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1. Introduction

Historically, religion and politics have been closely in-

tertwined. From antiquity to modern times, religious 

beliefs and institutions have left their mark on politi-

cal systems and programs and influenced government 

decisions. Especially in the United States, which began 

as a colony for religious refugees from Europe, it is im-

possible to overlook the major role that religiosity has 

played in public political processes over the centuries 

(see Norris & Inglehart 2004: 225f).

In many Western countries, including the US, howev-

er, the importance of religion in society has been de-

clining for several decades as a result of seculariza-

tion. Growing individualization and liberalization have 

displaced religious norms and institutions from public 

and private life (see Norris & Inglehart 2019: 99; 

Inglehart 2021). In the US, this trend is putting pres-

sure on the religious groups that traditionally have 

been very politically active and have had a strong in-

fluence on American society. These groups have two 

options: Either they adapt to the liberalizing trends or 

they defend their own religious position and practice, 

even if this leads to political conflict. There is a com-

plex dynamic here which suggests that religion in the 

US now plays a key role in political conflicts not de-

spite, but precisely because of the secularization pro-

cess (see Pabst 2011; Riesebrodt 2014). 

This seemingly paradoxical constellation raises a num-

ber of fundamental questions: What role does religion 

play in the US today in terms of the country’s political 

polarization? And how could a politician like Donald 

Trump, whose own ties to religion have always been 

and continue to be relatively weak, become the stand-

ard bearer and idol of a conservative movement that 

is in part strongly influenced by religion? 

In this issue of ReligionMonitor In Brief, we attempt to 

find initial answers to these questions with the help of 

international data from the 2023 Religion Monitor.  

To that end, we empirically examine the role religion 

plays in the US political landscape and, in particular, 

the importance of “defensive religiosity” in current 

political disputes.

Defensive religiosity as a factor in 
political polarization in the US
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2. The religious landscape in the US

To understand the role of religiosity in the US, it is 

necessary to take a closer look at the country’s reli-

gious landscape. Which denominations and faiths are 

represented and how religious are Americans in point 

of fact? How widespread is religious practice in the US?

To begin, an overview of the country’s religious compo-

sition: 19 percent of Americans identify as Catholic, 14 

percent belong to Baptist churches and 22 percent are 

members of other Protestant denominations. A rele-

vant – and growing – share of 27 percent say they have 

no religious affiliation. Muslims account for 2 percent 

and Jewish communities make up around 3 percent of 

the population. While non-Christian religions can be 

disregarded for the purposes of this report, the diversi-

ty within Christianity is so large that making specific 

statements about smaller denominations such as Jeho-

vah’s Witnesses, Methodists, Mormons or Presbyteri-

ans would require much more differentiated data. Nor-

mal sampling of the general population would not 

produce such data and, given the difficulty of reaching 

these smaller and in some cases geographically very  

localized denominations, assembling the required data 

would clearly exceed the Religion Monitor’s scope.

The political role of so-called evangelical Christians is 

also of particular interest. Evangelicals are not a sepa-

rate denomination, however, but an interdenomina-

tional movement within Protestantism. This makes it 

difficult to collect precise empirical data on this group, 

as it is present in various denominations and has no 

uniform official representation (see Pollack/Rosta 

FIGURE 1: Religious affiliations in the United States, in percent
Abbildung 1: Religionszugehörigkeiten in den USA, 2022 (in %)
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A look at the distribution of religiosity by region also 

does not reveal any major differences. While states in 

the South, home to many conservative and evangelical 

religious communities, constitute the most religious re-

gion in the US, as expected, the other regions also have 

very significant shares of highly religious people.

It is particularly striking that even in the liberal and 

urban regions of the Northeast, where cities such as 

New York, Boston and Philadelphia are located, the 

share of highly religious people is still almost three 

times as great as in Germany. The difference from the 

American South is only 5 percent. Religion thus plays a 

key role even in the purportedly secular and progres-

sive regions of the US.

Overall, this data impressively illustrates how religious 

the US population is compared to other affluent West-

ern nations such as Germany – regardless of the re-

gional and cultural differences that are often empha-

sized. It should therefore be noted that religion is 

currently a core component of national identity, every-

2022: 479f).1 We will therefore refrain from drawing 

any conclusions about specific religious groups and 

focus instead on politically relevant religious beliefs.

The clear difference in religiosity and religious practice 

between the US and Germany can be seen in Figure 2. 

While 31 percent of people in the US can be classified 

as “highly religious,” the corresponding figure in Ger-

many is only 13 percent. There is also a marked dis-

crepancy when it comes to participating in religious ac-

tivities, with 46 percent of American Christians saying 

they attend church regularly compared to only 15 per-

cent of Christians in Germany. This difference is also 

reflected in personal religious practice: In the US, 80 

percent of Christians pray on a regular basis, while only 

35 percent in Germany say they do so regularly. Inter-

estingly, there are hardly any differences in these fig-

ures between the various denominations in the US.

1	 Estimates of the group’s actual size vary widely as a result and 
usually range between 20 and 30 percent of the population.

Abbildung 2: Ausprägung der Religiosität und der religiösen Praxis in USA
und Deutschland (in %)
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Source: Religion Monitor 2023, basis: US population aged 16 and over, N = 1,041; German population aged 16 
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FIGURE 2: Level of religiosity and religious practice in the US and Germany, in percent, valid cases



4

Religion Monitor Brief

day cultural life and political discourse in the US – even 

if processes of secularization can be observed in the 

country as well (see Pollack/Rosta 2022: Chapter 10).

 
3. Religion and politics

3.1. General religiosity and politics

In this section, we investigate whether the religious 

tendencies of people in the US differ according to polit-

ical party affiliation. Moreover, we want to ascertain if 

the political polarization that has become evident in  

recent presidential elections has a counterpart in reli-
gious polarization. (For political polarization see Fiorina 

& Abrams 2008; Gruszczynski 2019; Iyengar et al. 

2019. For religious polarization see Putnam & Camp-

bell 2010; Wilkins-Laflamme 2014; Braunstein 2022).

Figure 4 thus compares the religiosity of people who 

support the Republican Party with those who support 

the Democratic Party. What becomes clear is that, al-

though the former are slightly more religious overall, 

the difference is relatively minor. In terms of religious 

practice, such as regular church attendance and prayer, 

no significant differences between the supporters of 

the two parties can be observed.

A somewhat clearer difference can be seen among the 

various denominations. The Republican Party has sig-

nificantly more supporters among “other Protestant 

denominations,” which includes smaller and potentially 

more conservative groups such as Pentecostal and  

Adventist churches. On the other hand, the Democratic 

Party has a greater share of voters without religious  

affiliation, indicating a stronger tendency towards 

more secular worldviews.

FIGURE 3: Share of highly religious population by region, valid casesAbbildung 3: Anteil der hochreligiösen Bevölkerung nach Regionen (in %)

Source: Religion Monitor 2023, basis: US population aged 16 and over, N = 1,041, valid cases, weighted. 
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The general finding of the previous section retains its 

validity all the same: The US population as a whole is 

exceptionally religious, especially when compared to 

other affluent Western countries. This high level of re-

ligiosity extends across all regions, denominations and 

political camps. Although there are certain differences 

between the political parties, it is not possible to speak 

of a “religious polarization” – as in highly religious con-

servatives versus atheistic liberals – based on the gen-

eral characteristics examined so far. 

This also suggests that the increasing political polariza-

tion in the US cannot simply be ascribed to religiosity in 

general. It seems more likely instead that the especially 

prominent religious voices supporting Donald Trump 

are motivated less by their religiousness per se than by 

a specific positioning of this religiousness relative to 

social developments. What they view as threatening is 

a purported weakening of values through seculariza-

tion and modernization and, in particular, the dissolu-

tion of traditional gender roles through feminism and 

homosexuality (Emerson & Hartman 2006: 135f; 

Whitehead 2012). Their “defensive” religiosity derives 

from their resistance to these developments.

12.457

Abbildung 4: Religiosität: Republikaner:innen vs. Demokrat:innen (in %)
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FIGURE 4: Religiosity – Republicans vs. Democrats, in percent, valid cases
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3.2. Defensive religiosity

One aspect underpinning such a “defensive” religiosity 

is how religious convictions relate to negative attitudes 

towards secular institutions and values. The Religion 

Monitor poses a question – “How do you perceive athe-

ism?” – that is particularly relevant when attempting to 

assess this phenomenon, since it sheds light on attitudes 

towards non-religious or atheistic worldviews. When 

answering the question, respondents are asked whether 

they believe atheism is enriching or threatening.    

Figure 5 shows that around a third of the US popula-

tion (32 percent) feels that atheistic beliefs are not only 

culturally different, but that they are also explicitly a 

threat. This reveals a worldview that perceives atheism 

as an attack on traditional Christian values and reli-

gious lifestyles, leading to defensive attitudes towards 

secular influences: Of those Americans who feel athe-

ism is “very threatening,” almost 60 percent also reject 

the idea of marriage for homosexual couples and 90 

percent see US society as being threatened by a “de-

cline in values” in general. 

Moreover, the spectrum of defensive religiosity as it 

correlates to respondents’ assessments of their own 

religiousness, as seen in Figure 6, illustrates two other 

important findings: On the one hand, as expected, as in-

dividual religiosity increases, it becomes much more 

likely that a person will consider atheism a threat. It is 

also clear, on the other hand, that even among those 

with the second-highest level of religiosity (“rather”), a 

slight majority (54 percent) does not believe that athe-

ism is threatening. Even among very religious Ameri-

cans, only 60 percent of respondents perceive atheism 

to be a threat. This shows once again that it is worth 

distinguishing between different expressions of religi-

osity: Americans who are more highly religious seem 

divided roughly in half between those who are open to 

secular trends and those who have defensive religious 

worldviews – a finding which in fact indicates for the 

first time a certain “religious polarization” within the 

group of Christian believers (see Pollack & Rosta 2022: 

408; Braunstein 2022).

FIGURE 5: Responses to “atheism as a threat,” in percent, valid casesAbbildung 5: Antworten zu ‚Atheismus als Bedrohung‘, in Prozent
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Support for Trump is interpreted in this context as a 

form of “cultural resistance” in which defensive reli-

gious voters see him as a defender of traditional values 

against a political and cultural elite perceived as “god-

less” and “morally depraved” (see Norris & Inglehart 

2019). Trump and prominent voices within the Republi-

can Party specifically address these fears by including 

religious and patriotic symbols in their rhetoric and de-

picting political opponents as a threat to traditional 

American and Christian values – a phenomenon that 

has been the subject of intense debate in US religious 

studies under the term “Christian nationalism” for 

some time (see Whitehead & Perry 2020).3

3	 This strategy becomes obvious in light of the officially titled 
God Bless the USA Bible, unofficially known as the Trump Bible. 
This special edition, which was explicitly part of the campaign, 
has “God Bless the USA” in full caps on its cover with the US 
flag in the background. In addition to the text of the Bible, it 
contains the lyrics of a song by a well-known patriotic country 
singer, the Constitution of the United States, and the “Pledge of 
Allegiance” to the country’s flag.  

3.3. Political impact of defensive religiosity

As religion research has already argued in various con-

texts, defensive religiosity can have a strong mobilizing 

effect and considerable political impact (see Lawrence 

1989; McVeigh & Sikkink 2001; Emerson & Hartman 

2006; Whitehead & Perry 2020).

In examining the role religion plays in political polariza-

tion in the US, two key political attitudes were chosen 

as dependent variables, i.e. variables to be explained: 

on the one hand, support for the Republican Party and 

thus for Donald Trump; on the other, the “conspiracy 

mentality,”2 i.e. the general tendency to interpret social 

developments and political processes through the lens 

of conspiracy theories (see Bruder et al. 2013). Trump 

and his base have long used such narratives aggressive-

ly in the political discourse (see Butter 2021: 210-217).

2	 The binary dependent variable captures strong agreement 
with three statements that measure conspiracy beliefs, such as 
“Events that seem unrelated at first glance are often the result 
of secret activities.” 

Abbildung 6: Anteil der Befragten, der Atheismus als Bedrohung ansieht,
aufgeteilt nach der Selbsteinschätzung ihrer Religiosität (in %)
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FIGURE 6: Share of respondents who see atheism as a threat, grouped by self-assessment of their own 

religiosity, in percent, valid cases
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Figure 7 shows that significantly greater support for 

the Republican Party is associated with a higher level of 

defensive religiosity. A greater perception of atheism 

as a threat correlates with a clear linear increase in the 

probability of supporting the Republican Party, rising 

from 15 percent among people with limited defensive 

religiosity to 39 percent among those with a high level 

of defensive religiosity.6 

At the same time, however, support for the Republican 

Party is largely independent of how frequently an indi-

vidual attends church. At all levels of frequency, the fig-

ure remains within a narrow range of between 30 and 

34 percent. This confirms on a multivariate basis the 

finding from Figure 4 that both Republican and Demo-

cratic Christians attend church with equal frequency. It 

also indicates yet again that it is worth distinguishing 

between different forms and expressions of religiosity.

To understand how defensive religiosity correlates 

with a susceptibility to conspiracy theories, a much 

studied factor for radicalization among right-wing 

groups in the US, we again conducted logistic regres-

sion analyses with predicted probabilities. We exam-

ined the extent to which defensive religiosity increases 

the likelihood of a person having a “conspiracy mentali-

ty” independently of the general level of religiosity.

Various studies have shown that religious people have 

a slightly higher tendency to hold beliefs informed by 

conspiracy theories (see Stasielowicz 2022; see also 

the forthcoming issue of the Religion Monitor in Febru-

ary 2025). Religiosity in general was also used only as a 

control variable to test the specific effect of defensive 

religiosity in isolation. For comparison purposes, we 

again examined the influence of church attendance.    

Figure 8 shows that the probability of a person strongly 

agreeing with statements reflecting conspiracy theo-

ries increases significantly as the level of defensive re-

ligiosity rises. Respondents who believe atheism is a 

threat exhibit a markedly higher probability of being 

susceptible to conspiracy beliefs, ranging from 29 per

6	 Even at the highest level of agreement, the probability of sup-
porting Trump does not exceed 50 percent, which might be due 
to classic sampling discrepancies or to the fact that possible 
answers to this question included a number of smaller political 
parties and even “no party at all.” A full 24 percent of the popu-
lation said they do not support any political party.

In a logistic regression, the relationship is calculat-

ed between a binary dependent variable (i.e. the 

variable to be explained, which has only two values) 

and one or more independent (i.e. explanatory) var-

iables. In contrast to classic linear regression, the 

results are not slope coefficients, but probabilities. 

The binary dependent variable does not consist of 

numerical values, but of logical values in the form 

of “yes/no” or “has characteristic A” or “does not 

have characteristic A.” The result of a logistic re-

gression thus indicates whether the probability of 

fulfilling a certain characteristic (in this case sus-

ceptibility to conspiracy beliefs) increases or de-

creases depending on the explanatory variable (e.g. 

political distrust). In addition to this overall result, 

probabilities can also be calculated for each of the 

explanatory variable’s individual characteristics 

(“predicted probabilities”) as shown in the figures 

here. This makes it possible to understand even 

more precisely changes in the probability of being 

assigned to a particular category.   

Logistic regression and probabilities: 

To empirically investigate the relationship between de-

fensive religiosity and support for the Republican 

Party, we carried out logistic regression analyses and 

calculated so-called predicted probabilities (see box on 

methodology). This method shows how strongly the 

tendency towards defensive religiosity increases the 

likelihood of supporting the Republican Party. 

Figure 4 has already shown that general religiosity has a 

slightly positive affect on supporting the Republican 

Party. To calculate the impact of defensive religiosity in-

dependently of this, general religiosity is only used as a 

control variable in the following analyses.4 That means, 

in the calculations of predicted probabilities, it is held 

constant at the average value for the population to en-

sure that the results isolate the specific effect of defen-

sive religiosity. For an additional comparison, the effect 

of church attendance5 has also been calculated and de-

picted.

4	 Other control variables in all models are gender, age and income.
5	 Possible responses: “once a week,” “one to three times a 

month,” “several times a year,” “rarely” and “never.” This ques-
tion was only asked of Christian respondents.
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4. Conclusion

A remarkable phenomenon has unfolded in the US polit-

ical landscape in recent years: Donald Trump, the former 

reality-TV star and now re-elected president with no sig-

nificant religious affiliation, is increasingly being as-

cribed a quasi-messianic role by his supporters. For ex-

ample, the popular social media influencer and 

ex-Disney star Jake Paul, known until now more for un-

conventional boxing matches than for political or reli-

gious commentary, posted the following on July 14, 

2024 on the platform X: “If it isn’t apparent enough who 

God wants to win. When you try and kill God’s angels 

and saviors of the world it just makes them bigger.”7 This 

rhetoric is exemplary of the religious references made 

during and in connection with Trump’s presidential cam-

paign. Long before the thwarted assassination attempt 

to which Paul refers in his post, it was evident that many 

of Trump’s supporters feel he is being assisted or even 

7	 https://x.com/jakepaul/status/1812273062588436903 

cent among those with a low level of defensive religios-

ity to 42 percent among those with a high level. 

Interestingly, church attendance shows a clearly nega-

tive effect on the susceptibility to conspiracy theories, 

one that, this time, is statistically significant. On aver-

age, religious Christians in the US who more frequently 

attend church services are less inclined to believe con-

spiracy theories than those who attend less often, with 

the probability of strong agreement falling from 38 

percent to 26 percent the more a person goes to 

church. This suggests that a politicized, defensive relig-

iosity promotes susceptibility to conspiracy beliefs, but 

not religious practice per se.

FIGURE 7: Predicted probabilities of supporting Republicans depending on the level of defensive religiosity and 

frequency of church attendance

Abbildung 7: Modulierte Wahrscheinlichkeiten von Unterstützung der
Republikaner abhängig von der Stärke der defensiven Religiosität und
der Häufigkeit des Kirchgangs
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Results of a logistic regression with the control variables age, gender, income and general religiosity.

Source: Religion Monitor 2023, basis: US population aged 16 and over, N = 1,041, valid cases, weighted. 
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directed by God. Trump, in turn, expresses his thanks for 

this support by appointing several strictly religious con-

servatives to high political office. His recent nomina-

tions of  Pete Hegseth as Secretary of Defense and Mike 

Huckabee as ambassador to Israel have been particular-

ly controversial internationally. 8  

Data from the 2023 Religion Monitor provides a differ-

entiated picture of the relationships between religiosi-

ty and politics in the US. First of all, it should be noted 

that people in the country continue to exhibit a pro-

nounced religiosity across all regions and denomina-

tions. Although supporters of the Republican Party are, 

on average, somewhat more religious than those of the 

Democratic Party, the difference is so small that religi-

osity in general cannot be considered the primary 

cause of the country’s political polarization.

8	 https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/trump-kabinett-christli-
cher-nationalismus-100.html

One reason for the religious connotation increasingly 

being given to Donald Trump’s self-portrayal and for 

the belief held by many of his supporters that he is ful-

filling a God-given mission as a “divinely sent savior” 

might, however, be found in the defensive religiosity 

that is widespread among religious Trump supporters. 

The latter feel their conservative convictions are 

threatened by modern social developments, seculariza-

tion and changing values as they relate, for example, to 

gender roles and sexual diversity. This group is mobiliz-

ing to actively resist an elite it perceives as anti-Chris-

tian (see Pollack & Rosta 2022: 441f). Our multivariate 

analyses in section 3.3 confirm that defensive, an-

ti-modern religiosity is strongly associated with both 

support for the Republican Party and susceptibility to 

conspiracy theories, independently of religiosity in gen-

eral. In contrast, public religious practice as measured 

by church attendance shows no comparable effects: 

When religiosity in general is held constant, church at-

tendance no longer has an influence on support for 

Trump and even has a dampening effect on susceptibili-

ty to conspiracy theories.

FIGURE 8: Predicted probabilities of susceptibility to conspiracy beliefs depending on the level of defensive 

religiosity and frequency of church attendance

Abbildung 8: Modulierte Wahrscheinlichkeiten von
Verschwörungsanfälligkeit abhängig von der Stärke der defensiven
Religiosität und der Häufigkeit des Kirchgangs
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Source: Religion Monitor 2023, basis: US population aged 16 and over, N = 1,041, valid cases, weighted.
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there are different approaches – religious and non-reli-

gious – to reality. One-sided dogmatism should be 

avoided on both sides.  
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In terms of the role of religion in politics in the US, it 

can therefore be said in summary that the country’s po-

litical polarization is fueled less by religiosity in general 

and more by a specific form of defensive anti-modern 

religiosity. As a result, these religious attitudes may in-

creasingly play a key role in the dynamic relationship 

between religion and right-wing populism in the US.

This is also possible elsewhere, something illustrated 

by the example of Jair Bolsonaro, Brazil’s former far-

right president. He, too, understood how to rally evan-

gelical voters by addressing their concerns, and even 

let himself be baptized in the Jordan river in 2016 as a 

sign of his allegiance. Germany is currently less prone 

to a similar politicization of religious attitudes: Accord-

ing to sociologist of religion Detlef Pollack, the country 

lacks “the religious passion” needed for it (Schröer 

2024; see Figure 2). The data from the Religion Moni-

tor confirms that in Germany there is much less willing-

ness to perceive atheism as a threat (19 percent versus 

32 percent in the US). 

Yet secularization is leading to interesting dynamics in 

Germany as well. While the mainstream churches are 

losing more and more members and have no longer 

represented the majority of the population since the 

end of 2021, the number of those unaffiliated with any 

religion continues to rise as a share of the population. 

The churches are responding in two ways: They are fo-

cusing on their remaining members, and they are open-

ing up and entering into new partnerships. The major 

cities – where ideological diversity is particularly evi-

dent and the Christian churches are only one religious 

player among many – are serving as a testing ground 

for such innovative models. The two approaches, focus-

ing on their own and opening to others, are not mutual-

ly exclusive. In light of the developments in the US, 

however, the latter response is particularly valuable, as 

it lends itself to overcoming prejudices, promoting un-

derstanding and building bridges across different atti-

tudes. This includes not only a dialogue among reli-

gions, but also with those people who have lost contact 

with religion and are no longer affiliated with a reli-

gious community. Religion can thus play a part in socie-

ties that have sometimes distanced themselves from 

religion; it can gain visibility while representing and ex-

plaining its concerns in a dialogue with others. This will 

help prevent it from becoming defensive. The founda-

tion for such an open dialogue is the recognition that 
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