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Introduction 

On June 24th, 2022, the Supreme Court of the United States of America overturned the 

decisions of both the 1973 case Roe v. Wade1 and the 1992 case Planned Parenthood v. Casey2 

with the decision of Dobbs v. Jackson’s Women’s Health Organization.3 Dobbs ruled that the 

Constitution does not “confer a right to abortion”4 and handed the legality and logistics of 

abortion rights to state legislatures. The effects of this ruling are playing out in all branches of 

different state governments across the United States of America. The push to overturn Planned 

Parenthood and Roe was led by Protestant and Catholic Christian members of the Republican 

political party; a large majority of these individuals leading the charge were Protestant 

evangelical Christians who believed that abortion should be illegal. This group is sometimes 

referred to as the “Religious” or “Christian Right.”5 The Christian Right is a group that combines 

socially conservative Christian and politically conservative Republican values, and it plays an 
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opposition to abortion is still one of evangelicals’ and the Christian Right’s most prominent and 

well-known positions, the connection between Reagan, Roe, and evangelicals seems plausible. 

Examining the rhetoric of Reagan’s speeches and the language he relied on when speaking to 

evangelicals helps to show how Reagan proved himself to his evangelical audience. 
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white southern evangelicals’ own virtue and the supremacy of their own whiteness. Evangelical 

religious leaders’ influence helped push into fruition the formation of the Confederacy. The 

separation between northern and southern evangelical denominations was centered on 

disagreements over slavery. White southerners rewrote the narrative of the Civil War to distance 

themselves from slavery, and white evangelicals not only allowed but encouraged it. This 

rewritten history was sanctified by white southern evangelicals, and it presented the white South 
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Section I: Reagan Courting Evangelicals 

Ronald Reagan was not the typical model of evangelicalism’s beliefs or practices: He 

was a divorced Hollywood movie star turned California governor who, in 1967, signed into law 

the country's most liberal abortion bill.24 He was rumored to have had an affair, and he is also 

one of only two presidents to have a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. While he did make 

some claims about, and allusions to, his own religious beliefs, Reagan never openly committed 

himself to evangelicalism, and his track record of actions was also not representative of 

evangelical values. Yet, in his presidential campaigns and throughout his time in office, Reagan 

gained an unprecedented level of support from evangelical voters. The 1980 election saw 

evangelical Christians overwhelmingly voting for Republican candidate Ronald Reagan over the 

Democratic presidential incumbent Jimmy Carter – who was, himself, a born-again Christian. 

Jimmy Carter would have won the presidency by a margin of one point if not for the Religious 

Right’s support for Reagan.25 Reagan won the 1980 as well as the 1984 election with evangelical 

voters staunchly in his camp. Reagan’s connection to the evangelical community was critical to 

his political platform. However, evangelical Christians in the early to mid-twentieth century were 

not interested in politics, and most were strongly opposed to engaging in the political sphere. 

Yet, evangelical Christians became and remained committed to Ronald Reagan, and his election 

forged a lasting connection between the Republican party and evangelical voters that extends 

into today’s political world.  

!
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25 Randall Herbert Balmer,
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Examining the rhetorical themes in Reagan’s first26 and second27 presidential campaign 

announcements, his July 7th, 1980 speech accepting the Republican party’s presidential 

nomination, 28 his August 22nd, 1980 speech at the Dallas Reunion Area,29 and his March 3rd, 

1983 “Evil Empire”
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Amendment, a tax code that prohibits non-profit organizations from endorsing or opposing 

political candidates. In his 1980 Dallas Reunion Arena speech, he alluded to the prohibition on 

church endorsements of political candidates by saying “I know this is a non-partisan gathering, 

and so I know that you can’t endorse me, but I only brought that up because I want you to know 

that I endorse you and what you’re doing.”56 In doing so, Reagan confirmed to evangelicals that 

they were, in fact, being oppressed and prevented from speaking their minds in the political 
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political sphere. In framing their entrance into and action within politics as a fight to protect 

America and morality, Reagan validated his evangelical audience because he demonstrated to 

them that he understood and recognized both them and their struggles.  

Even though evangelicals were facing opposition, Reagan believed that America 

depended on God, so evangelicals must be in the political sphere because they were the only 

ones fighting for God. Reagan’s reference to John Winthrop in his first candidacy speech is a 

particularly good example of this: quoting Winthrop, he asserted that, “if we shall deal falsely 

with our God in this work we have undertaken [in creating America] and so cause Him to 

withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a byword throughout the 

world.”60 This reference implied that Reagan believed the reason evangelicals’ involvement was 

essential in politics was because he believed America’s future was dependent on God’s help. 

Ignoring or “deal[ing] falsely with…God” was dangerous and posed a threat to the American 

existence because it would result in America being a disgraceful “story” of infamy. “[R]eligious 

America,” i.e., evangelicals, were the only ones who could save America, and Reagan attested 

that evangelicals had to save America for the sake of America’s own future wellbeing.  

However, Daniel T. Rodgers argues that Reagan coopted and changed the meaning of 

Winthrop’s speech.61 Rodgers explains that Winthrop’s original reason for giving the speech was 

based on a fear that “the Puritans might not show that they could live up to the tasks of faith, 

love, and discipline that their covenant demanded,” whereas Reagan “urged Americans to make a 
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love.63 Reagan’s audience had yet to make a choice, and his language subtly intimidates them 

into deciding to prevent a dangerous future. 64 Ultimately, Rodgers concludes by stating that 

“[w]hat joined Reagan’s and Winthrop’s cities on a hill across this chasm of difference was their 

sense of embattlement— their sense of a people living under probation at a profoundly urgent 

moment in history.”65 Using Winthrop’s speech, Reagan was able to frame evangelicals as both 

key figures in the fight to save America as well as persecuted victims.  

Throughout his presidential run, Reagan continued to emphasize that evangelicals’ efforts 

were crucial to saving America. In his Republican presidential candidacy acceptance speech later 

in 1980, Reagan stated that “only a divine providence placed this land, this isle of freedom, here 

a refuge for all those people in the world who yearn to breathe free”66 and indicated that he too, 

like evangelicals, wanted to be able to live freely out from underneath those who persecuted 

religious belief.67 Reagan stressed that America was a place for those “who yearn to breathe 

free” only because of the “providence” of the “divine,”68 which proved to evangelicals that they 

were correct to be fighting for God’s space in politics because America cannot exist without God 

or God’s help. Reagan credited Christian Americans with “uphold[ing] the principles of self-

reliance, self-discipline, morality, and above all responsible liberty,”69 and, because they 

possessed these qualities, Reagan singled them out as the vehicles for making America into “that 

shining city on a hill” referenced by Winthrop. Here, Reagan was not just citing a Christian 

figure whom evangelicals admire, and he was not 
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Reagan’s Dallas Reunion Area speech, he invoked the story of the Israelites entering the 

Promised Land from the Bible and dubbed the audience, evangelicals, “the ancient People of the 

Promised.”70 By calling on them “to make our laws and government not only a model to 

mankind, but a testament to the wisdom and mercy of God,”71 Reagan exalted his audience and 

placed the responsibility of change onto them. This move was critical to Reagan’s relationship 

with evangelicals because it formed the roles that he and his listeners would have in their 

relationship: evangelicals would defend morality and Reagan would bring their political agenda 

to fruition. Reagan presented evangelicals as holding the power to determine what was moral, 

and Reagan was offering himself as the figure who would remove the obstacles evangelicals 

believed they faced.  

Reagan emphasized that evangelicals were fighting persecution and that Christianity as a 

whole was oppressed. In his Republican presidential candidacy acceptance speech in 1980, 

Reagan closed by departing from his prepared speech: he noted that he was “worried”72 about 

whether or not he should say what was on his mind, which revealed to evangelicals that Reagan 

too faced opposition in his own life. As he put it, “I have thought of something that is not a part 

of my speech and I’m worried over whether I should do it…I'll confess that I’ve been a little 

afraid to suggest what I'm going to suggest. I'm more afraid not to. Can we begin our crusade 

joined together in a moment of silent prayer?”73 Here, Reagan further demonstrated to 

evangelicals that not only did he also face opponents, but his opponents were the same as 

evangelicals’ opponents. Implying that his anxiety arose from his fears that he could be punished 

for his words by those in America trying to subjugate religion, Reagan validated evangelical 

!
70 Reagan, "National Affairs." 
71 Reagan, "National Affairs." 
72 Reagan, "Republican National," speech, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library & Museum. 
73 Reagan, "Republican National," speech, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library & Museum. 
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concerns and feelings of persecution. Reagan could relate to evangelicals because there was anti-

religious – specifically, anti-Christian – bias in politics which was hindering Reagan and 

evangelicals’ ability to live and speak freely. Reagan recognized that evangelicals were 

embattled and faced active opposition, and, because there was anti-religion bias in politics, 

Reagan was also able to understand evangelicals’ persecution, because he himself was facing the 

same.  

This persecutory language was especially pronounced in his Dallas Reunion Area speech: 

here, Reagan definitively confirmed that evangelicals were persecuted in his discussion of the 

challenges “Judeo-Christian” and “traditional values” were facing in America.74 Equating 

“Judeo-Christian” and “traditional” values and then stating his unhappiness that “traditional 

values” have left politics and “traditional moral teachings”75 have been discredited, Reagan 

expressed that he was actually dissatisfied that “Judeo-Christian” values and moral teachings 

were not present in “public policy debate[s].”76  

Reagan’s language implying that Christian values are moral values embodies a 

development that Noah Feldman describes as the “rise of values evangelicalism.”77 In Divided 

By God, Feldman traces the development of fundamentalist evangelicalism into values 

evangelicalism.78 This development was shaped in part by the translation of conservative 

Christian values, through groups like the Moral Majority, into general secularized moral values 

that had “majoritarian appeal.”79 Anti-abortion and pro-school-prayer positions were divorced 

from their religious underpinnings and instead became positions centered around morality.80 

Evangelicals’ religious beliefs were no longer just religious beliefs; they transcended religion 

!
74 Reagan, "National Affairs." 
75 Reagan, "National Affairs." 
76 Reagan, "National Affairs." 
77 Noah Feldman, Divided by God: America's Church-state Problem-- and What We Should Do about It (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006). 
78 Feldman, Divided by God 
79 Feldman, Divided by God, 192. 
80 Feldman, Divided by God. 
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and, from the evangelical perspective, were moral values applicable to all of humanity and with 

which all people should agree. Evangelicals came to view themselves as upholders of morality, 

and the aspects of American culture and government with which evangelicals did not agree 

became evidence of America’s lacking morality. Additionally, the United States government’s 

position of neutrality towards religion became seen as and understood to be government 

discrimination against religion.81 Reagan demonstrated this shift by claiming that the current 

government and contemporary politicians believed that “any public policy approach 

incorporating traditional values is out of bounds.”82 Because religion, from the perspective of the 

budding Christian Right, was the source of moral values, the government actively not 

accommodating religious “rights” or religiously based opinions on morality was understood as 

the government lacking morality and persecuting religion.  

However, the heart of Reagan’s connection with evangelicals did not come from his 

emphasis on the value he saw in evangelical beliefs, evangelicals themselves, or evangelicals’ 

role in politics; instead, it was grounded upon fears of secularism and the symbiotic relationship 

that he explained he and evangelicals could have. His references to secularism as a threat began 

as early as 1980, but they were particularly pronounced in his 1983 “Evil Empire” speech. 

Reagan plainly aligned himself with evangelicals when he claimed that “modern-day secularism” 

was “in opposition to…us.”83 Reagan placed secularism staunchly in opposition to himself, his 

audience, and the whole of America because secularism “discard[ed] the tried and time-tested 

values upon which our very civilization [was] based.”84 Reagan’s framing secularism as 

incompatible with the “values… [on which] our…civilization [was] based”85 made secularism 

!
81 Feldman, Divided by God, 192. 
82 Reagan, "National Affairs." 
83 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
84 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
85 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
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incompatible with America on a fundamental level. Reagan argued that, despite secularists’ 

claiming that “they’re freeing [Americans] from superstitions of the past,”86 in reality, “they’ve 

taken upon themselves the job of superintending [Americans] by government rule and 

regulation”87 and have fallen to corruption and authoritarianism; this presented secularists as 

overbearing and wanting complete government control over the people. Reagan implied that, 

under a secularist government, the people don’t have a voice and the government doesn’t listen 

to the people. American evangelicals knew that a government that doesn’t listen to the voice of 

the people was blatantly un-American.  

However, Reagan did not completely vilify American secularists. He acknowledged that 

they were not a “majority”88 of Americans, and conceded that, though they may be “well-

intentioned, their value system is radically different from that of most Americans,”89 which, as a 

result, depicted American secularists as more misguided than evil. Nonetheless, American 

secularist individuals’ misperception did not take away from the danger of secularism’s tyranny 

within a government or society. Reagan portrayed secularism as biased against religion and the 

traditional values that built America, which placed secularism in opposition to not only America 

but also evangelicals.  

Beginning around the start of Reagan’s first presidency and growing throughout his time 

in office, abortion began to rise in evangelicals’ cultural awareness.90 Reagan, in turn, used the 

issue of abortion as an example of both the dangers that secularism poses to American society 

and the mistakes to which secularism leads. In his 1983 “Evil Empire” speech, he emphasized 

the good intentions of the people who created abortion clinics but highlighted that, currently, 

!
86 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
87 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
88 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
89 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
90 Andrew R. Lewis, The Rights Turn in Conservative Christian Politics: How Abortion Transformed the Culture Wars (n.p.: Cambridge UP, 9302) 
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these clinics were bowing to the pressures of secularism. Reagan asserted that these clinics were 

ignoring the role “morality [plays]…in the subject of sex91” and promoting birth control drugs 

and devices without parental knowledge, which was allowing sex to become too normalized. 

Reagan believed that parents had a right to counsel their children on morality and that parents 

should be allowed to control the happenings of their children’s lives without obstruction from 

external sources like the government. Reagan understood “freedom,”92 a commonly touted 

American value, as prospering “when religion is vibrant and the rule of law under God is 

acknowledged.”93 Reagan presented intrusions on family and parental rights as an attempt to 

coerce young people into becoming secular and to steer the American people away from 

“traditional values and even abrogate the original terms of American democracy,”94 which thus 

presented secularism as anti-American. Reagan showed evangelicals that secularism aimed to 

destroy “traditional” and religious values in culture, and a secularist government threatened the 

fundamental values that had built America and the American way of life. 

Almost as soon as he won the nomination as the Republican presidential candidate, 

Reagan worked to fit the Democratic Party into this narrative that secularism threatened 

America. Reagan emboldened his audience to fight back and oppose the “Democratic party 

leadership” because they had failed in their “political, personal, and moral responsibilities” to the 

American people and had thus created “grave threats to [the American] existence.”95 He 

explained that Americans could not simply hope the Carter administration would do what was 

best for them because the Carter administration was a “trust me”96 government. A “trust me” 

government means that the authoritative power rests solely with the president, but the president 

!
91 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
92 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
93 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
94 Reagan, "Evil Empire," speech, Voices of Democracy. 
95 Reagan, "Republican National," speech, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library & Museum. 
96 Reagan, "Republican National," speech, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library & Museum. 
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doesn’t listen to any opinions other than his own. Reagan essentially implied the Carter 

administration was an authoritarian regime. Carter and his administration violated the 

fundamental principles of the United States because Carter had not upheld his “responsibilities”97 

to act in the best interests of the people. The Carter administration had put the American people 

in danger because it restricted how the American people were able to “order their lives,”98 which 

also implied that the Carter administration had a specific agenda for how the American people 

should be living their lives. Reagan proposed that, instead of trusting in one tangible position of 

power or person, Americans should trust in “those values that transcend persons and parties.”99 

This would then give the power of judgment back to the people, and force political leaders to the 

subordinate rank as they attempted to live up to and uphold “those values” for the people. For 

Reagan’s audience, this meant giving back power to evangelicals because they were the only 

ones who were able to make morally correct judgments. Reagan wanted to “make a 

commitment…to teach our children the values and virtues handed down to us by our 

families,”100 and explained that, under a Reagan administration, the survival of the American 

way of life would be preserved. By describing “values and virtues” as “handed down,” Reagan 

drew a connection to “traditional values” which, beginning in his 1980 Dallas Reunion Area 

speech, he used interchangeably with religious values. 

Remarkably, by characterizing secularism as the antithesis of America and tying 

secularism to the Carter Administration, Reagan was able to portray the evangelical Jimmy 
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protect those values from government tyranny,”101 Reagan imparted onto his audience two ideas: 

first, that religious values had a place in politics and, second, that government, specifically the 

current Carter administration, was a threat to religious values. In multiple speeches during the 

1980 presidential run, he implied that the government, i.e., the Carter administration, had a 

tyrannical vendetta against religion and that the government believed values that stem from 

religion had no place in society. However, Reagan avowed that the government’s vendetta was 

wrong because Carter fundamentally misunderstood the purpose of the First Amendment: society 

did not need to be protected from religion, instead, religion needed to be protected from the 
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While Reagan positioned some American secularists as harmful but well-intentioned, he 

did not extend any of that courtesy to communism, which he framed as the overtly malicious and 

harmful embodiment of secularism. By the time Reagan gave the “Evil Empire” speech in March 

of 1983, he had pinpointed communism as the greatest danger to American life because it 

epitomized secularism. Reagan spent much of the beginning sections of his “Evil Empire” 

speech equating religion with morality and affirming religion as the sole authority on morality. 

This enabled him, as he began talking about communism, to show that because communism was 

against all religious morals, communism thus had no morals. Communism in America was 

dangerous because America already struggled with incorporating morals into government, but if 

America were to become communist, any hope for America’s well-being, which was so deeply 

dependent on morality and religion, would be eliminated. Reagan closed his “Evil Empire” 

speech with a story about a father who would rather his daughters die young believing in God 

instead of dying old in a communist world where they would not be able to believe in God.104 

This black-and-white view of the relationship between communism and religion showed 

Reagan’s audience that a secularist government, e.g., a communist one, was the ultimate danger 

to their free lives and if communism came to America, no one, especially Christians, would be 

safe. Under communism, parents would have no rights, children would have no rights, and 

religion would be persecuted. Reagan urged his audience to be vigilant against “quiet men”105 

who might talk about freedom but don’t really protect it, meaning secularists and communists. 

For Reagan, the struggle against communism was a moral one and because communism was 

devoid of morals, he implied that it would be immoral for Americans to not denounce and 

oppose communism.   

!
104 



! "%!

Reagan recognized the importance of fighting for morality but believed the onus was on 

his audience to uphold it. Reagan pointed to America’s history as a prime example of its 

“capacity for transcending the moral evils” given the fact that the strides America had made for 

“equal rights” was a point of “pride for all Americans”106 even if, during those strides, there was 

“disunity.”107 Reagan here endorsed those in his audience who were fighting for anti-abortion 

and pro-family rights. Additionally, he affirmed that his audience was not only on the correct 

side of history but also integral to keeping America on its proper course. Even though other 

Americans oppose them now, evangelicals needed to keep fighting for their beliefs because they 

alone could protect and guide America’s future. In doing that, Reagan positioned his audience as 

his helpers and the ones who must bear the burden of upholding morality. 

Evangelicals had the responsibility of saving and propagating morality in American 

society, and Reagan offered himself to them as the politician who would protect their interests in 

government. Reagan believed that God had blessed America, and so the people must therefore 

vote to protect the “blessings” of God “for our children.”108 He stressed the importance of his 

evangelical audience because only they could “protect the American family and respect its 

interest in…public policy.”109 If evangelicals did not for someone who would protect their 

values, there would be no one in government to “defend the defenseless and the weak, the very 

young, the poor, and the very old.”110 Reagan did not try to convince evangelicals that he was 

“one of them;” instead, he placed evangelicals simultaneously as his, as well as America’s, 

“moral compass.”111 Reagan would give evangelicals’ beliefs, values, and goals a role in public 

policy and politics. Once he was in government, Reagan would aid evangelicals in defending 
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great” because they kept America “good.”115 He explained that evangelicals could protect 

American morality by keeping politicians “mindful of the ideas and the principles that brought 

[America] into the public arena in the first place.”116 Reagan was not an evangelical, but he was 

self-aware and convinced of evangelicals’ importance to America, which indicated to 

evangelicals that they could trust him. He was able to joke about the corruption of politicians 

because he could see politicians clearly and had not been indoctrinated by secularism. The “ideas 

and principles” to which he referred were the “traditional values” he had previously established 

as religious values. Because only the audience’s “work and prayers” will allow America to 

“survive this perilous century and keep alive this experiment in liberty, this last, best hope of 

man,”117 Reagan put the burden of morality onto evangelicals, not himself. Evangelicals could 

and thus must save America and American values from secular attacks. Reagan could help them 

from within the government; he could be their point person as president. Reagan claimed that if 

evangelicals did not protect America against secularism, no one else would, and if America lost 

the fight against secularism, all “hope” was lost for the future of all humans. Reagan believed 

that America was worth fighting for, and so, if evangelicals supported Reagan for president, he, 

in turn, would support their fight and efforts.  

Evangelicals upheld their side of the relationship and maintained their support for Reagan 

throughout his presidential career, and Reagan, in turn, worked to do his part. Reagan’s “Evil 

Empire” speech was given several years after he won the 1980 election, and in it, he explained 

how he had honored his commitments to the relationship he and evangelicals had. Evangelicals 

held that the government’s banning prayer in school, was representative of the government 

!
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discriminating against “religious speech,”118 and giving into the influence of secularism. Because 

Reagan claimed that he “sent the Congress a constitutional amendment to restore prayer to public 

schools… to let [America’s] children pray,”119 he showed that he was following through on 

getting and supporting solutions to evangelicals’ concerns. Evangelicals believed in the 

importance of prayer in school because keeping prayer in school keeps America moral, and 

Reagan, regardless of his own personal opinions, had attempted to bring their will to reality.  

!
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Paul Weyrich, a conservative politician from Wisconsin, perceived the possibility of 

galvanizing conservative evangelicals who were unhappy with government incursions into the 

realm of segregated schools. Weyrich wanted to make evangelicals, as a group, a reliable voter 

base for the Republican party.133 However, the mechanism that Weyrich used to activate this 

religious community was not segregation but something very different: abortion. Abortion was 

not a central issue for evangelicals; up until the late 1970s abortion was considered to be a 

“Catholic issue.”134 Most evangelical leaders prior to and soon after Roe either did not see 

abortion as morally wrong or did not care.135 Even if a leader recognized the potential for 

abortion to have moral consequences, issues like family planning and a pregnant person’s health 

were often of a higher moral priority.136 The Southern Baptist Newspaper even said, following 

the Roe v. Wade decision in 1973, that “religious liberty, human equality, and justice are 

advanced by the Supreme Court abortion decision.” Balmer describes Weyrich’s challenge:  

Evangelicals in the late 1960s and throughout most of the 1970s by and large refused to 
see abortion as a defining issue, much less a matter that would summon them to the front 
lines of political activism. Abortion simply failed to gain [negative] traction among 
evangelicals… The overwhelming response to Roe v. Wade on the part of evangelicals 
was silence, and the voices that spoke on the matter were ambivalent.137 

Weyrich and other Republican politicians thus had significant work to do to translate abortion 

into an “evangelical” issue. For nearly two decades in the run-up to the 1980 election, Weyrich, 

by his own account, had “utterly failed”138 in getting evangelicals interested in politics. He had 

tried to get them to care about a variety of issues like pornography, prayer in schools, the 

proposed Equal Rights Amendment, and abortion.139 Weyrich had even gone around to churches 

and showed the extremely anti-abortion films made by pastor Francis Shaeffer, who some 
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consider the “intellectual godfather to the Religious Right,”140 in efforts to engage with 

evangelicals, but no topic was enticing enough to provoke evangelicals.  

In the long run, these films, along with Weyrich’s and the Moral Majority’s efforts did 

help in the efforts to galvanize evangelicals against abortion.141 Throughout the later 1970s and 

into the 1980s, evangelical publications became more sympathetic to anti-abortion sentiments;142 

however, only after 1980, did abortion become of genuine concern to evangelicals and a “crucial 

focal point”143 for Christian activists. However, evangelicals’ shift towards abortion does not 

change the root motivation for their political concern was based on an opposition to racial 

integration. Ed Dobson, Jerry Falwell’s former assistant at the Moral Majority, stated in 1990 

that “the Religious New Right did not start because of a concern about abortion,”144 and Grover 

Norquist, a conservative activist, confirmed that the Religious Right “started in ’77 or ’78 with 

the Carter administration’s attack on Christian schools.”145 Carter’s “attack on Christian schools” 

is in reference to the IRS’s policy, based on Green’s decision, that does not allow a racially 

discriminatory institution to receive a tax-exempt status.  

Despite the fact that both Green and the IRS policy came during Nixon’s administration, 

it was Carter who was spurned by evangelicals. A key factor in that spurring was the case of Bob 

Jones University, one of the most prominent and influential evangelical academies in America. 

On January 19, 1976, the IRS, after years of warning, rescinded Bob Jones University’s tax-

exempt status,146 but this event did not happen under Carter: it was during Ford’s administration 

an entire year and one day before Carter was even inaugurated on January 20, 1977. Unease had 

!
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been growing among evangelical leaders since Green;147 they saw the threat that Green posed to 

their ability to protect racial segregation in their private schools. The IRS’s action towards the 

Bob Jones University was understood as a potential “bellwether,”148 but evangelicals were not 

yet sure how the government would act under Carter. They were answered in August 1978; two 

years into Carter’s presidency, the IRS formally announced that it would revoke the tax-exempt 

status of all schools that did not meet their criteria for integration. White evangelicals were 

enraged, and they faulted Carter and his administration. Balmer notes that, while Weyrich 

understood evangelicals’ feelings, he was also “savvy enough” 149 to realize that he and the 

leaders of the Religious Right needed an issue besides opposition to segregation that they could 

use to publicly encourage white southern evangelicals to vote for the Republican party.150 In the 

end, Weyrich and the Religious Right’s leaders were successful. As Balmer puts it: 
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In The Rights Turn in Conservative Christian Politics, Andrew Lewis explains how the language 

of “rights” emerging around this time strengthened conservative Christians’ sense that they were 

becoming a minority population within American society and were thus entitled to greater 

constitutional protections.152 A right is a “constitutional guarantee” and is thus protected by the 

government.153 However, as Lewis explains, a moral “wrong”154 does not have legal 

“precedence,”155 over “rights and justice”156 meaning that if something is understood as only 

immoral and not connected to a constitutional right, the government cannot protect it over 

something that is connected to a constitutional right. The growing Christian Right used “rights” 

language to connect the anti-abortion moral argument to the “right-to-life” 157 argument. In doing 

so, “rights-talk” framed abortion as a conflict between two rights: a fetus’s “inalienable right to 

life” 158 versus a woman’s “right to choose.”159  

Basing the anti-abortion claims on rights, crucially, provided the Christian Right a rights 

claim to counter the pro-abortion rights claim. Abortion has been “the most stable issue”160 to 

maintain in evangelical political history because evangelicals have a counter right with which 

they can oppose the pro-abortion argument. When a constitutional right has a constitutional 

counter-right in opposition to it, there is no clear-cut answer on how the government can and 

should protect each right. The ongoing legal battles over abortion and the lack of any resolutions 

in the various branches of the United States government serve as prime examples of how 

complicated and powerful rights and counter-rights arguments are in the legal and political 

spheres. In comparison, gay marriage, to which the Christian Right is also opposed,161 lacks a 
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constitutional counter-rights claim, so opposition to gay marriage does not have the same legal 

teeth or staying power.162 While a right in opposition to another right provides the most saliently 

powerful argument, attaching any type of belief to a right gives that belief the capability to 

influence politics. Desegregation was the root of evangelicals’ political frustrations in the mid-

twentieth century, but it lacked a direct counter-rights claim that evangelicals could use. 

However, because there was a steady “stream of rights-talk” within the evangelical anti-abortion 

movement from its conception in the lead-up to the 1980 election, Weyrich was able to connect 

their opposition to desegregation to the First Amendment and religious freedom. Though the 

Christian Right struggled to legally oppose government actions with religiously grounded moral 

arguments, by deploying the language of liberalism and rights, evangelicals turned their religious 

beliefs into political beliefs thus allowing for their arguments to gain constitutional legitimacy.  

Reagan’s campaign rhetoric used this rights language when discussing evangelical 

political frustrations over desegregation, which consequentially showed evangelicals that Reagan 

sincerely and deeply understood them. Reagan gave white southern evangelicals’ concerns 

national political legitimacy by openly discussing and thereby validating their rights-based 

claims. As a byproduct, Reagan also masked the racial prejudice that motivated evangelicals to 

re-enter politics because he reiterated that evangelicals were reacting, not to desegregation, but to 

the government’s violating their First Amendment constitutional rights. For example, Reagan 

never explicitly said the word “desegregation” in his speeches. Instead, by focusing on things 

like government overreach and secularist infringements upon religious freedom, Reagan 

articulated evangelicals’ concern and unhappiness about segregation in connection to a 

constitutional right which served as a cover-up for evangelicals’ true racial motivations. In his 
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Dallas Convention Center speech, Reagan shamed the IRS for its “unconstitutional regulatory 

agenda…against independent schools” and reframed the IRS’s actions as infringements upon 
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segregation and upholding white supremacy, Reagan was able to do the critical work of verbally 

broadening evangelicals’ fight against the government away from desegregation to protecting 

religious rights, which showed evangelicals that he was a politician they could support. White 

supremacy played a pivotal role in the 1980 election, but the connection between evangelicals 

and upholding white supremacy did not start in 1971 or after President Carter’s “attack” on 

Christian schools. Historians point out that the connection between evangelicals and white 

supremacy has evolved throughout the country’s history and that southern evangelicals have 

protected white supremacy, at varying intensities, throughout evangelicals’ history in America.  

Evangelicalism dates back to early eighteenth-century religious revivals happening in 

Europe with the “Pietist movement,”172 in Great Britain with the “Methodist revival,”173 and in 

North America with the “Great Awakening,”174 beginning in 1739. Evangelicalism has been in 

America since the country’s conception;175 in Bad Faith: Race and the Rise of the Religious 

Right, Randall Balmer claims that the Second Great Awakening, in the earlt seventeenth century, 

“utterly reshaped religion in America”176 and that, “aside from the Civil War”177 it was “the most 

consequential event in American history.”178 This series of Protestant revivals, which took place 

in the wake of the American Revolution across the New England, Cumberland Valley, and 

upstate New York regions, created a huge diversity of thought amongst revivalist thinkers. Many 

revivalist evangelicals, as Balmer explains, believed that they “bore a responsibility for the 

improvement of society,” so they paid special attention to the “interests of those most 

vulnerable,”179 with many focusing passionate efforts on social reforms because they wanted to 
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tasked with substantiating Baptist goals and values. The Triennial Convention was held every 

three years, in which “Baptists gathered to coordinate their church and missions work in the early 

eighteen hundreds.”185 However, after “decades of tension,” 186 this union collapsed. The central 

reason was that Baptists in the North and Baptists in the South disagreed about “the 

compatibility”187 of slaveholding and their religion.  

Reverend Dr. Basil Manly Sr. was a hugely influential and prominent southern Baptist. 

On November 25, 1844, Manly and a group of other Baptist leaders sent a letter to the managing 

board of the Triennial Convention. They demanded “the distinct, explicit avowal that 

slaveholders are eligible, and entitled, equally with nonslaveholders [sic], to all the privileges 

and immunities of their several unions.”188
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Convention (SBC).192 Because northern evangelical abolitionists threatened southern 

evangelicals who wanted to maintain racial purity, southern evangelicals disaffiliated from the 

Triennial Convention and formed their group under their own authority. After helping to create 

the SBC, Manly 
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White southern evangelicals used literal interpretations of the bible to confirm the 

supremacy of white people and justify their efforts in subjugating African people to slavery.199 

The two most often cited scriptures by white evangelical Christians in the antebellum South were 

Genesis 9:18-27 and Ephesians 6:5-7,200 along with the story of Cain and Abel.201 Genesis 9:18-

27 is a story about Noah in which Noah curses his son Ham, the father of Canaan. Ham sees his 

father naked after Noah falls asleep drunk, and, when Noah wakes up and realizes this, Noah 

states, “Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren. And he said, 

Blessed be the Lord God of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant.”202 Butler argues that “this 

scripture became the foundation of biblical justification for slavery”203 because nineteenth-

century “expositors”204 understood Canaan as Africa and Ham as black people.205 Jones adds that 

white Christians also believed black people were the “descendants of Cain.”206 White Christians 

understood darker skin as the same physical mark God put on Cain after Cain killed Abel.207 

Meaning, as Jones notes, that “in this narrative, the original black ancestor was a criminal.”208 

Jones explains that this understanding implied to white evangelical Protestants that black people 

“likely inherited not only their ancestor’s physical distinctiveness but also his inferior moral 

character.”209 This particular understanding presents white supremacy as not merely a passive 

phenomenon; it actively finds faults in and demonizes slaves. Because white southern 

evangelicals interpreted scripture literally, verses in Ephesians 6:5-7, which openly reference 

slavery, validated the institution of slavery. Butler highlights that this verse was used to show 
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“that slaves should remain docile and obey their masters”210 because it was “God’s will that they 

were slaves.”211 These cherry-picked biblical passages gave evangelicals the foundational 

religious evidence to justify a white supremacist ideology which subsequently influenced how 

evangelicals understood both themselves and black slaves.  

White southern evangelicals using biblical scripture to substantiate the supremacy of 

white people additionally molded the institute of slavery itself. The Bible has passages that both 

accept as well as condemn slavery, 212 but white Christians actively discounted the anti-slavery 

rhetoric. White evangelical Christian missionaries brought “slave bibles” to the Caribbean which 

excluded about “90 percent of the Old Testament and about half of the New Testament.”213 Jones 

affirms that these Bibles emphasize “passages demanding obedience to masters and… exclude 

passages suggesting equality or liberation.”214 Black slaves in America were prohibited from 

reading, so white slaveholders would bring black slaves to church so they would be forced to 

hear the Bible’s scriptural justification rationalizing their subjugation.215 Southern evangelicals, 

understanding non-white people as impure even tainted, felt that whiteness had to be protected 

against racial contamination. For example, slaves and slaveholders could not share the same 

drink during church services.
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White Christians received instruction in the faith from white ministers with a “dark, 
abiding, signing African presence” literally seated behind their backs or above their 
heads. While not in white congregants’ field of vision during the service, this looming 
presence shaped what could be practiced... and preached… and how white Christians 
came to embody and understand their faith, generation after generation.  
The effect of the enslaved African American presence on early white American 
Christianity, and the white supremacist beliefs this unholy arrangement conjured, was, of 
course, not defined to the sanctuary. Like a distant planet whose presence is detected by 
its effect on the objects around it, this unacknowledged black presence exerted a strong 
!
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so, any Christian slaveholder abusing slaves was an individual problem and a result of that 

slaveholder misunderstanding his role, not a reflection of Christianity itself. Jones summarizes 

this theological approach to slavery:  

[White slaveholding evangelicals believed] that at all times, in all countries, whites have 
been naturally
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erect their stand in the presence of the pulpit, and they mutually help each other. The 
dealer gives his blood-stained gold to support the pulpit, and the pulpit, in return, covers 
his infernal business with the garb of Christianity. Here we have religion and robbery the 
allies of each other-devils dressed in the angels’ robes, and hell presenting the semblance 
of paradise.227  

Douglass described Christian slaveholders as “the worst”228 and far more “cruel and 

cowardly”229 than other slaveholders. Douglass understood that Christianity was not the “benign 

and protective” force against cruelty that evangelicals pretended it to be. Christianity was the 

source and merchant of the cruelty.  

The disparity between white southern slaveholding Christians’ rhetoric and the accounts 

from slaves shows that the work white southern Christian religious leaders did to biblically 

justify and legitimize slavery blinded southern evangelicals to white supremacy’s festering 

within their religion. Because evangelicals understood slavery as permissible within Christianity, 

and Christian churches even encouraged slavery, the social status of being a slaveholder was 

elevated within the evangelical Christian community.230 Additionally, white southern 

evangelicals believed that a black person being enslaved by a white Christian was inherently 
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“no longer hope for justice, protection, or safety” of their “peculiar property.”240 The “peculiar 

property” meant slaves.  

Manly believed that slavery was protected by the Constitution,241 so, by not condemning 

the abolition movement, the United States government was no longer respecting the Constitution 

which meant that Alabama Baptists were not safe. If the federal government had rebuked 

abolitionist ideas, the pro-slavery position would have been given political validity allowing 

evangelicals to uphold white supremacy more easily. Manly proposing that Alabama separate 

from the United States opened the possibility for evangelicals to maintain a racial separation 

between themselves and non-white others. This instinct to separate calls back to the formation of 

the SBC and this theme would continue to influence evangelical behavior into the twentieth 

century.  

Framing evangelicals’ upset as a result of the United States government’s unjust actions, 

Manly, remarkably, was able to change the root of evangelical concern to a patriotic defense of 

liberty instead of a defense of racial prejudice. Though Manly and other evangelicals did not 

explicitly deny their racial prejudice, by framing the origin of evangelicals’ unrest as a result of 

the United States government violating a right, Manly broadened the potential danger to non-

evangelicals as well as evangelicals and prefigured the rights language used by evangelicals and 

Reagan in the twentieth century. The threatened rights included their constitutional right to own 

their “peculiar property,” but also their ability to freely practice their religious beliefs, so Manly 

urged Alabama to protect itself and separate. Additionally, Manly depicted evangelicals and all 

of the South as victims of a tyrannical, authoritarian government which is another theme Reagan 

used. Manly implied that because the United States was not encouraging white supremacy, it was 

!



! $)!

ipso facto endangering southerners’ constitutional rights. By doing so, Manly established that the 

United States federal government was at fault, and Alabama evangelicals, as well as their beliefs, 

were innocent and persecuted.  

Manly was elected to serve as chaplain to the Alabama Secession Convention, and, when 

Alabama voted to secede from the United States, he helped draft Alabama’s state constitution. 

Manly was widely known across the Confederate States, and he gave the opening prayer at the 

Provisional Congress of the Confederate States. During this Congress, in addition to taking credit 

for the Confederate Constitution, Manly invoked “the favor of the Almighty”242 and asked God 

to protect the Confederacy so that it would last “as long as the sun and the moon.”243 Manly gave 

the inaugural address at Jefferson Davis’ Confederate presidential induction and notably rode 

with Davis and the Vice President to the address.244 Manly became the official chaplain to the 

Confederacy and remained chaplain throughout the Civil War. Jones describes him as “a 

steadfast and sought-after religious voice justifying slavery and white supremacy.”245 Manly’s 

influence on the Confederacy cannot be overstated; every step of the way, he was there providing 

divine justification for everything for which the Confederacy stood further entangling 

evangelicalism and white supremacy in the process.  

Although Manly’s “success and influence were perhaps unmatched,”246 Jones explains 

that “the broad influence he had as a religious leader was not unique.”247 Evangelical leaders had 

great sway over their denominations, and many used that influence to espouse the Confederacy. 

For example, the SBC, in its initial “Address to the Public,” claimed that its one and only 
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premillennialist world is filled with dangerous evils, any injustice found on Earth was normal 

and not a “call for action”263 or evangelicals’ responsibility to fix. This theological reorientation 

would have significant political implications in the post-Civil War period, and it would 

eventually provide fertile soil for their political reawakening in the 1980s.  

Premillennialism absolves evangelicals of any responsibilities they may have to the 

broader community. If salvation depends on the individual alone, the only actions an individual 

has to do for the community are actions that benefit the individual. This was an important factor 

in evangelicals becoming less inclined to care about social issues or reforms because, as Jones 

explains, they shifted their “attention from the collective ills of society to the salvation of 

individuals.”264 Evangelicals began to believe that one must protect one’s own self from evil and 
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Because “white evangelicals’ cultural tool kit consists of tools that restric[t] their moral vision to 

the person and interpersonal realms… [they screen] out institutional or structural issues,”269 

meaning evangelicals broadly believe that blame rests solely on an individual for any issue one 

may be facing in one’s own life. Premillennialism frames the individual – what one does, says, 

and believes – as the crux of moral consequence. After the Civil War, white southern 
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feature of proper southern culture. The second book shifted dramatically and argued that the 

Confederate states had rebelled to protect state sovereignty.271 His second book called for a “war 

of ideas”272 to preserve southern culture and inspired a movement and civil religion that has been 

widely recognized by scholars as the “Religion of the Lost Cause.”273 The Religion of the Lost 

Cause merged Christian theology with American history which created the civil religion of the 

Lost Cause.  



! %%!

southerners tried to overcome their existential worries and to live with their tragic sense 
of life.276   
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conservative values and depict those values as the ones needing protection from oppression. The 
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verbally connecting stories, images, and themes in the Bible to Civil War stories and figures. The 

biblical theme of renewal and rebirth was especially vital in bolstering the idea that the South 

would one day be venerated. Confederate soldiers and generals who died in the Civil War 

became martyrs, and the people of the South became the people of Israel.290 White evangelical 

religious leaders even linked the plight of the South to Jesus’ death and resurrection to show that 
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injustice many southerners felt about the outcome of the Civil War while additionally showing 

one of the core beliefs of the Religion of the Lost Cause: the South can and will return to glory. 

The St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Richmond more explicitly depicts these themes and parallels: 

in this church, Robert E. Lee is shown in stained glass as both a young Moses turning away from 

Pharaoh and an old Moses kneeling with a halo over his head. Despite the “mind-bending irony,” 

Jones explains that: 

The analogy is clear: just as Moses refused service to Pharaoh in order to lead his people 
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were put up after the end of the Civil War, and these monuments essentially served as holy sites 

for the Religion of the Lost Cause.299 White southern evangelicals in the wake of the Civil War 

sacralized their history; they emancipated both themselves and their fight from divine and earthly 

condemnation.  

But white southern evangelicals had a larger goal than just influencing their own 

community; they wanted to defend both the Confederacy and themselves “nationally.”300 The 

Religion of the Lost Cause gave white southern evangelical Christians a way to infuse white 

supremacy into the rest of American culture. Northern white evangelical abolitionists may have 

opposed chattel slavery, but many were not opposed to 
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racially prejudicial institutions after the Civil War by establishing the Lost Cause ideology as 

legitimate, and as a result, they were also able to establish themselves as righteous victims. 

Even though white evangelical Christians may have felt that they and their culture were 

persecuted victims, there is a macabre irony in how evangelicals actively partook in extremely 

brutal acts of violence against black Americans. During Reconstruction, “lynching became the 

ultimate murderous tool used to support white supremacy”303 in the South, 
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churches.314 Progressive southern evangelical religious leaders, like Leslie Gwaltney, defended 

and praised the KKK.315 One Baptist pastor justified joining the KKK by claiming that every 

religious person “of importance is a Klan member.”316 Aiming to preserve white racial purity, 

The KKK waged crusades against those who were not southern, white, and Protestant. This 

makes 
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After World War II, as suburban neighborhoods grew in popularity, some non
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which Jones explains is a “reference to the political machine that infamously controlled New 

York politics in the late nineteenth century.”326 Multiple generations of Hedermans served as 

deacons of the church; they were generous financial donors; and they were incredibly influential 

in shaping the FBC’s stance on racial issues.327 This is, in part, because the Hederman family ran 
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around the state via local radio.”333 When the Southern Baptist Convention leadership 

surprisingly supported the decision in the Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education, 
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radio stations usually reached local, primarily white, listeners.339 In 1973, this changed when 

Bob Jones University alum Stuart Epperson and brother-in-law Edward Atsinger founded an FM 

radio station. In Shadow Network: Media, Money, and the Secret Hub of the Radical Right340, 

which outlines the history of Christian media and the power of its influence, Anne Nelson 

explains that Epperson and Atsinger built a vast network of radio channels across America that 

preached conservative social values to its evangelical listeners. While many evangelicals may 

not have been directly involved in politics after the “Scopes Monkey” trial, through such media 

outlets as radio and newspapers, their white supremacist values flourished internally, and 

throughout the years following Scopes, permeated the broader political world and American 

culture.  

Throughout the mid-
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nationally capitalize on “the interplay between morality, race, and crime”352 in politics was 

Republican Barry Goldwater. Goldwater was staunchly against Brown and did not believe that 

the federal government should be allowed to enforce integration. In his 1960 book, The 

Conscience of a Conservative, Goldwater’s rhetoric strongly echoed that of the Confederacy’s as 

well as the Lost Cause’s ideology. He called on states to reclaim their “lost…power” 353 and on 

the federal government to “withdraw promptly and totally from every jurisdiction which the 

Constitution reserves to the states.”354 This resonated with white southerners who opposed 

Brown and other federal government programs, like welfare and Medicare, that aided strides 

towards racial equality. Goldwater’s 1964 presidential campaign bears a striking resemblance to 

the later campaigns of both Nixon and Reagan: Goldwater talked about America’s moral decay, 
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riots of “horrifying proportion”373 broke out in the Chicago area and resulted in J. Edgar Hoover 

placing black activists under government surveillance.374 The riots started after a young black 

man drowned in Lake Michigan after he had wandered into the white section of a swimming area 

and was pelted with rocks.375 The young man’s death prompted some white Americans across 

the country to engage in brutal acts of violence against black Americans. When black Americans 

“fought back,”376 Hoover, and other white Americans, came to see this resistance as evidence 

that black American activists and general social movements were dangerous.377 While these 

ideas started in the early twentieth century, Butler explains that they continued to stigmatize 

black Americans and calls for equality in the following decades:  

Hoover's unproven theories lingered into the 1950s as the Red Scare gained momentum. 
Many black activists working for civil rights were called communists. Martin Luther 
King Jr. was called a communist. So when Graham preached about the “communist 
threat” in the 1950s, he amplified a phrase that resonated forcefully with evangelicals and 
southern-based Christians, given not only their fear of the Soviets but also their fiery 
concern about the Black civil rights activists who were, to their way of thinking, 
promoting communist ideas and socialism.378  

Black Americans’ activism during the “Red Summer” tinged, in the eyes of white southern 

evangelicals, the activism and social movements of the later twentieth century with a racial hue. 

The underlying connection to race then easily allowed evangelical religious leaders to frame 

desegregation and communism as anti-God movements under the same umbrella. For example, 

Mississippi College was a firm segregationist Baptist institution located in Clinton just a few 

miles away from Jackson. Its president, D.M. Nelson, claimed that integration was based on 

“Karl Marx’s doctrine of internationalism,”379 and that integration and communism have the 

same end goal: “the obliteration of all national and racial distinctions and the final amalgamation 

!
373 Butler, White Evangelical, 40. 
374 Butler, White Evangelical, 40. 
375 Butler, White Evangelical, 40. 
376 Butler, White Evangelical, 40. 
377 Butler, White Evangelical, 41. 
378 Butler, White Evangelical, 41. 
379 John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana [u.a.]: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1995). Quoted from Harvey,



!



! '#!

the best but actually the only source of good moral values. He also implied that Americans who 

don’t believe in God don’t truly care about America. He emphasized that America can only be a 

righteous nation when Americans turn to evangelicalism. Billy Graham’s rhetoric, built on 

racism, presented evangelicals as the moral saviors of America, fighting against evil. This line of 

thinking would continue to grow in evangelical culture and Billy Graham demonstrated how a 

figure can use rhetoric both to help evangelicals in and to exonerate them for reentering the dirty 

and immoral world of politics.   

  While Shelley v. Kraemer was the first Supreme Court case to trouble evangelicals’ 

ability to maintain racial separation, it was only a setback and not enough to warrant 

evangelicals’ return to politics. Brown v. Board of Education and the rise of civil rights activism 

were perceived as the greater challenge to their pure white community, but they found a solution: 

white evangelicals put their children in private segregated schools. Then came Green v. 

Connally. The final blow to evangelicals’ racial boundary came when the IRS revoked the status 

of several evangelical schools. Here, white southern evangelical Christians hit their breaking 

point. They felt that the government was targeting them and their culture. The various court 
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step into the mid-1970s political realm. All they needed was a politician to support. They were 

looking for a politician who would not mistreat them, who would not shame them, and who 

would defend them, and Reagan showed evangelicals that he met their criteria.  
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Conclusion 

Understanding the historical connection between white supremacy and evangelicalism 

helps to illuminate the crucial role racial prejudice played in evangelicals’ political involvement 

throughout evangelicals’ history in America, culminating in their dramatic reentry into U.S. 

political life in the Reagan era. Specifically, white southern evangelical Christianity and white 

supremacy have grown alongside and seeped into one another. This has had lasting implications 

into the twenty-first century. In addition to walking through the unexplored history of the 

dominant role that white Christians have played in maintaining white supremacy in America, 

Robert P. Jones’ White Too Long also shows how this history impacts white Christian 

Americans’ contemporary thoughts on race and racism.384 He utilizes two studies to demonstrate 

this: one by the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) and the other by the Public 

Religion Research Institute (PRRI). The CCES found that southern white people living in areas 

with historically high levels of slavery had significantly different attitudes compared to white 

people living in areas with historically lower levels of slavery. White people in areas with higher 

historical levels of slavery were more politically conservative and leaned Republican, showed 

higher levels of racial resentment, and were more likely to oppose affirmative action. Jones 

theorizes that this means “the deep racial prejudice that was created by a slaveholding society is 

still measurably present in the contemporary South, and that this relationship is not just 

correlational but causal.”385 He concludes that racism and the efforts of southern Christian 

Americans to maintain white supremacy still linger throughout the South today. 

Yet, the efforts of southern white Christians influenced more than the South. Northern 

former abolitionists were able to, and did, support the Lost Cause ideology; segregation and Jim 
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Crow laws existed in the North; northern Christian churches also fought to maintain their racial 

divide. White supremacy has influenced white Christianity across America and throughout its 

history. Moreover, contemporary research on Christianity in America reveals that white 

supremacy is not unique to white evangelicals nor the South. Comparing white Christians to non-

religious white people and African American Protestants across America, shows “starkly 

divergent opinions and behaviors in political space.”386 The 2018 PRRI “American Values 

Survey” sought to gauge the racial attitudes of white Christians in America. Researching 

people’s racist or prejudicial views is challenging because, as Jones puts it, one “obviously 

cannot get accurate results from asking respondents outright whether they are white supremacists 

or racists [because] many may be reluctant to reveal their true views. Or they may privately 

hold…views that they themselves would not identify with those labels.”387 This is evident given 

the fact that when asked about their general feelings towards African Americans, white 

Christians’ feelings were on par with the general population. But, when asked further about 

things like systematic inequality, symbols of white supremacy, or the criminal justice system, 

white Christians deviate strongly from their white religiously unaffiliated and black Protestant 

American counterparts.388  

The PRRI found that “83 percent of white evangelicals, 75 percent of white Catholics, 

and 71 percent of white mainline Protestants… believe that racial minorities use racism as an 

excuse for economic inequalities more than they should.”389 This is in comparison to the “52 

percent of religiously unaffiliated whites” 390 and “30 percent of black Protestants”391 who agree. 

Though white evangelicals had the highest percentage of agreement to that question, other white 
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Christians were not far behind. This suggests that evangelicals’ racial prejudice is not unique to 

them and that white supremacy is laced through all of white American Christianity. Additionally, 

a majority of white Christians, strikingly, disagree with the statement that “[g]enerations of 

slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult for blacks to work their 

way out of the lower class.”392 White evangelicals’ long orientation towards an individualistic 

mindset and their underlying segregationist tendencies can help clarify why they, in particular, 

believe the consequences of one’s own life are a direct result of one's own actions, but this does 

not help to explain why all white Christians answer questions about race, immigrants, and 

cultural change in more prejudicial ways than other Americans.393
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Christian.395 Additionally, Jones found that the more often a white Christian, especially a white 

evangelical, went to church the more likely they were to have racist opinions.396 Inversely, 

attending church less frequently did not indicate that white Christians would be less likely to 

hold racist opinions; in other words, this means that a person can still be racist even if that person 

doesn’t go to church or isn’t Christian.397 The data from Jones and the PRRI shows the troubling 

pattern that this is not just a southern phenomenon, nor is it just a white evangelical 

phenomenon; this applies to all white Christians in America. Jones puts these findings more 

bluntly: “If you were recruiting for a white supremacist cause on a Sunday morning, you’d likely 

have more success hanging out in the parking lot of an average white Christian church…than 

approaching whites sitting out services at the local coffee shop.”398 Black slaves, like Frederick 

Douglass, spotted two hundred years ago what this data and history shows: racism and white 

Christianity not only influence each other but feed off of one another; they support and sustain 

each other. In 1964, Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. spotted the connection between white 

supremacy and Christianity: “Everyone knows that 11 o’clock on Sunday morning is the most 

segregated hour in American life,”399 and compared American Christian churches to Nazi 

Germany.400 He recognized that racial bias “imperils the soul of the church itself”401 and urged 

white American Christians to make a change. Yet, the white evangelicals of Frederick Douglass’ 

time did not make a change; they worked to protect their whiteness through the Confederacy. 

The white evangelicals of MLK’s time did not make a change; they worked to protect their 

whiteness by supporting Reagan. Contemporary research, such as that from the PRRI, potentially 
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indicates that the white evangelicals and, more generally, white Christians of today are still not 

making any change to their beliefs. 

This contemporary research helps to explain why Reagan, rather than the liberal Jimmy 

Carter, ended up bringing evangelicals into political activism in the late twentieth century. And, 

this research is key to explaining contemporary evangelical support for
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Most importantly, and also very much like Reagan, Trump is able to legitimize 

evangelicals’ opposition to non-evangelical values and beliefs not as prejudice, but as an attempt 

to protect American values which, in turn, helps to obscure the underlying prejudice. Trump 

frames everything besides white evangelical influences as dangerous, corrupting, and antithetical 

to America in a manner that allows white evangelicals 

 



! ("!

!



! (#!

responsibility to aid non-white Americans’ strides toward equality. Reagan’s rhetoric focusing 

on evangelicals’ embattlement and value within politics was an important vehicle in bringing this 
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