoded as “Some 

College”; and finally, “College graduate (B.S., B.A., or other 4-year degree),” and “Post-

graduate training or professional schooling after college (e.g., toward a master's Degree or Ph.D.; 

law or medical school),” was recoded as “College Graduate.” A responses of “”Don’t 

Know/Refused” was dropped in my analysis. According to my hypothesis, “College Graduates” 

will exhibit the highest levels of positive support, while the least educated, “High School or less” 

respondents, will harbor the highest levels of negative support.  
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The second independent variable for this analysis is income. This question was posed to 

respondents as “Last year, that in 2006, what was your total family income from all sources, 

before taxes? Just tell me when I get the right category.” The listed categories were “Less than 

$10,000,” “10 to under $20,000,” “20 to under $30,000,” “30 to under $40,000,” “40 to under 

$50,000,” “50 to under $75,000,” “75 to under $100,000,” “100 to under $150,000,” “$150,000 

or more,” and “Don't know/Refused.” Those making less than $20,000 were recoded as “Lower 

Class.” Responses which indicated earning between $20,000 and $50,000 was categorized as 

“Lower Middle Class.” Income of between $50,000 and $100,000 was recoded as the “Upper 

Middle Class.” Those responding with their familial income as $100,000 and above were 

recoded as the “Upper Class.” A recorded response of “Don’t Know/Refused,” was dropped in 

this recoding.  I hypothesize that higher income levels will have increasing support for an atheist 

candidate. The highest levels of support will come from those making the most as the “Upper 

Class”, while lower income levels, “Lower Class” and “Lower Middle Class,” will yield 

decreased candidate support.  

The next independent variable is age. My hypothesis is that younger generations will 

express increased tolerance for an atheist candidate, and the reverse will be true for the older 

generations. The question of age was worded “What is your age?” The response was recorded as 

the numerical value given for the respondent’s age, “97 or older,” and “Don’t Know/Refused.” 

These age values were recoded into categories for this analysis. The following age ranges were 

recoded: ages 18 to 29 was recoded to “Young Adults,” ages 30 to 44 was recoded to “Adult,” 

ages 45 to 65 was recoded as “Middle Aged,” and finally those over the age of 65 was recoded as 

“Old Aged.” “Don’t Know/Refused” was dropped from the analysis. According to my 

hypothesis, the younger age groups of “Young Adults” and “Adults” will have the lowest levels 
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of negative support of an atheist candidate, while the older categorizations of “Middle Aged” and 

“Old Aged” will express the highest levels of negative support.  

The next independent variable to be tested is sex. Sex was determined by the individuals 

conducting the survey and was recorded as either “Male” or “Female” My hypothesis is that 

women will exhibit less tolerance towards their voting for a atheist presidential candidate and 

thus will have higher levels of negative support than males, and lower levels of positive support 

than males. 

The next independent variable is race. The determination of race within this survey began 

with the question of “Are you, yourself, of Hispanic origin or descent, such as Mexican, Puerto 

Rican, Cuban, or some other Spanish background?”  The possible responses for this question was 

“Yes,” “No,” or “Don’t Know/Refused.” If the respondent answer either “No,” or “Don’t 

Know/Refused” they were asked “What is your race? Are you white, black, Asian, or some 

other?” Possible responses include “White,” “Black,” “Asian,” “Other or mixed race,” or “Don’t 

Know Refused.” The responses of “Asian” and “Other or mixed race,” were recoded as “Other.” 

If however the respondent answered “Yes,” to the initial query, the respondent was subsequently 

as “Are you white Hispanic, black Hispanic, or some other race?” and the responses were 

recorded in the same responses as if the respondent had answered “No” or “Don’t 

Know/Refused” to the initial question. The response of “Don’t Know/Refused” was dropped. My 

hypothesis is that the “White” categorization will have the highest levels of positive support for 

atheist candidate, while “Black” race will have the lowest level of positive support for the 

candidate. The “Other” races will exhibit a higher level of positive support for the atheist 

candidate than the “Black” race, but a significant gap will still exists between its level of positive 

support and the “White” race’s expressed positive support.  
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The final independent variable for this analysis is a measure of political identification. 

This particular independent variable is a recoding of three other variables to constitute a seven-

point scale of partisanship. The first question of this variable is “In politics today, do you 

consider yourself a Republican, Democrat, or Independent?”The possible responses were 

“Republican,” “Democrat,” “Independent,” “No preference,” “Other party,” or “Don’t 

Know/Refused.”  Those responding as either “Democrat” or “Republican” were then asked “Do 

you consider yourself a strong [Democrat or Republican] or not a strong [Democrat or 

Republican]?” with the possible responses of “Strong,” “Not strong,” or “Refused/Don’t Know.” 

Those that answered “Democrat” and “Strong” were recoded as “Strong Democrats,” and those 

that answered as “Republican” and “Strong” were recoded as “Strong Republicans” in the final 

independent variable. Those that answered as “Democrat” but “Not strong” were recoded as 

“Weak Democrats,” while those answered as “Republican” and “Not strong” were recoded as 

“Weak Republicans” in the party identification recoded variable. “Don’t Know/Refused was 

dropped. In the initial question, if the respondent answered as either “Independent,” “No 

preference,” or “Don’t Know/Refused,” they were asked “As of today do you lean more to the 

Republican Party or more to the Democratic Party?” with the possible response of “Republican,” 

“Democrat,” or “Other/Don’t Know/Refused.” Those who answered “Republican” were recoded 

as “Independent Republicans,” while those that answered “Democrat” were recoded as 

“Independent Democrat” in the final independent variable. Those responding with “Other/Don’t 

Know/Refused” were recorded as “Independents,” in the final variable. My hypothesis is that the 

“Strong Democrat” will have the highest levels of positive support for an atheist candidate, and 

“Strong Republican” will have the lowest. There will be a gradual shift in positive support from 

high to low from the Democratic Party categories to the Republican Party identification. Thus, 
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independents will express moderate positive and negative support for the atheist candidate, with 

the extremes of opinion in the “Strong” categorizations.  

Results and Interpretation 
TABLE 3.1 EDUCATION 

Support for an 
Atheist Candidate 

Last Grade or Class of Educational Completion 
High School or less Some College College Graduate 

Negative 69% 64% 51% 
Positive 31% 36% 49% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 
Number of Cases 1447 728 853 

F = 28.61 P = 0.00 

 These data reveal a distinct trend in educational patterns and one’s attitudes towards an 

atheist candidate. The relationship between the two variables is that the less education one has, 

the more likely it is that they are negatively affected by a candidate’s atheism, a pattern 

confirmed as statistically significant as the value of p is less than .05. The gap in support among 

those who have completed high or less and those who have graduated college for the candidate is 

18 percentage points, a fairly significant divergence, though smaller than many of the difference 

for the religious variables. Higher educational levels preclude one to be more tolerant and 

supportive of an atheist candidate. There is a gradual development as one progress through the 

educational level of decreasing negative perceptions of the atheist candidate. While never a 

strong majority, positive support nearly reaches negative support among the highest educated, 

closing the gap to only two percentage points. This stands in contrast to the gap among those 

with a high school education or less, where this difference in opinion in 38 percentage points. 

Education may just simply expose and educate individuals regarding atheism. This familiarity 

may lead to a greater acceptance in representative politics. The relationship between education 

and support of an atheist candidate is that the less education once has received, the less support 

shown for and the prospective presidential candidate.  
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TABLE 3.2 INCOME 

Support for an 
Atheist 

Candidate 

Income Class 

Lower (< $20,000) 
Lower Middle 

($20,000 – 
$50,000) 

Upper Middle 
($50,000 – 
$100,000) 

Upper (> $100,000) 

Negative 69% 65% 61% 53% 
Positive 31% 35% 39% 47% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number of 

Cases 506 934 734 450 

F = 6.98 P = 0.00 
Another facet of opinion towards an atheist candidate can be measured by an individual’s 

income. The relationship revealed by this data regarding income, is that the wealthier tend to be 

moderately more accepting of a secular candidate, then the lower classes, a statistically relevant 

relationship as the value of p is less than .05. Negative support for the candidate remains 

relatively high through the economic classes until the highest and wealthiest distinction. 

Negative support for the candidate measures in the 60 percent range for three-fourths of the 

income classes, experiencing a moderate decline of eight percentage points when income reaches 

over $100,000. Interestingly, unpopularity of the atheist candidate is relatively stable over the 

first three economic classes until the sharp decline. There is a general pattern of disapproval 

among these lower income levels, a particular trend of consistency. It is at this income level that 

positive support for an atheist candidate is at its closest to negative support among the economic 

classes. The gap between the lowest and wealthiest class is 16 percentage points revealing the 

observed moderate relationship. It could also be noted that the vast majority of those responding, 

approximately 83 percent, fall into these less tolerant economic class. The wealthiest in these 

data represent a very small minority of respondents, hence why the total opinion is heavily 

represented as negatively affected by a candidate’s atheism. The higher the income level of an 

individual the more likely it is that they have positive perceptions and support for an atheist 

candidate.  
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TABLE 3.3 AGE 
Support for an 

Atheist 
Candidate 

Age 
Young Adult (18 – 

29) Adult (30 - 44) Middle Aged (45 - 
64) Old Aged (65+) 

Negative 51% 59% 65% 77% 
Positive 49% 41% 35% 23% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number of 

Cases 592 841 1050 537 

F = 18.99 P = 0.00 

 Age is another demographic factor that has credence upon one’s attitudes towards an 

atheist candidate. There is a definite relationship between these two variables as support 

decreases greatly with age, with the difference in support from the youngest to the oldest 

equaling 26 percentage points, a pattern that is statistically significant with a p value of less than 

.05. With age, there is a definite increase in the negative support for the candidate, as the older 

have much higher levels of intolerance towards the candidate. The youngest category trends as 

the most accepting of the age groups, with 49 percent expressing positive support. Adults begin 

the pattern of declining support, with both an increase in negative support and in sheer 

population numbers. The majority of respondents fell into the next classification of middle aged, 

which continues the pattern of declining support. Finally the most prejudice of the age groups is 

those above 65, expressing negative support at over a three-to-one margin. The oldest of the 

respondents were likely to have the harshest of feeling towards an atheist candidate. This oldest 

generations were most likely to feel that a candidate’s atheism would have a negative impact on 

their voting choice, seeing atheism as a negative characteristic. Age have a strong relationship in 

regard to one’s opinion of an atheist candidate as the higher levels of disapproval are seen among 

the older individuals.   

TABLE 3.4 SEX 

Support for an Atheist Candidate Sex 
Male Female 

Negative 57% 67% 
Positive 43% 33% 
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Total 100% 100% 
Number of Cases 1472 1581 

F = 20.54 P = 0.00 

 There is a small relationship between the gender of the individuals and their level of 

support for an atheist presidential candidate. Females are more likely to express atheisms as a 

negative factor on their willingness to vote for such a presidential candidate, a statistically 

significant relationship. Males are 10 percentage points more likely to express atheism as a 

positive influence on their vote for a presidential candidate. Women are unlikely to vote for the 

same candidate with 67 percent stating that being nonreligious would negative impact their 

decision to vote for the candidate. While positive support does not hold a majority for either 

gender, males are more likely than women to vote for an atheist presidential candidate by a small 

margin.   

TABLE 3.5 RACE 
Support for an Atheist 

Candidate 
Race 

White Black Other 
Negative 61% 76% 64% 
Positive 39% 24% 36% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 
Number of Cases 2374 352 244 

F = 7.75 P = 0.00 

 The differences among races in their support of an atheist candidate is primarily found in 

a comparison of between those identified as white and other versus those who identified 

themselves as black. Whites and those categorized as other races were relatively similar in their 

opinions. Other races are just slightly more negative towards an atheist presidential candidate 

than whites, who were three percentage points more likely to see atheism as a positive attribute 

of a candidate. In comparison to those identified as black, there is a much larger difference. 

Blacks were 15 percentage points higher than whites in expressing negative support for a 

nonreligious presidential candidate, and 12 percentage points higher than other races in negative 
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support. The described relationship is statistically significant as denoted by the p value of less 

than .05. Exhibiting the lowest level of positive support, Blacks were predominately negative 

towards an atheist candidate, while Whites and other races polled similar in their opinions 

expressing higher levels of positive support for the prospective candidate. The greater religiosity 

of blacks most likely explains this pattern of increased animosity towards atheists in politics.  

TABLE 3.6 POLITICAL PARTISANSHIP  
Support 
for an 

Atheist 
Candidate 

Party Identification 
Strong 

Democrat 
Weak 

Democrat 
Independent 
Democrat Independent Independent 

Republican 
Weak 

Republican 
Strong 

Republican 
Negative 62% 59% 48% 60% 57% 73% 79% 
Positive 38% 41% 52% 40% 43% 27% 21% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Number 
of Cases 591 400 457 369 306 351 448 

F = 13.02 P = 0.00 

 A strong relationship between support for an atheist candidate and political identification 

can be seen in these data. As one moves through the different identifications from Democratic to 

Republican, a general trend emerges of decreased positive support and increased negative 

support for the candidate. The difference from the “Strong Democrat” and “Strong Republican” 

is 17 percentage points, and the p value signifies a statistically significant relationship. Moving 

away from these extremes, the divergence is still considerable. Comparing weak Democrats and 

Republicans yields a difference of 14 percentage points, and the difference between Independent 

Democrats and Republicans is still nine percentage points. It would appear that simply 

identifying oneself as a part of a political party is a significant indicator of one’s opinion of an 

atheist candidate.  

Another interesting trend in this analysis is the stark difference between those that are 

slightly independent versus the rest of the party. Among Democrats, the difference between 

Weak and Independent Democrats is 11 percentage points of positive support, while Independent 
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Republicans are 16 percentage points more supportive of an secular candidate that Weak 

Republican party identifiers. Even with a slight identification with a political party, the label of 

Independent is a strong indicator of increased positive support for the atheist presidential 

candidate. As mentioned previously, there is a general trend of decreased positive support as one 

move through the categories of Democrat to Republican, but Independents do stand out as a 

particularly positive in their support. As mentioned, Independent Democrats and Republicans 

express increased positive support, which is particularly interesting on the Democratic side, 

where it was expected to express much higher levels than a moderate Independent opinion. 

Independents actually show the highest levels of positive support for an atheist candidate at 40 

percent, slightly higher or on par with Strong Democrats and 19 percentage points higher than 

Strong Republicans. Political identifications as a independent signifies a particularly higher 

tolerance for a secularist candidate, either surpass or at similar levels than Democrats, while 

Republicans show the highest levels of expressed negative support for an atheist candidate. 

Independents tend to be younger than partisans and this may help to explain this result. 

Conclusions 
 Many of my hypotheses regarding these demographic factors and support of an atheist 

presidential candidate were correct in their conclusions. The more education one had attainted 

the more likely it was that they were favorable to the atheist candidate. Educational attainment 

had an inverse relationship with negative support for an atheist candidate. My hypothesis 

regarding income was also confirmed by this analysis. Higher income levels expressed a higher 

level of tolerance and positive support for the secular candidate than those on the lower ends of 

the economic classes. The hypothesis of the relationship between age and likelihood of voting 

for an atheist candidate was supported by these data. Younger individuals responded more 
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favorably to voting for a nonreligious candidate, while older respondents expressed higher levels 

of hesitation towards casting their vote for such a candidate. Sex was another aspect of my 

hypothesis that was expressed in the datum. Males were slightly more likely to vote for an atheist 

candidate than their female counterparts. This may be due to the fact that women tend to be more 

likely to be religious than men, in their practice and identification. These portions of my 

hypothesis were confirmed to be accurate through the analysis.  

 However, the analysis did differ from my hypotheses regarding race and party 

identification. My hypothesis for races stated that those that identified themselves as white would 

be the most tolerant above those of that identified themselves as black, as well as other races. 

This was partly correct as whites were more favorable towards an atheist candidate than blacks, 

but were only so by a slight margin in comparison to other races. My hypothesizes held that there 

would be a significant gap between the whites’ positive support and these two other categories, 

when in fact the identification of other races was quite similar to those of whites. Blacks are 

more likely to be religious than whites within the study, and typically identify as evangelical 

Christians, a group earlier identified as overwhelmingly opposed to an atheist, more so than 

Mormons or Protestants.  This religious attributes may explain their lower support for an atheist 

presidential candidate.  

A similar situation arose between my hypothesis and the analysis of party identification. I 

hypothesized that Democrats would express the highest levels of support for the atheist 

candidate, well above the levels of Independents and Republicans. This was not confirmed to be 

accurate by the data. Independents were revealed to actually express the highest levels of 

positive support for the candidate, followed by Democrats and then Republicans. This could be 

due to the fact that religious conservative have increasingly become a larger component of the 
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Republican Party, so this may explain this pattern of acceptance of an atheist candidate.37 My 

hypothesis held that Independents would serve as a moderate transitional group for the extreme 

positions of the Democrats and Republicans, when in fact, Independents was a significant 

political grouping with a distinct level of high positive support for an atheist candidate.  

  

                                                             
37 The Pew Research Center, “Religion in the 2010 Elections,” 3 November 2010, accessed 11 April 2011, 
http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1791/2010-midterm-elections-exit-poll-religion-vote 
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Multivariable Regression Analysis 

Introduction 
 Thus far, my analysis has reached a number of conclusions regarding support for an 

atheistic candidate. Religion and religiosity has been shown to be a dividing factor in the public’s 

support for such a candidate. Protestants and Mormons have been shown to be particularly 

opposed to such a secular candidate, with Catholics also expressing their hesitation to lend 

political support. Evangelical Christians are also particularly remarkable in their strong 

opposition. Additionally, those that are more active within their faith and hold their religious 

belief as particularly strong and important have expressed a lessened likelihood to support a 

secular presidential candidate.  

 Other socioeconomic factors have also been analyzed in this comprehensive study of 

attitude towards an atheist candidate. Education, income, age, gender, and race have all been 

statically significant in expressing a relationship between these attributes and attitudes. The less 

education, less wealthy, and older have been characteristic by their reluctance to the atheist 

candidate. Whereas, males and whites have been more likely than their counterparts to support 

the atheist candidate. Partisanship also had created a divide in support, as the more Republican 

and conservative an individual is the stronger the chances that they will disapprove of an atheist 

candidate.  

 The next stage of this analysis will attempt to examine these different variables in relation 

to each other in their opinions towards the atheist candidate through the use of regression 

analysis. This examination of the variables within their different subgroups of religion-based 

variables and the socio-economic rooted variables will allow for the analysis of their relationship 

in influencing opinions towards atheist political tolerance. Finally, a regression analysis will be 
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conducted combining all of these different variables to reach conclusions on their influence on an 

individual’s opinion.  

Hypothesis and Research Design 
 Through the use of regression analysis, I hypothesize that religiosity will the greatest 

impact on support for an atheist presidential candidate. The next strongest indicator of opinion 

towards such a candidate will be an individual’s religious denomination or identification, 

followed by other demographic factors, such as educational completion or income, but measures 

of religiosity will be significantly more influential. In particular, I hypothesize that religious 

importance in one’s life will be the most significant of the measure of religiosity in informing 

one’s willingness to support an atheist candidate, and will have the highest deviation within the 

measures of religiosity, as well as all the other variables. As for religious denomination, 

Protestant and Catholics will have the strongest relationship with atheist candidate support. 

Amongst the demographic variable, I hypothesize education and income will have the highest 

deviations, but will still be far below that of religious importance, in comparison.  

The research for this examination will consist of a series of regression analysis using 

variables from the earlier sections of this research thesis. The dependant variable is “Regardless 

of the specific candidates who are running for president, we’d like to know how you generally 

feel about some different traits. First, would you be more likely or less likely to support a 

candidate for president who does not believe in God, or wouldn’t this matter to you?” The 

accepted responses were, originally, “More likely to support,” “Less likely to support,” 

“Wouldn’t matter/No difference,” and “Don’t know/Refused.” As in the previous analysis, this 

variable’s responses were recoded.  “More likely to support” and “Wouldn’t/No difference” were 

recoded as “Positive,” as this response indicated either a positive or neutral position of support of 
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an atheist candidate. “Less likely to support” was recoded as “Negative,” as it indicates a 

reduction in support, while “Don’t know/Refused” was dropped from the data.  

The first table will be a regression analysis using the different religious denominations 

using the same recoded variable as in Section 2. The excluded religious denomination for this 

analysis was Catholic, as it represented the mean of the responses discussed in the previous 

section.  

The second regression table will utilize many of the demographic variables from Section 

3 of this thesis. The recoded variables for this table include education, income, age, sex, and 

party identifications. The third table is a regression analysis for the race variable, which was 

recoded to create the separate the different responses. “White,” “Black,” “Asian,” and “Other” 

were recoded for this analysis, and “White” was excluded for comparison. 

The fourth table utilizes many of the degrees of religiosity encountered in Section 2 of 

this research. These variables include Religious Importance, Religious Attendance, Prayer 

Frequency, and the Literalness of the Bible. The final table of this examination will be a 

regression analysis including all of the variables from this discussion, including the religious 

denominations, demographic elements, race, and measures of religiosity.   

Results and Interpretation 
TABLE 4.1 RELIGIOUS DENOMINATION  
Variable b Beta P 

Protestant -0.13 -0.13 0.00 
Mormon -0.17 -0.05 0.00 
Jewish 0.42 0.13 0.00 
Secular 0.39 0.27 0.00 

Orthodox -0.22 -0.03 0.07 
Eastern 0.36 0.08 0.00 
Other 0.39 0.09 0.00 
N = 2919 
R2 = 0.16 

F = 77.99 
P = 0.00 
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 In comparison with Catholic as the mean, a number of religious denominations are 

prominent in their divergences. From these data, it can be interpreted as showing that the 

opinions of Protestants are particularly harsh towards an atheist candidate. Protestant are much 

more likely than any other denomination to express negative support towards the candidate than 

Catholics. In turn, Catholics are about the same in their negative opinion of a secularist candidate 

as Mormons, with this denomination being slightly more expressive of negative support. There is 

a no certainty of a correlation for those of the Orthodox Catholic denomination. Thus of the 

major religions within this study, Protestants and Mormons are the most likely to hold a negative 

perspective of an atheist running for office. Alternatively, as one would expect, Secularists hold 

a particular more positive view of a similar individual presidential candidate than Catholics. 

Secularists and Jews deviate from Catholics and express a more positive view of an atheist 

candidate. Those identifying themselves as a part of an Eastern or other religion are also slightly 

more likely to support an atheist candidate than Catholics. Also noted by the significance of the 

Beta coefficient of Secularist, this attribute is particularly influential in their opinion towards the 

like-minded atheist candidate. A high Beta coefficient is also observed in the Jewish opinion of 

the candidate, as well as within Protestant denomination. Identifying as a Protestant is a 

particular strong influencing factor on negatively expressing an opinion of an atheist presidential 

candidate. Secularist and Jews are significantly more apt to express positive support for an 

atheist candidate, while Protestants are more likely to see atheism as negatively impacting their 

votes.  

TABLE 4.2 DEMOGRAPHICS  
Variable b Beta P 

Educational Completion 0.08 0.14 0.00 
Income Class 0.04 0.07 0.00 

Party Identification -0.05 -0.23 0.00 
Age -0.07 -0.13 0.00 
Sex -0.10 -0.11 0.00 
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N = 2485 
R2 = 0.10 

F = 58.92 
P = 0.00 

 Of these demographic measures, party identification emerges as the strongest factor from 

the other variables, as signified by the -.23 Beta coefficient. Party Identification, according to 

these data, greatly changes the willingness to express negative support towards an atheist 

candidate as this measure moves from the Democratic categories to the Republican 

identifications. As one become more Republican in their identifications, their view of an atheist 

candidate becomes increasingly harsh and negative. Age and sex, both, also exhibit this trend of 

increasing negative support. As one become older, negative support increases, though at a less 

drastic rate than party identification. As for gender, the difference from male to female is 

increased negative support. The measurement that showed the greatest increases in positive 

support was educational completion, with higher educational achievement leading to a likelihood 

of a more positive position. Income is similar to educational completion, but to a lesser degree. 

As an individual earns more income, they are more likely to express positive support for an 

atheist candidate. In this analysis, important factors in determining one’s perspective on an 

atheist candidate included party identification which increased Republican identification 

corresponded with increased negative support, and higher educational achievement led to more 

positive opinions of an atheist presidential candidate. 

TABLE 4.3 RACE 
Variable b Beta P 

Black -0.17 -0.10 0.00 
Asian/Other 0.06 0.03 0.10 

N = 3002  
R2 = 0.01 

F = 16.27 
P = 0.00 

 The only race categorization which displayed a probability of correlation was Blacks in 

comparison to whites. Those that identified as Black were more likely to express increased 

negative support of an atheist candidate than whites, which plays a moderate influence on 
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opinion with the Beta coefficient of -0.10. Those that identified as Asian or another race did not 

differ from whites as the p value exceeded .05, and thus this relationship was not statistically 

significant.   

TABLE 4.4 RELIGIOSITY  
Variable b Beta P 

Religious Importance 0.13 0.19 0.00 
Religious Attendance 0.01 0.03 0.24 

Prayer Frequency 0.02 0.06 0.02 
Born Again Identification 0.08 0.09 0.00 

Literalness of Bible 0.15 0.21 0.00 
N = 2220  
R2 = 0.20 

F= 109.60 
P = 0.00 

 This regression result indicates that in nearly all these variables, as one became 

increasingly less religious, positive support experienced a rise in positive support for an atheist 

candidate increased. The strong of these indicators was a general measurement of religious 

importance in one’s life. With the highest Beta value, religious importance would see the greatest 

uptrend in positive support as one became increasing nonreligious in their responses. Prayer 

frequency also measured relatively high in comparison to the other variables and similar to 

religious importance. As prayer frequency reduced in its practice, acceptance of the atheist 

presidential candidate rose sharply. Religious attendance was not statistically significant once 

other religious factors were taken into account. Born-Again status showed the least likelihood of 

its identification correlating with changes in support for an atheist candidate. Religious 

importance and Prayer frequency are the most prominent in their association with support for an 

atheist candidate, evidencing increased support for lowered degrees of religiosity.  

TABLE 4.5 COMBINED ANALYSIS  
Variable b Beta P 

Protestant -0.03 -.03 .16 
Mormon -0.08 -.02 .18 
Jewish 0.15 .05 .01 
Secular 0.07 .05 .03 

Orthodox -0.23 -.03 .07 
Eastern 0.22 .05 .01 
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Other 0.31 0.07 0.00 
Educational Completion 0.03 0.06 0.01 

Income Class 0.00 0.00 0.82 
Party Identification -0.02 -0.11 0.00 

Age -0.06 -0.11 0.00 
Sex -0.04 -0.04 0.03 

Black -0.07 -0.04 0.02 
Asian/Other 0.01 0.00 0.78 

Religious Importance 0.10 0.18 0.00 
Religious Attendance 0.02 0.07 0.00 

Prayer Frequency 0.01 0.05 0.04 
Literalness of Bible 0.15 0.21 0.00 

N = 2303  
R2 = .33 

F = 64.82 
P = 0.00 

A regression analysis of all the different variables utilized in past examinations shows 

that religiosity the most predominant factor in determining one’s perspective on an atheist 

candidate. Among all the variables, the largest influence was a literal belief in the Bible, one of 

the measures of religiosity. The second largest deviance measured in the regression analysis is 

that of how importance one’s see religion in their life. Another measure of religiosity also 

measured moderately high in determining one’s support for an atheist candidate was that of 

prayer frequency. At a similar magnitude of influence was religious attendance. The various 

religion denominations either had a small (Jew, secular, Eastern, and other) or no influence due 

to their statistically insignificance (Protestant, Mormon, Orthodox) once all the factors are 

considered. This underscores the magnitude of influence that one’s religiosity had on one’s 

tolerance. So identifying with a particular religion is not merely as important as the degree to 

which you feel strongly about your faith and your participation in the religion.  

Among the nonreligious variables, partisanship and age had the greatest influence one’s 

perception of the atheist candidate. Educational completion also has a significant, but slightly 

less important, role in determining the likelihood of supporting an atheist candidate. Sex and race 

have small effects on political tolerance of an atheist, while income is not statistically significant. 

The strongest factor on one’s acceptance of an atheist candidate was their religious commitment, 
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beyond just denominational identification, as well as to a lesser extent the individual’s age and 

partisanship.  

Conclusions 
 My hypotheses were measured with mixed results by the data. I hypothesized that the 

measures of religiosity, when compared with the other demographic variables, would largely 

have the highest likelihood of predicting one’s support, with religious importance chief among 

these variables. This was largely supported as accurate by the results of the analysis. Religious 

importance had the second highest measurement of deviance among all of the variables in the 

analysis by a significant margin. Only the literalness of the Bible, another religiosity variable, 

has a larger effect on one’s perceptions. These measures of religiosity proved to be the largest 

factors in guiding one’s support of an atheist candidate over any demographic factors. The next 

aspect of my thesis placed a high value of religious denomination in regards to being the second 

highest likelihood of determination for one’s support. The results of the analysis did not reflect 

this sentiment. Religious denomination played a very small to nonexistent role, in comparison to 

all the other variables, and was just slightly influential on one’s support in some cases. Prayer 

frequency and religious attendance was of a similar or greater magnitude than many of the 

religious denominations. These factors were absent from my hypothesis. Higher degrees of 

religiosity and a literal belief in the word of the Bible are the two most important explanations of 

the support of opposition to an atheist candidate among all variables.  

A result which my hypothesis did not foresee was the importance of the demographic 

factors of partisanship and age. I hypothesized that income would be the strongest among the 

demographic factors in its relationship to an atheist’s presidential candidate’s support. This was 

incorrect, as income exerted no influence due to its statistical insignificance. Furthermore, I did 

not expect the strong relationship age would have one’s support for an atheist candidate. It was 



C o w a n  | 48 
 

much stronger than expected, measuring just below income and ahead of many of the lower 

measures of religiosity, such as prayer frequency and religious attendance. Partisanship also 

proved to be as importance as age influencing one’s perception placing it above some measures 

of religiosity and religious denominations. Education was also important, but to a lesser degree 

than age and party identification. Thus beyond religiosity, partisanship, age, and education are 

important factors in explaining support or opposition to an atheist candidate.  
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Conclusion 
 This analysis sought to explore two striking issues of American sentiments towards 

atheists. The first exploration was establishing a stringent divergence in public opinion towards 

secularists in the public sphere versus the political realm. While atheists were enjoying an 

increase in tolerance in their public engagement, the same trend was not evidenced in the 

toleration of their political involvement. With this separation of support in mind, the second issue 

to be explored within this analysis was to determine which of and to what extent various factors 

and variables influenced those that expressed support or opposition to political participation by 

an atheist.  

 The divergence in opinion was strongly established by the early sections of this analysis. 

Numerous studies were citied which demonstrated the increased support atheist have in various 

types of public or civic engagement, such as teaching or not being subject to any type of 

censorship. However, overall tolerance of atheist remained relatively low, and their political 

tolerance suffered this same prejudice. The early sections of this analysis demonstrated the 

differing levels of support or opposition that many groups expressed towards an atheist 

presidential candidate, categorized by religious and nonreligious measures. Protestants, 

Mormons, Evangelical Christians, and Catholics overwhelmingly expressed disapproval for an 

atheist presidential candidate. Furthermore, it was shown that those that were more religious, 

measured by religious importance or beliefs on the literalness of the Bible, were extremely 

opposed to an atheist candidate. Among other nonreligious categorizations, conclusions were 

drawn in characterizing support for atheists in politics. Using these variables it was found that 

generally the least educated and wealthy, older, female, black, and Republican were strong 

indicators of increased opposition to an atheist candidate.  
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 Thus after having established which particular groups were either opposed or supportive 

of an atheist candidate, the later section of this analysis used a regression analysis to compare 

these variables against each other. It was hypothesized that religion, both denomination and 

devotion, would play the most influential role in formulating political tolerance towards an 

atheists. This hypothesis was just partly accurate. Religiosity did play a predominate role in an 

individual’s perceptions. Specifically, those who felt religion was very important in their lives 

and believed the Bible to the literal word of God were the two most important explanations for 

opposition to atheist candidate. Denomination either played a very small role or had no effect on 

a respondent’s expressed support, in consideration with the many other variables of this analysis.  

The nonreligious variables of age and partisanship proved to be the most influential factors, aside 

from religiosity. Educational attainment was also an influencing factor to a much lesser extent. It 

was demonstrated that while specific denominational identification was not a significant 

explanation for opposition to an atheist candidate, a higher degree of religiosity, age, 

partisanship, and educations were viable explanations of differing magnitudes.  

 These conclusions are important for a number of reasons. Firstly, it provides an insight in 

the difference of tolerance atheists receive in public life versus political participation. There is an 

extreme reluctance by those that are particular religious to be accepting of an atheist holding a 

position of authority or power in the government. This is a hesitation is shared by the most 

conservative of Republicans and the oldest generations, soundly expressing their opposition to 

such a possibility. The acceptance of atheists in many public activities has yet to expand to the 

political realm. For a potential atheist candidate in the future, it could be expected that changing 

the opinions of these key groups will be a significant huddle to any electoral campaign. 

Tolerance amongst these groups will have to be altered and increased for secular political 
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success. Also, it may signify a changing electorate for the future. One of the groups that were 

harshest and most prevalent in their opposition to an atheist candidate was the oldest generations. 

As this group transitions from the younger generations, it could be predicted that age will no 

longer be a significant factor in explaining opposition, the more tolerant youth will be the 

makeup of these older generations in the years to come.   
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