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RONALD E. BROWN, Wayne State University

Abstract

This study seeks to examine the relationship between church-based social capital
resources and political activism among black Americans. Our results suggest that
simply attending church does not provide enough social capital resources to propel
blacks into voting and nonvoting political activities. Rather, it is largely those churches
that espouse a civic culture where members are exposed to political discussions and
are encouraged to be activists that lead to black political engagement. In addition,
involvement in church committee life is important to black civic skill development
(e.g., communication, writing, and organizing skills), which increases these church
activists’ competence and confidence to participate in costly and risky political acts.
This study also sought to investigate the class composition of such politicized church
networks. It is largely the case that such networks are stratified by socioeconomic
status, such that middle-class blacks disproportionately hear political messages in
church and serve as church activists.

This article investigates the relationship between church-based resources and
political activism among African Americans. Increasing our current level of
knowledge about the degree of influence that religious resources have on black
activism is important, given that churches are often the only nongovernmental
institution in black communities (Billingsley 1999; Gronbjerg 1990). Moreover,
religious congregations often serve as the largest organized expression of black
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communities, which enables them to set goals and to articulate the racial group’s
interests (Calhoun-Brown 1996; Lincoln & Mamiya 1990). Many blacks
welcome and even call for their churches to tackle pressing social ills such as
crime, joblessness, and police brutality. More than three-fourths of African
Americans believe that churches should be involved in social change (Gallup
2001). Equally important, compared to other voluntary organizations, blacks
view their churches as having the best chance of alleviating social problems
that plague their communities (Gallup 2001). That approximately 70% of
blacks report attending church at least once a month (Chatters, Taylor &
Lincoln 1999; Taylor, Chatters & Jayakody 1996) suggests that the recruitment
of volunteers for social or political action is likely to happen in their places of
worship. However, frequency of attendance does not necessarily imply political
influence. Rather, we posit that church attendance leads to political activism
in religious congregations where individuals are provided opportunities to
develop civic skills and are in communication networks that foster political
activism.

A social capital model is used to explain why some African American
churchgoers are more likely than their non-churchgoing peers to be political
activists. Social capital resources exist in the structure of relations between and
among actors (Coleman 1988). Essentially, social capital refers to the connec-
tions among individuals and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that
arises from them (Putnam 2001). Social capital signals that something of value
has been produced for individuals who are involved in relationships with oth-
ers (Putnam 2001). More specifically, being involved in social networks in-
creases one’s awareness of information and opportunities that could have a
positive effect on the social well-being of the group. Formal (e.g., Sunday school)
and informal networks (e.g., friendship circles) tend to foster trust and feel-
ings of mutual obligation among individuals. At the very least, attending church
regularly should increase trust and obligations insofar as individuals are in
settings where they share a common worldview and religious outlook. In ad-
dition, involvement in more formal organizations such as the church choir,
Sunday school, or the missionary society may boost social trust and mutual
obligation because individuals are working with others to achieve a common
goal or objective. To the extent that frequent and more involved church at-
tendees are more likely to be exposed to political discussions and opportuni-
ties, they are also more likely to become involved in more collective forms of
political activity. This is largely due to the development and fostering of social
trust and a sense of mutual obligation that exists within churches. Such dis-
cussions and participation likely further individuals’ involvement in future
political activities as members grow closer and develop a deeper sense of mu-
tual obligation.
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Although church attendance may increase the chances for political action,
the primary function of a religious institution is worship and fellowship
(Ammerman 2000; Lincoln & Mamiya 1990). Hence, church-based social
networks primarily provide individuals with spiritual uplift and social support
(Taylor & Chatters 1986; Taylor, Mattis & Chatters 1999). Further, paid
professional staff and college-trained clergy are essential for encouraging civic
engagement and only about one-third of black churches have them (Billingsley
1999; Lincoln & Mamiya 1990). Consequently, many local congregations place
low emphasis on training members to be political activists. Nonetheless,
churchgoing may increase individuals’ proclivity to be political activists when
they attend churches with a strong civic culture in which activism is
encouraged and members are provided with opportunities for political skill
development.

We now turn to the literature to discuss what is known about the effect of
church-based social capital on various modes of political activism. Using the
1993–94 National Black Politics Survey (NBPS), we then empirically assess the
influence of church attendance, church activism, and church-based political
communication on voting and nonvoting modes of political activism. Finally,
we describe the social resource levels of individuals who are part of church-
based political networks in order to assess the potential mobilization bias that
may exist within African American communities.

Church Attendance and Political Activism

Previous work reveals that church attendance is positively related to voting
(Calhoun-Brown 1996; Harris 1994). The linkage between church attendance
and voting may occur if members are picking up cues from other church
members that voting is expected and is in line with the church’s mission. As a
result, members may vote because family members and church friends may
expect them to fulfill their church and civic obligation. In addition, given the
historical and continued centrality of churches to black social-political life,
churches may expose attendees to valuable information about candidates and
electoral issues. Although most voters rely upon party or ideological cues to
select candidates (Farina 1981; Markus & Converse 1979; Miller 1991), the
opinions of trusted church members or clergy could further solidify blacks’ vote
selection and willingness to vote (Pattillo-McCoy 1998).

The linkage between voters and politically sophisticated black churches has
long been exploited by both major parties. Black clergy were parts of political
submachines in Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and New York before the civil-
rights and black power eras (Katznelson 1973; Wilson 1960; Young & Wheeler
1994). Black demand politics and demographic changes that resulted in blacks
becoming either a near majority or majority of eligible voters affected the
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political calculus of politically sophisticated clergy in major cities. In some cases,
members pressured pastors to allow their churches to become sites where
volunteers could be sought and trained to work for black candidates (Colburn
2001; Reed 1984; Young & Wheeler 1994). Jesse Jackson utilized these church-
based political networks to launch his 1984 presidential bid. Black pastors who
supported the Jackson campaign used their status and influence to encourage
members to vote, give money, and work for the Jackson campaign (Cavanagh
& Foster 1984; Frady 1993; Lincoln & Mamiya 1990). Similarly, former
Democratic president Bill Clinton often appeared in black churches to gain
electoral support during his successful run for the presidency in both 1992 and
1996. Because black churches are often targeted to reach black voters, it stands
to reason that frequent church attendance would increase blacks’ awareness
of elections and policy issues, as well as increase their willingness to vote.

Church involvement may also provide opportunities for more time-
consuming and risky political activities. This was certainly the case in the 1950s
and 1960s when some blacks used nonviolent tactics to demonstrate their
discontent with the status quo. Morris’s (1984) study of the civil-rights
movement reveals that many southern churches served as movement centers.
Church members were often recruited to participate in voter education efforts
and sit-ins, marches, boycotts, and other forms of civil disobedience. In many
of these places of worship, informal networks served to strengthen and
encourage people who engaged in civil disobedience. Pastors of large northern
churches also played a central role in directing activism before, during, and
after the civil-rights era. Pastors such as Adam Clayton Powell of New York City
and E.L. Franklin of Detroit fostered environments in which church members
were encouraged to protest unfair treatment (Hamilton 1972; Lincoln &
Mamiya 1990; Thompson 2001).

In sum, church attendance may lead to voting and nonvoting political
behavior among African Americans because their churches are spaces where
norms of trust and reciprocity are reinforced. To the extent that political
activism is viewed as central to a church’s mission, members are likely to
participate in the political life of their communities when encouraged to do
so.

Church Activism and Civic Skill Development

In addition to increasing the chances that individuals will be recruited to
participate in political acts, frequent church attendance also increases
opportunities for the development of civic skills that are critical for
involvement in time-consuming and risky political behavior. Civic skills are
communication and organizational capacities that are essential to political
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activity (Peterson 1992; Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995; Verba et al. 1993).
Activities such as attending meetings where decisions are made, planning
meetings, writing letters, and making speeches or presentations are all
transferable to the political realm. Such skills are useful in conducting meetings
about neighborhood concerns, mobilizing others about these concerns, and even
organizing protest marches or meetings to make one’s concerns known to
governmental officials. Although these skills are often developed in political
organizations such as political parties or candidate organizations, most people
develop civic skills in nonpolitical organizations, on their job, for example, or
in their places of worship (Peterson 1992; Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995).

The development of communication and organizational skills within formal
church networks (e.g., church committees) has always had the potential to
equip blacks to participate in the political world. Frazier (1957) argued that
blacks’ fervent religiosity was a response to institutional racism, which made it
virtually impossible for them to compete with whites for leadership positions
in either public or private employment markets. African Americans seeking
leadership roles largely did so in local, regional, and national church bodies.
In urban and rural centers across the nation, churchgoing blacks received
leadership training as deacons, chairs of the women/men’s day committees, and
trustees. The church environment was where these individuals learned how
to deal with inter-group conflict, manage budgets, elect officials to church
office, and hold their peers accountable. These church-based civic skills were
essential to blacks’ role in coordinating civil-rights activism (Lincoln & Mamiya
1990; McAdams 1982; Morris 1984).

Involvement in church youth committees, choirs, missionary societies, and
other church auxiliaries continues to grant African Americans opportunities
for civic skill development. Writing church committee reports, organizing
meetings, and mobilizing members to participate in special church projects
build the competency and confidence of blacks to participate in more costly
political activities like letter writing campaigns, organizing voter registration
drives, and mobilizing individuals for protests (Harris 1994; Peterson 1992;
Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995). Moreover, because blacks are less likely than
whites to be members of voluntary associations or occupy high-status jobs that
would allow them to perform organizational and leadership tasks (Musick,
Wilson & Bynum 2000; Oliver & Shapiro 1995; Verba, Schlozman & Brady
1995), their church involvement is an important means to their civic skill
development.
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Politically Relevant Church Resources and Black Political Behavior

Although church attendance is a necessary first step toward political
involvement, in and of itself it does not provide enough social capital to propel
individuals to time-consuming and risky forms of political behavior (Calhoun-
Brown 1996; Harris 1994; Wald 1987). This is understandable given that the
primary function of churches is to conduct worship services and to facilitate
fellowship among members (Ammerman 2001; Lincoln & Mamiya 1990). Most
people select churches for nonpolitical factors such as proximity,
denomination, congregational make-up, family ties, and the like (Calhoun-
Brown 1996; McKenzie 2002; Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995).

Another reason that church attendance alone is not likely to lead to costly
forms of political activism is that less than a quarter of African American
congregations engage in civil demonstrations or in lobbying efforts that pressure
public officials to pass legislation salient to African Americans (“Black
Churches” 2001). By and large, the most politically astute African American
clergy tend to steer their congregations toward low-cost political activism. For
most politically sophisticated congregations, church-based political activism
involves having candidates speak during election cycles or clergy talking about
the importance of voting (“Black Churches” 2001; NCS 1998). Few
congregations are involved in time-consuming political activities because few
have the organizational resources to do so. Most black churches simply do not
have the educated pastorate, the amount of clergy and staff, the large
membership base that can serve as political volunteers, and the financial
resources to commit a substantial amount of time to political affairs (Billingsley
1999). Since few individuals select churches for explicit political reasons and
since most black churches are involved in low-cost political activities, it is likely
that simply attending church will not increase involvement in political
campaigns, disruptive politics, or lobbying efforts.

Activist black churches tend to have college-trained clergy, staff, and
members who can serve as political volunteers and have ties to other political
churches and civic organizations (Billingsley 1999). A prime example is Bethel
A.M.E. in Baltimore, Maryland. Bethel has ties to local, national, and
international civil- and human-rights organizations, a full-time staff who
investigate relevant policy issues affecting black Baltimoreans, and a
membership base of more than 14,500. And further, Bethel’s pastor, Dr. Frank
Reid, has a masters in divinity from Harvard Divinity School and a doctorate
in divinity from the United Theological Seminary (Bethel A.M.E. Church
2002). Attendees of Bethel are likely to hear political messages from the pulpit
delivered by clergy, laity, and even public officials (Mamiya 1994). They are
also likely to be recruited by clergy and laity to vote, to participate in local,
state, and federal political campaigns, and to engage in disruptive politics when
necessary. However, as stated earlier, churches such as Bethel A.M.E.–Baltimore
are not typical. Most black churches simply do not have Bethel’s organizational
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resources to commit to political affairs (Billingsley 1999). Therefore, we argue
that for the average African American, simply attending church will not
increase their level of involvement in costly and perhaps risky political activities.
However, to the extent that individuals attend black churches where the
culture encourages activism and provides opportunities for civic skill
development, we expect to find higher-than-average political activism.

Hypotheses

Previous studies on church involvement and political activism have tended to
use either one measure of nonvoting political behavior or have combined
various dimensions of this construct into one measure (Calhoun-Brown 1996;
Harris 1994). We acknowledge the importance of examining the effects of
church involvement on political activities in a composite measure given that
struggles for black civil rights and political incorporation have often involved
multiple strategies of electoral mobilization, lobbying, campaigning, and protest
politics (Andrews 2001; Browning, Marshall & Tabb 1990; Lincoln & Mamiya
1990; Mamiya 1994; Starks & Preston 1990). However, it is important to
examine the effect of church resources on individual political activities because
differences in political strategies yield different political outcomes (Browning,
Marshall & Tabb 1990; Starks & Preston 1990). Browning, Marshall & Tabb’s
(1990) research on minority political incorporation in 10 California cities
suggests that blacks who are part of multi-racial electoral coalitions benefit
significantly. Blacks in these cities are more likely to have city councils that
produce policies that are favorable to minorities; more civilian police review
boards, appointments of minorities to city boards and commissions, more
provisions for minority shares of city contracts, and minority employment in
city government. Their research suggests that a political strategy that relies only
upon demand and protest activism, in contrast, tends to lead to minority
appointments to city positions but overall is a strategy that tends to be less
effective in yielding policies that benefit the larger black community.

Because different political acts yield different policy outcomes, it is
important to investigate the relevance of church resources to various forms of
political activism. And, given that campaign activities, protest politics, and
lobbying require various skills, energy, and resources to participate (Verba et
al. 1993), it is also important to examine the role that church resources play
in stimulating these individual activities. Furthermore, factor analyses of the
political activism variables within the 1993–94 National Black Politics Study
suggest that campaign activism, contacting public officials/agencies, petitioning,
and protesting are all discrete forms of nonvoting political behavior. We
therefore argue for the need to investigate the effect of church resources both
on nonvoting activism as a single construct and on its constituent elements.
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The current investigation of the effects of church attendance, church
activism, and church-based political communication on various political
activities are also important because previous work has not looked at the effects
of church activism and church-based political communication on political
activism in the same model (Calhoun-Brown 1996; Harris 1994). For this
reason, it is not clear whether these church resources independently have an
effect on black political behavior. In an attempt to increase our understanding
of the relationship between church-based social capital and political
involvement, we make the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Church attendance, church activism, and church-based political
communication are positively associated with voting.

Hypothesis 2a: Church-based political communication is positively associated
with nonvoting political activism.

Hypothesis 2b: Church-based political communication is positively associated
with campaign activism, petitioning, contacting public officials/agencies, and
protesting.

Hypothesis 3a: Church activism is positively associated with nonvoting political
activism.

Hypothesis 3b: Church activism is positively associated with campaign activism,
petitioning, contacting public officials, and protesting.

Methodology

SAMPLE

The data for these analyses are drawn from the 1993-94 National Black Politics
Study (NBPS), a multiple-frame telephone survey of 1,206 African Americans
18 years of age or older, conducted between 4 December 1993 and 14 February
1994. The first frame used the GENESYS system to locate a national random
digit dial (RDD) sample using an equal-probability-of-selection methodology.
The second frame selected a random sample of households located in census
blocks with 50% or more African American households. The overall response
rate was 65%.

DEPENDENT VARIABLES: POLITICAL ACTIVISM

The voting measure is a dichotomous variable that asks respondents whether
they voted in the last presidential election. All the nonvoting forms of activism
are measured on three-point scales. A coding of 0 indicates that respondents
were inactive; they reported not being involved in any nonvoting political
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activities. A coding of 1 indicates that respondents were moderately active; they
participated in one activity. A coding of 2 indicates that respondents were
highly active; they participated in at least two nonvoting political activities.

Nonvoting political activism is a 10-item additive measure that assesses
respondent involvement in campaign activities, contact with public offices,
petitioning, and protest politics. Highly active respondents participated in two
to ten nonvoting political activities. Campaign activism is a 3-item additive
measure that asks respondents whether, in the past two years, they have
attended a fundraiser for a candidate, made any financial contributions to a
candidate, or handed out material for a candidate. Highly active respondents
participate in two or three campaign activities. This measure has a reliability
estimate of � = .634. Political contact is a three-item additive measure that
asks respondents whether they have ever contacted a black public official, a
white public official, or, in the past two years, contacted a public office or agency.
Highly active respondents contacted two or three of the aforementioned public
officials. This measure has a reliability estimate of � = .781. Petition is a 2-item
additive measure that asks respondents whether, in the past two years, they have
signed a petition supporting a candidate who was running for office or signed
one in support of or against an issue. Highly active respondents both signed a
petition supporting a candidate who was running for office and signed one in
support of or against an issue. This measure has a reliability estimate of � =
.522. Protest is a 2-item additive measure that asks respondents whether, in
the past two years, they have engaged in a protest or whether they have
participated in a neighborhood march in response to some neighborhood or
community problem. Highly active respondents participated in both a
neighborhood march and a protest during the past two years. This measure
has a reliability estimate of � = .487.

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES: CHURCH RESOURCE VARIABLES

The church attendance measure asks respondents how often they attend
church. This variable is measured on a four-point scale. A coding of 0 indicates
that respondents do not attend church at all and 3 indicates that they attend
at least once a week. The church activism measure is a dichotomous variable
that asks respondents whether they have served on a church committee, given
time to a special project, or helped organize a meeting in the past year. Church
political communication is a 6-item additive measure that asks respondents
whether in the past year they have discussed political matters with church
members or heard their clergy talk about the need for people to become
involved in politics. Respondents were also asked whether a local or national
leader spoke at a religious service, a member of the clergy suggested that they
vote for or against certain candidates in an election, or a member of the clergy
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TABLE 1: Descriptive Characteristics of a Nationally Representative Sample
of African Americans

Percentage Mean Standard Deviation

Church attendance
Never attend 2.80
Attend once or twice a year 10.70
Attend once or twice a month 35.10
Attend at least once a week 51.40
Church political communication (0–6) 3.04 1.70
Church activism 54.80

(N = 1,206)

Votea 80.00
(N = 1,205)

Nonvoting activism
Inactive 17.70
Moderate activism 16.40
High activism 65.90

(N = 1,185)

Campaign activism
Inactive 56.40
Moderate activism 21.70
High activism 21.90

(N = 1,198)

Political contact
Inactive 55.70
Moderate activism 29.40
High activism 15.00

(N = 1,195)

Petition
Inactive 31.40
Moderate activism 34.70
High activism 33.90

(N = 1,199)

Protest
Inactive 60.70
Moderate activism 26.40
High activism 12.90

(N = 1,204)

a The high level of reported voting may be indicative of social desirability effects as well as the
disproportionate amount of educated and affluent blacks included in this sample compared to
the 1990 census data. Telephone surveys tend to select individuals with stable addresses and
higher incomes.
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suggested that they take action on a political issue. Respondents who scored
higher on this scale reported hearing more church-based political messages.
This scale has a reliability estimate of � = .840.1

Mean values were imputed for missing cases among church attendance,
church activism, and church-based political communication. These
imputations did not substantively alter the multivariate analyses reported
below.

CONTROL VARIABLES

Age, gender, education, and family income are utilized as control variables
because previous work has shown that persons who are older, more educated,
and more affluent are more likely to be active in electoral politics (Verba &
Nie 1972; Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995; Verba et al. 1993). Previous work
has also indicated that men are more likely than women to engage in protest
politics (Gurr 1970; Harris 1999). Male is the included category for the dummy
variable gender. Age and education were measured as continuous variables.
Family income was measured on an ordinal scale from 1 (up to $10,000 per
year) to 9 ($75,000 and plus per year).  Mean values were imputed for missing
cases among age, education, and income. These imputations did not
substantively alter the multivariate analyses reported below.

Summary statistics for the church involvement and political activism
variables are reported in Table 1.

STATISTICAL METHODS

Because voting is a dichotomous dependent variable, logit regression was used
to test the effect of church resources on respondent voting behavior. The rest
of the dependent variables — composite nonvoting political activism, campaign,
contact, petition, protest — all have ordered categories. For that reason, the
effects of church resources on these measures were tested with ordered logit
regression. The statistical package STATA was used to estimate these equations
through maximum likelihood.

Predicted probabilities were used to more clearly assess the relationship
between church-based political communication and church activism on
African American political behavior. These estimates allowed us to determine
the probability that respondents who have not heard any messages, those who
have heard an average amount of messages, and those who have been exposed
to the most political messages in church will vote and be highly active in
contacting their public officials, campaigning, petitioning, and participating in
protest politics. These estimates will also allow us to determine the probability
that nonchurch activists and church activists are highly engaged in the afore-
mentioned activities. All other independent and control variables were set at
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their means. The dependent variables — political activism measures — were
set at their maximum values (that is, vote, high nonvoting political activism,
high campaign, high contact, high petition, high protest). Therefore, for the
purpose of these analyses,

Pr (activism = max| church comm.) = Pr (activism = max | church comm. k, [x])

Pr (activism = max| church activism) = Pr (activism = max | church activism k, [x])

Results

We test our hypotheses on reduced and full models of the effect of church
attendance, church activism, and church-based political communication on
voting and nonvoting forms of political activism. The reduced models test the
effect of church attendance, while controlling for relevant demographic factors,
on political activism. The full models test the effect of church attendance,
church activism, and church-based political communication, while controlling
for relevant demographic factors, on political activism. Testing our hypotheses
in this manner will more clearly establish what it is about congregational life
that leads some African Americans to be politically active. We argue that church
attendance alone is not likely to lead to increased political participation. Rather,
it is church-based political communication and church involvement that have
positive and direct effects on political activism.

TABLE 2: Effect of Church Resources on Voting and Nonvoting Political
Behavior — Logit and Ordinal Logit Analyses (Demographic
Variables Are Controlled)

Vote Nonvoting

I II I II

Church attendance .180 .035 .250** –.045
(.106) (.116) (.086) (.099)

Church activism — .425* — .618**
(.193) (.160)

Church political communication — .116* — .358**
(.047) (.040)

Log-likelihood –543.463 –536.727 –1005.068 –947.672
N 1,205 1,185

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses.

* p < .05      ** p < .01 (two-tailed tests)
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EFFECT OF CHURCH RESOURCES ON VOTING AND NONVOTING POLITICAL ACTIVISM

The first model in Table 2 indicates that church attendance is not related to
voting. The full model shows that church activists and those within politicized
church communication networks are more likely than their counterparts to
report voting. The reduced models of nonvoting political behavior indicates
that the more respondents attend church, the more likely they are to
participate in nonvoting political activities. However, in the full model, church
attendance is no longer related to nonvoting political behavior. Rather, church
activism and church-based political communication are related to the
nonvoting political behavior.

As expected, simply attending church on Sunday or during the week does
not place individuals in social situations that influence their willingness to vote
or participate in more costly political activities. Rather, hearing political
messages and gaining civic skills by participating in church projects are the
important church resources that stimulate black political behavior.

PROBABILITY OF CHURCH POLITICAL COMMUNICATION LEADING TO VOTING AND

NONVOTING POLITICAL ACTIVISM

The probability estimates displayed in Figure 1 describe the association between
church-based political messages and voting and heavy involvement in
nonvoting political activities. These probability estimates illustrate the boost
blacks receive in their propensity to vote and to be engaged in at least two
nonvoting activities as they hear or are engaged in more political discussions
in church. Blacks who have not heard political messages in church have a
77.2% probability of voting. Those who have heard the most of such messages

TABLE 3: Effect of Church Resources on Nonvoting Political Activism —
Ordinal Logit Analyses (Demographic Variables Are Controlled)a

Campaign Contact Petition Protest

I II I II I II I II

Church attendance .424** .131 .246** .008 .026 –.177 .340** .095
(.090) (.101) (.089) (.099) (.080) (.091) (.091) (.101)

Church activism — .454** — .485** — .157 — .448**
(.156) (.155) (.142) (.157)

Church political — .400** — .223** — .310** — .277**
communication (.039) (.037) (.035) (.039)

Log-likelihood –1144.057 –1076.396 –1093.253 –1065.433 –1283.911 –1231.535 –1086.686 –1053.92
N 1,198 1,195 1,199 1,204

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses.

* p < .05      ** p < .01 (two-tailed tests)
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FIGURE 1: Probability Estimates for Voting and Nonvoting Political
Behavior by Church-Based Political Messages

have an 87.8% probability of doing so. Similarly, blacks exposed to the most
church-based political messages are two times as likely as those who are not
exposed to any messages to be highly active in nonvoting political activities.
Blacks who do not hear any political messages in church have a 42.5%
probability of being highly involved in nonvoting political activities, compared
to an 86.4% probability among blacks who have been exposed to the most
political messages.

These results suggest that exposure to political messages in one’s place of
worship provides blacks a substantive boost in their propensity to participate
in voting and nonvoting political activities.

PROBABILITY OF CHURCH ACTIVISM LEADING TO VOTING AND NONVOTING POLITICAL

ACTIVISM

The probability estimates shown in Figure 2 illustrate the boost blacks receive
in their voting and heightened nonvoting behavior as they become active in
their churches. Blacks receive a six-point boost in the probability that they will
vote (from 79.6% to 85.8%) and approximately a thirteen-point boost in the
probability that they will be highly active in nonvoting activities (from 61.1%
to 74.4%) as they go from being inactive to being active in their churches.
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FIGURE 2: Probability Estimates for Voting and Nonvoting Political
Behavior by Church Activism

EFFECT OF CHURCH RESOURCES ON NONVOTING POLITICAL ACTIVISM

By assessing the effect of these resources on campaign involvement, contact
behavior, petitioning, and protest activism, Table 3 provides a more specific
analysis of the effect of church-based political resources on nonvoting political
activities. The reduced models indicate that the more respondents attend
church, the more likely they are to volunteer for campaign-related activities,
contact public officials or agencies, and protest. However, in the full models,
church attendance is no longer related to any forms of nonvoting political
behavior. Rather, church-based political communication and activism are
related to campaigning, contacting public officials or agencies, and protesting.
Further, the more individuals are exposed to church-based political
communication, the more likely they are to sign political petitions.

In sum, church attendance alone is unlikely to lead blacks to participate
in costly or risky political activities. Only if church attendance is accompanied
by political messages or involvement in civic skill-building activities will
attendance lead to involvement in campaign activities, contacting public offices,
petitioning, and protest politics. These findings support McAdam (1986) and
McAdam and Paulsen’s (1993) argument that the quality of one’s social ties
affects one’s propensity to be an activist. Ties that are principally oriented
toward increasing individuals’ political skills and informing and encouraging
them to be active are most effective in leading to activism.

Figure  1b. Probability Estimates  for Voting and Non-    
                 Voting Political Activism by Church Activism 
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FIGURE 3: Probability Estimates for Voting and Nonvoting Political
Behavior by Church Activism
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PROBABILITY OF CHURCH POLITICAL MESSAGES LEADING TO NONVOTING POLITICAL

ACTIVISM

The probability estimates displayed in Figure 3 illustrate the effects of church-
based political messages in stimulating heightened involvement in nonvoting
political activities. Blacks receive a substantial boost in their propensity to be
active in nonvoting political activities as they are exposed to and engaged in
more political discussion in their places of worship. Blacks who are exposed
to the most political messages in church are more than six times as likely as
those who are not exposed to any political messages to be highly active in
campaign activities (from 6.4% to 42.7%). They are also approximately four
times as likely to be highly active in protest politics (from 5.1% to 22.6%) and
to be highly active in petitioning (from 14.4% to 56.4%). Finally, blacks who
are exposed to the most political messages are approximately three times as
likely to be highly active in contacting public officials as those who are not
exposed to any messages (from 16.3% to 45.1%).

PROBABILITY OF CHURCH ACTIVISM LEADING TO NONVOTING POLITICAL ACTIVISM

The probability estimates in Figure 3 illustrate that blacks receive a sizable boost
in their willingness to be highly active in nonvoting activities as they become
active in their churches. Church activists are approximately ten points more
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FIGURE 4: Probability Estimates for Nonvoting Political Behavior by
Church Activism

Figure 2b. Probability Estimates for Non-Voting Political Behavior by 
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likely to be highly engaged in contacting their public officials (from 23.4% to
33.7%), seven points more likely to be highly engaged in campaign activities
(from 15.1% to 21.9%), five points more likely to be highly involved in protests
politics (from 8.9% to 13.5%), and four points more likely to be highly involved
in petition activities than nonchurch activists (from 30.1% to 33.8%).

Discussion

These results imply that church-based social capital has a positive effect on
the likelihood that blacks will be political activists. Being active in church
committees and being involved in church-based political communication
contribute to increasing black involvement in electoral and nonelectoral
activities. This is consistent with previous work suggesting that blacks who hear
more political messages in church are more likely than others to participate
in electoral and nonelectoral political activities (Calhoun-Brown 1996; Harris
1994; Matthews & Prothro 1966). These findings are also consistent with work
indicating that involvement in church committees may have a spillover effect
in leading to African Americans being active in nonelectoral politics (Harris
1994; Peterson 1992; Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995). That is, writing
committee reports, organizing church meetings, and mobilizing the support
of church members for special projects are all important skills that could
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enable blacks to participate in political activities like letter-writing campaigns
and organizing individuals for protest.

It is important to note, however, that church attendance alone is not enough
to stimulate black political behavior. When exposure to church-based political
communication and church activism are taken into account, church
attendance is no longer an important predictor of black political behavior.
These findings lend support to McAdam’s (1986)and McAdam’s and Paulsen’s
(1993) argument that the quality of social ties matters to political behavior.
Individuals who receive value reinforcement of the importance of political
participation from activist friends or fellow organizational members are much
more likely to participate in costly and risky political activities than individuals
outside these politicized networks. It stands to reason therefore that blacks
attending activist churches with people with whom they have longstanding
relations would become politically active. Although trust and feelings of mutual
obligation are social-capital resources that are engendered among churchgoers,
it is not a given that once blacks step inside a church building they will receive
value reinforcement of the importance of political activism. Rather, church
involvement is likely to lead to activism only if these churches possess a civic
culture where members are encouraged to be activists and to develop their
political capacities by involving themselves in church committee life.

This study builds on the theoretical and empirical work examining the role
of black churches in the political lives of African Americans. Before the civil-
rights era, E. Franklin Frazier and Gunnar Myrdal commented on the
overchurched black American (Frazier 1963; Myrdal 1944). These scholars
argued that black exclusion from political life and employment opportunities
meant that talented black men turned to their churches to gain respect and
recognition. However, neither foresaw the politicizing role that black churches
would play in American civic life. On the eve of the civil-rights era, Frazier
was highly skeptical of the black church’s social-political potential. He argued
that black Americans’ overchurching was detrimental to social change because
in immersing themselves in church life, blacks ignored the social inequality and
brutality that surrounded their churches and neighborhoods and directly
confronted their families (Frazier 1963).

Neither Frazier nor Myrdal has the benefit of looking back at the effect that
black churches had on American civic life. In retrospect, history suggests that
black churches have been critical to blacks’ ability to challenge the state to grant
them inclusion in the American polity (Lincoln & Mamiya 1990; McAdam
1982; Morris 1984). During the civil-rights-era black churches were key spaces
for movement leaders to recruit and help train lay leaders and others in
movement strategies. During the black power era, church activists within
politicized churches were used to help raise funds for and recruit other
members to participate in mayoral campaigns for black mayors such as
Coleman Young of Detroit, Harold Washington of Chicago, and Carl Stokes of
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Cleveland, among others (Lincoln & Mamiya 1990; Rich 1989; Thompson
2001). A similar strategy was employed in Jesse Jackson’s 1988 presidency bid.
And, as our data suggests, African Americans within politicized churches
continue to be informed and recruited to be active. African Americans also
continue to use the skills they learn in church organizations to influence the
political process.

Conclusion/Implications

This investigation suggests that church-based social capital has a positive effect
on black political behavior if activism is encouraged. Church involvement leads
to black political behavior if attendees are encouraged to participate and are
made aware of opportunities to be politically active. Further, involvement in
church committee life is important to blacks’ competency in participating in
various political activities.

However, the question that has yet to be addressed is, who is involved in
these politicized church networks? Much of the work done on the informal
social networks (e.g., friendship circles) of the black poor suggests that they
tend to be segregated in resource-poor networks that do not present them with
opportunities to be activists (Cohen & Dawson 1993; Kirschenman &
Neckerman 1991; Rosenstone & Hansen 1993; Wilson 1996). Cohen and
Dawson (1993) state that the relatively low levels of political activism among
poor blacks are in part due to their high concentration in social networks with
other resource-poor blacks. These informal networks mainly consist of
individuals with minimal contact with public officials. Hence, being restricted
to networks that consist mainly of poor people makes it extremely difficult for
individuals to articulate their demands to political elites.

Because blacks of different social statuses are equally likely to hold
memberships in churches, it is arguable that their churches provide spaces
where the disparity in political awareness and skill development between high-
and low-status blacks can be diminished (Peterson 1992; Verba, Schlozman &
Brady 1995). However, although blacks of different income and educational
status are equally likely to hold membership in a church body, the desire to
attend churches with other like-minded people plays a role in individual
church selection (McKenzie 2001). And given the economic mobility of African
Americans over the past 35 years, places of worship may be increasingly
developing along class lines. Given the fact that higher social-economic status
individuals are more likely to be activists, it is likely that members of higher-
social-status churches have more opportunities for civic skill development and
are made aware of more opportunities to be activists. However, the question
remains, are blacks in politicized church networks where education and
income matter?
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Our data suggest that there is a socioeconomic bias within politicized
church networks. Table 4 indicates that neither education nor income is related
to church attendance. However, middle-class blacks are more likely to be in
church-based political communication networks and to be active in church
committees. More specifically, college graduates are more likely to be church
activists. In addition, the more affluent and the college-educated are more
likely than their less affluent and non-college-educated counterparts to hear
or talk about politics in church. In short, socioeconomic status stratifies
politicized church networks.

That lower-status blacks are less likely to be integrated in politicized church
networks curtails the amount of political information they receive. This in turn
makes it more difficult for them to convey their interests to policymakers. The
disparity between educated and less educated blacks in their exposure to these
political resources could result in clergy and other church leaders encouraging
members to take stands on issues that have more relevancy for the black
middle class. Some studies suggest that the interests of middle-class and
politically active blacks are indeed different from those of resource-poor and
less active blacks (Durant & Sparrow 1996; Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995).
Active and more affluent blacks tend to be less in favor of government policies
that redistribute government funding to minorities and to the poor (Durant
& Sparrow 1996; Verba, Schlozman & Brady 1995). This may, in part, be related
to the political socialization that middle-class blacks are receiving in activist
churches, which, as our study indicate, tend to be stratified by education and
income. However, at this point, it is only speculation. Future studies should
investigate the degree to which activist churches foster a sense of identity with
blacks of various classes and interest in policy issues affecting poor and nonpoor
blacks.

TABLE 4: Effect of Education and Income on Church Leadership and
Church-Based Political Communication — Ordinal Logit
Analyses (Gender and Age Are Controlled)a

Church Church Church Political
Attendance Activism Communication

College graduate .201 .426** .329**
(.122) (.124) (.116)

Income .024 .023 .117**
(.024) (.024) (.023)

Log likelihood –1591.909 –1272.324 –2378.617
N 1,204 1,204 1,204

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses.

* p < .05      ** p < .01 (two-tailed tests)
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Note

1. Because of the nature of our data, we are unable to directly measure if it is actually
trust and a sense of mutual obligation to church members that make attendees more
receptive to political recruitment. However, as stated earlier, because fellowship is an
important function of congregations and individuals tend to select churches for social-
emotional reasons such as family and friends, it is assumed that congregations build social
ties that may increase one’s propensity to be a political activist.
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APPENDIX A: Factor Analyses for Nonelectoral Forms of Activism

Factor Loading

Campaign activism
In the past two years have you

attended a fundraiser for a candidate? .61
made a financial contributions to a candidate? .57
handed out material for a candidate? .51

Political contact
Have you ever contacted a black elected official about a

concern or problem that you have had? .72
Have you ever contacted a white elected official about a

concern or problem that you have had? .67
In the past two years have you contacted a public agency? .72

Petition
In the last two years have you signed a petition

in support of or against something .49
supporting a candidate who was running for office .49

Protest behavior
In the last two years have you attended a

protest meeting or demonstration? .46
neighborhood march? .46

APPENDIX B: Predicted Probability Estimates of Political Activism by
Church-based Political Messages

High High Campaign High High High
Voted Nonvoting   Activism  Contact  Petition  Protest

None .7722 .4250 .0635 .1626 .1437 .0505
Average .8319 .6872 .1862 .2876 .3209 .1121
Most .8773 .8636 .4271 .4511 .5638 .2263

APPENDIX C: Predicted Probability Estimates of Political Activism by
Church Activism

High High Campaign High High High High
Voted Nonvoting   Activism  Contact  Petition  Protest

Not a church
activist .7956 .6105 .1513 .2344 .3013 .0894

Church activist .8578 .7443 .2192 .3370 .3377 .1345


