Islamic activists, in particular, is revealed as
aiming to criticize the marginalization and
demonization of Muslims, as well as to ensure
respect toward Islam within the framework of
religious freedom. Some groups additionally
use the master frame of human rights to gain
legitimacy against their opponents in estab-
lishing an Islamic State, which shall be the ul-
timate defender of the rights of Muslims. The
notion that Islamist activists adapted their
propaganda to this master frame as a result
of the increase in physical and verbal attacks
against Muslims following September 11, and
therefore have used it as a means of convey-
ing their messages and protecting themselves
against Islamophobic attacks, seems a very
accurate inference.

The language of human rights is utilized as
a tool for resolving problems in the Islamic
world at the local level. With that said, dis-
cussions amongst Islamic groups on the le-

gitimacy of the concepts themselves are also
of great importance. For instance, remarkable
discussions that suggest that a language of
human rights predicated upon the enlighten-
ment should not be adopted, and that Mus-
lims should promote their own language of
human rights, are part of the conversation in
Turkey. Despite the fact that the headscarfban
practiced up until recent times was thwarted
within the framework of rights and freedoms,
a large number of persons criticized that the
aforementioned ban was brought to the Euro-
pean Court of Justice.

This thought-provoking study that addresses
today’s Islamic world across a very large spec-
trum is worthy of being read and analyzed. It
deserves to be read and evaluated by means
of enabling us to think about the current cor-
respondence of the concepts of democracy,
human rights, and justice in today’s Islamic
world.

From Politics to the Pews:

How Partisanship and the Political Environment Shape Religious Identity

By Michele E. Margolis

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018, 336 pages, $32.50, ISBN: 9780226555782"

Reviewed by Murat UIgUI, Karadeniz Technical University

The Westphalian process and the
subsequent Reformation and En-
lightenment periods put a distance
between religion and political sci-
ence in Western thought for more
than 300 years. Although religion
more or less continued to affect
politics, political scientists chose to
ignore the subject until 9/11 which
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analyzing political events in domes-
tic and international arenas. The re-
sult was, as Petito and Hatzopoulos
famously stated, religion’s “return
from exile”? Since 2001, the num-
ber of books, articles and journals
focusing on the relations between
religion and politics have signifi-

cantly increased, yet most of these

proved that turning a blind eye to God in pol-
itics means missing a critical variable when

publications analyze religion’s effects on poli-
tics, and mainly from a security perspective.
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In From Politics to the Pews, Margolis attempts
to reverse this causation dynamic by taking
politics as an independent variable and analyz-
ing how politics, more specifically “individuals’
partisan identities,” shape “their identification
with and engagement in the religious sphere”
Taking religion as a “social phenomenon”
instead of a given variable, Margolis argues
that individuals’ religious identity is socially
constructed by their already-formed political
identities. Relying on “life-cycle theory,” Mar-
golis points out in chapter three that individu-
als’ partisan identities are shaped and solidified
in adolescence and early adulthood when they
put a distance between themselves and religion
for any number of reasons, including new roles
and responsibilities, the wish to be indepen-
dent from parents, and the practice of inappro-
priate behaviors opposite to religious values.
In these “impressionable years,” on the other
hand, long-term political outlooks and parti-
san identities are constructed as a result of a
political socialization process that comes from
the home and broader political environment.
Yet, Margolis shows, a person cannot remain
outside of religion forever. When individuals
form families and have children in school, they
may make religious choices for themselves and
their children as they seek a community and
support. Once adults return to religion in this
period, their religious identity typically re-
mains constant for the rest of their life.

Why is it important that partisan identities are
shaped before religious ones? Because of the
politicization of American churches since the
1960s. In chapter two, Margolis explains the
social and political upheavals that occurred
in the 1960s and 1970s during which the U.S.
witnessed “a dramatic shift in societal values,
the emergence of new political issues, the entry
of religious elites into politics, and the adop-
tion of new religious strategies by politicians.”
Family values, the issue of abortion, drug use,

prayer in school, etc. were hotly discussed in
politics in the following decade, and this situa-
tion forced political parties to take a stance on
religious issues. Meanwhile, religious groups,
which had been politically indifferent since
the Scopes “Monkey” trial of 1925, looked for
political elites who agreed with their religious
stances. This process resulted in the so-called
“God gap” between Republicans and Demo-
crats when the former, under the Reagan Ad-
ministration, solidified ties between the Re-
publican Party and religious groups. In the fol-
lowing years, religious Americans joined the
Republican Party’s ranks while less religious
and more secular individuals supported the
Democratic Party.

Combining these two phenomena, Margolis
challenges the conventional argument that re-
ligion produced the “God gap” in the United
States. Instead, by pointing out that partisan
identities are shaped long before religious
identities, she argues for the opposite causa-
tion: partisanship pushes people in or out of
churches and religion. Republican people go
to church because the sermons and commu-
nity there fits in with their political values,
while supporters of the Democratic Party stay
out of religion since they equate the church
with the Republican Party’s values. In chapter
four, Margolis measures the level of partisan-
ship and church attendance among a student
cohort in 1965, 1973, and 1982, to seek any
difference in peoples’ religiosity and partisan-
ship. She finds that while both Republicans
and Democrats became less religious in young
adulthood, Republicans were more likely to
return to religion later relative to Democrats.
Chapter five attempts to explain how the polit-
ical environment shapes religiosity in a shorter
period of time, between 2000 and 2004, when
some issues such as gay marriage and abortion
became political issues. Margolis shows that
party identification affects peoples’ attitude to-
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ward religion when moral issues make head-
lines, as Republicans’ rate of religiosity increas-
es while Democrats stay away from the church.

Chapter six analyzes the role of political
knowledge in the God gap and finds that party
identification affects religiosity in one way or
another when people are more politically en-
gaged, while individuals with little political
information do not update their involvement
in religion in accordance with their political
choices. This chapter also discusses how the
political identity of churches plays a role in the
religiosity of individuals. For example, if Dem-
ocrats join in a liberal-minded church, their
partisanship do not necessarily decrease their
level of religiosity. Chapter seven is one of the
most interesting parts of the book as it analyz-
es an anomaly in American politics: African-
Americans who both identify with Democrats
and are frequent churchgoers. Margolis argues
that the theology of Black Protestant churches,
their history, and political ideology within this
group explains why African-Americans’ religi-
osity does not contradict with their propensity
to vote for the Democratic Party. Chapter eight
is equally interesting, as Margolis tests her
theories in a different political environment,
namely the 1960 elections, when the relation-
ship between political parties and religion did
not exist. Still, religion played a critical role
in this election as John E. Kennedy’s Catholic
identity was a politically salient issue. Indeed,
Margolis argues that individuals’ political iden-
tity —-being a Kennedy or Nixon supporter- af-
fected how they approached religion. Just as
being a Democrat or Republican played a role
in peoples’ participation in their respective
churches during the election period: “Republi-
can Protestants became more frequent church
attenders compared to Democrats Protestants,
while Catholic Republicans became less reli-
giously involved over time compared to Cath-
olic Democrats”

The strongest feature of the book is Margolis’
attempt to prove her theories through exten-
sive statistical measures, which test the effects
of several variables including age, race, ge-
ography, and financial power. From chapters
four to eight, Margolis successfully shows that
life-cycle theory and partisan identity’s effect
on religion explains the “God gap” in Ameri-
can domestic politics. Her explanation of the
religiosity among the Democratic African-
American population and examination of the
1960 election is also interesting and satisfac-
tory. Yet, there are some problems in the study.
For example, although Chapter 9 deals with
the political implications of Margolis’ find-
ings, it is not extensive enough to highlight the
importance of these arguments in American
politics. Her overreliance on scientific mea-
sures seems to prevent or diminish the poten-
tial for contemporary political discussions of
the subject. As the book is based on Margolis’
dissertation, this is understandable, but when
the dissertation was edited into book form, a
discussion of the implications for modern po-
litical life could have been included. A more
detailed discussion about the political effects
of the God gap, its potential influence on
American domestic and foreign policies, and
especially what policies the Democratic Party
should follow to remove the “God gap” -as it
mainly affects the balance of power to the det-
rimental of this party— would have gone a long
way to enriching the arguments of the book.

Moreover, Margolis analyzes only one case
in this book —the United States— which lim-
its the power of her theory to really explain
the relationship between politics and religion.
Margolis does acknowledge this limitation
of her work and explains that her study at-
tempts to explain only American politics and
only the religiosity of partisans —though she
argues that religiosity of non-partisan people
also shows the same characteristics. We can
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definitely appreciate Margolis” attempt to take
the first step in showing the effects of politics
on religiosity, yet her life-cycle theory may
not be successful in explaining religiosity
in other countries. For example, in Islamic
terms the religiosity of a Muslim starts when
a child reaches puberty, during which time
political knowledge has not been shaped.
Therefore, although partisan identities may
shape religiosity in some countries —such as
Turkey- we cannot explain this with life-cycle
theory. This may lead us to look at other vari-
ables such as social identity formation, espe-
cially the family environment. And Margolis
is not really successful in discrediting the im-
portance of family environment in identity
formation. For example, she argues that the
wish to be independent from family plays a
role in individuals’ putting a distance between
themselves and religion during early adult-
hood, while she maintains that family plays
a role in the formation of partisan identities

during the very same period. This seems to
be a major contradiction that the author fails
to address.

Nevertheless, From Politics to the Pews is an
important theoretical contribution as it re-
verses our understanding of the relationship
between religion and politics. If other re-
searchers extend the scope of this argument,
explain the political implications of political
identities’ effects on religiosity and clarify
some theoretical arguments, this book will
constitute an important first step to explicate
a controversial issue in American politics.

Endnotes

1. The publisher provided an early copy of the book to the
author before publication. Therefore, exact pages of the cita-
tions are not referred to in the review.

2. Fabio Petito and Pavlos Hatzopoulos, Religion in Interna-
tional Relations: The Return from Exile, (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2003).
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In the midst of political discussions
over Israels controversial Jewish
Nation-state Law adopted in July,
re-examining Israel’s alleged ethnic
democracy becomes more pivotal.
In the late 1980s, the Israeli sociolo-
gist Sammy Smooha conceptual-
ized the concept of ethnic democ-
racy, and considered Israel as an ar-
chetype. Yoav Peled, author of The Challenge
of Ethnic Democracy, was one of the Israeli

scholars to accept identifying Israel
as an ethnic democracy, albeit with
reservations regarding the stability
of this political system. Peled argues
that in states built upon ethno-na-
tionalism, ethnic democracy could
be a mediating formula between
ethnocracy, that denies individual
rights for minorities, and liberal de-
mocracy that guarantees equality for all citi-
zens. In ethnic democracy, the state combines
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