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Robert Putnam changed the way we think about the fabric of 
American society with his hugely in!uential 2000 bestseller, 
Bowling Alone.  Now, the renowned Harvard political sci-
entist, along with coauthor David Campbell of Notre Dame, 
will change the way we think about religion in America with 
AMERICAN GRACE: How Religion Divides and Unites Us 
(Simon & Schuster; October 5, 2010; $30.00).  Drawing on the 
two most comprehensive surveys ever conducted on religion 
and public life in America (specially commissioned for this 
book) and a dozen in-depth portraits of diverse congrega-
tions, Putnam and Campbell go to the heart of the religious 
issues roiling our society. 

In this monumental, fascinating, and o!en surprising study, the 
authors examine the complex interaction of religion and politics 
over the past half-century and provide a nuanced balance sheet of 
how religion both contributes to and detracts from the vibrancy and 
stability of American democracy.  "ey analyze how the current alli-
ance between religion and conservative politics was built, and sketch 
the possible outlines of a completely di#erent political-religious 
alignment.  Moreover, they address the great puzzle of religion in 
the United States, which is largely unrecognized by most Ameri-
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cans because they have never known another reality: America is 
unusually religious, unusually diverse religiously, and yet unusually 
tolerant.  In most countries, intense religiosity combined with stark 
religious di#erences equals wars, violence, and civil disorder.  Why, 
the authors ask, have we not torn ourselves apart along the religious 
fault lines that have increasingly come to divide us?
Debunking myths and o#ering eye-opening insights, Putnam and 
Campbell present dozens of groundbreaking $ndings, including:

the highly devout, who have overwhelmingly aligned themselves 
with the Republican Party, and the less religious, who generally 
support the Democrats.  Contrary to the suspicions of many secular 
Americans, however, there is relatively little explicit politicking in 
American congregations; likewise, political mobilization at church is 
rare.  And to the extent that there is political activity driven from the 
pulpit, it is more common in liberal congregations than in conserva-
tive ones.

-
ing their religion to match their politics – rather  than the other way 
around.  Among the politically committed, the conservatives have 
migrated toward the most theologically conservative congregations, 
while liberals have become less religious and more secular.

actually made up of the 17 percent of the population that has no 
religious a%liation at all – an astonishing historical development in 

longtime majority of mainline Protestants, who now comprise only 
14 percent of the population.

-
ment in politics, but they want religious leaders to speak out on mat-
ters of broad public concern.

people who are personally religious are more trustworthy and make 
better leaders.

points for religious conservatives – but opposition to premarital sex 
is the very glue that holds together the Religious Right.

opposed to abortion than their Baby Boomer parents, despite be-
ing the most secular swath of the population, with a remarkable 25 
percent having no religious a%liation.  Whether secular or religious, 
however, young Americans are also highly accepting of homosexual-
ity and same-sex marriage.  Over time, it is di%cult to see how the 

have qualms about abortion and religious voters endorse same-sex 
marriage.

meals, while the other half almost never does. Saying grace turns out 
to be a strong predictor of political and social views, including how 
people vote.  

Americans. "ey volunteer at much higher rates for both religious 
and secular causes, give more money to religious and secular chari-
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ties, and are roughly twice as engaged in their communities as 
comparable secular Americans.  And they do more everyday good 

job, give money to a homeless person, or even let a stranger cut 
in front of them.  "e reason for this is not their theology, but the 
friendships they make through their congregations.  Having reli-
gious friends is more important than simply having friends and 
being religious yourself.  In other words, religious networks are 

religious Americans are consistently less tolerant of dissent and 
less supportive of civil liberties than secular Americans.  Secular 
Americans are more tolerant of fundamentalists than religious 
Americans are tolerant of atheists.

devotion with tremendous religious diversity.  In other countries 
– from Iran to India, Northern Ireland, Sudan, and the former 
Yugoslavia – this dynamic o!en leads to sectarian violence and 

religious polarization?  

-

intimate friends and loved ones of many di#erent faiths and none, 
and it is hard to demonize people you love.  "at is the American 

RELIGIOUS POLARIZATION AND THREE SEISMIC  
SOCIETAL SHOCKS

-
site ends of the religious spectrum—the highly religious of many 
faiths at one pole, and the avowedly secular at the other.  "e 
moderate, essentially nonpolitical religious middle that dominated 

-
ing World War II is shrinking. 

of smoothly proceeding change, the authors say.  Rather, it has 
resulted from three seismic societal shocks.  "e $rst was the 

observance drastically declined, especially among the young.  "is 
turbulent period then produced a prudish a!ershock of growth in 
conservative religion, especially evangelical Protestantism, and its 
vastly increased presence in the cultural and political arena.  As 
theological and political conservatism began to converge, reli-
giously &avored issues like abortion and homosexuality emerged 

-
ated with the Republican Party.  But that expansive evangelicalism 

 

According to Putnam and Campbell, the $rst a!ershock was 
followed by a second a!ershock, whose e#ects are still unfolding 
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many, their aversion to religion is rooted in unease with the association between religion and conservative politics.  If 
religion equals Republican, they have decided that religion is not for them. 

But as Putnam and Campbell found, only a tiny percentage of Americans who claim no religious a%liation see them-
selves as atheists.  Many consider themselves spiritual and stand on the edge of a religious tradition, with one foot in 

new expressions of faith that will respond to changing times and engage new types of worshipers, as American religion 

young people by combining modern technology with traditional symbolism and an emphasis on good works rather than 
theology.  But the future of this new movement remains unclear.  In the political sphere, there is an opportunity for the 
Democrats to reclaim the religious mantle and for Republicans to recalibrate their relationship to religion, enabling ei-

the only question is how.

RELIGION AND SOCIAL CHANGE IN AMERICA
How, Putnam and Campbell ask, has religion in&uenced and been in&uenced by the extraordinary social changes that 
have taken place in America over the past $!y years—including the civil rights movement, the feminist revolution, 
increased immigration and ethnic diversity, and growing income inequality?  Again, the answers are intriguing and o!en 

women as it did through the ranks of secular Americans.  Nevertheless, highly religious Americans maintain 
somewhat more traditional attitudes toward gender roles.

-
lar Americans.  On the other hand, religious Americans are also less likely than their secular counterparts to favor 
public policies to address poverty and inequality.

-
creased among working-class whites.

women, they have also overwhelmingly come to accept racial equality. However, religious Americans in the South 
from rural areas and small towns have signi$cantly less progressive racial attitudes.

families have been here for generations.  People who have a strong sense of religious identity also tend have a 
strong ethnic identity. 

-
ingly belong to a distinctive Black Protestant tradition.  Black Americans are an anomaly, however, in that they 
are one of the very few religious groups who are strongly religious and consistently liberal in their political beliefs. 

ethnic identity.

also have a strong sense of ethnic identity.

THE RELIGIOUS MIXING BOWL

With its guarantee of freedom of religion and prohibition of state support for religion, it has helped to foster an excep-

say, is that America has to a remarkable extent become a religious mixing bowl.  Some of their most interesting $ndings 
concern the role of religion in the intimate daily lives of Americans, which faiths are gaining and losing members, and 
the  ways that Americans of di#erent faiths view one another, such as:

Americans have switched religions at some point in their lives. 



all married Americans are in an inter-faith marriage, and one half chose to marry someone of a di#erent faith.  

friends with people of minority religions, they become warmer not only toward members of that religion, but 
toward members of other minority religions, as well.

one third have le! the church entirely, while another third are only nominally Catholic.  No denomination in 
America has gone through more rapid or wrenching change.

-
tino Catholics have been entering through another.

-

America today. 
*  Most everyone likes Catholics, more than Catholics like everyone else.  "is is another startling 

Kennedy.

-

extremely warm toward Buddhists, while cool toward Muslims.

person who is not of their religion can go to heaven.  A large majority of Americans maintain this belief, even 
when the overwhelming majority who are Christian are speci$cally asked if non-Christians can go to heaven.
 

CONGREGATIONAL CLOSE-UPS

the conclusions drawn from the data, but capture the rich texture of religious life in America as it is actually lived by 

-

In recent years, the bestseller lists have been $lled with books highly critical of religion, which have been answered 
-

counterweight to this polemical rhetoric as it presents an illuminating and penetrating assessment of both the pros and 

secular Americans, secular Americans to religious Americans, and religious Americans to one another.  All parties in 
the ongoing debate about religion, atheism, and politics in America will be both captivated and challenged by it.



 
(from le! to right – David E. Campbell & Robert D. Putnam) 
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