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Abstract 

This dissertation project argues that high levels of religious commitment within a 

population—that is, high levels of importance attached to religious identities and 

ideas—can increase a state’s propensity for initiating conflict. Following a three-article 

framework, the project contains three interlocking empirical studies, each speaking to 

religion’s role in conditioning interstate conflict and connections between domestic 

culture and global politics.  

Article 1, “Religiosity and Bellicosity: The Impact of Religious Commitment on 

Patterns of Interstate Conflict,” explores whether states with religiously committed 

citizens are more likely to initiate conflict than states with less committed populations. 

The article builds upon findings within the literature on American politics that link 

individuals’ levels of religious commitment to their attitudes about foreign policy, and 

tests whether the implications of these findings have cross-national applicability and 

explanatory power for interstate conflict. Using a novel, robust measure of the 

proportion of a state’s population that is religiously committed, as well as monadic and 

dyadic statistical models, the analysis finds widespread connections between religious 

commitment and bellicose state behaviors. The results show that states with more 

religiously committed populations demonstrate higher propensities for initiating conflict 

with other states. This relationship is most severe when both states in a dyad have high 
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levels of religious commitment, while it does not appear to be conditioned by whether 

majorities within the populations of each state ascribe to different religious traditions.  

 Article 2, “Sacred Bonds? Leaders, Religious Constituents, and Foreign Policy in 

Turkey,” outlines a theory to more deeply analyze the empirical phenomenon identified 

in the first article, explaining why countries with religiously committed populations are 

likely to be prone to international conflict. The article builds the theory and then tests it 

on a case study of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s tenure as prime minister and president of 

Turkey. The theory posits that in highly religious societies such as Turkey, leaders have 

incentives to compete for and maintain the support of their religious citizens when they 

perceive credible threats from domestic challengers. To effectively compete, leaders use 

religious signals to “outbid” their opponents and establish themselves as trustworthy 

champions of the faithful. As part of this process, leaders are incentivized to religiously 

outbid into the realm of foreign policy in pursuit of “rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” 

effects, and so will “spiritualize” foreign threats with religious framing. In framing 

foreign affairs as having implications beyond the material world, however, leaders find 

the domestic costs of backing down from addressing the threats particularly high and 

their audiences especially unforgiving of inaction. Ultimately, this increases the 

likelihood that leaders will follow through on combative rhetoric and results in higher 

overall likelihoods that they will initiate conflict. The case study leverages original field 
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interviews and both Turkish and English-language resources to test and refine the 

mechanisms of the general theory. 

 Finally, Article 3, “Choose Your Words Faithfully: Religious Commitment, Elite 

Rhetoric, and the Formation of Individual Foreign Policy Opinion,” takes a micro-level 

approach to the relationship between religious commitment and state foreign policy 

behaviors. The project focuses on why and how religious signals, like those identified in 

the macro theory of Article 2, may influence the foreign policy opinions of religiously 

committed people and elicit their support for a particular issue. Existing public opinion 

research in the United States has shown a connection between individuals' levels of 

religious commitment and their opinions about foreign affairs. However, relatively little 

is known about what drives this association, particularly when foreign policies do not 

have clear partisan stakeholders. The article posits that the relationship is at least 

partially attributable to how religiously committed people process elite cues about 

foreign policy issues, as they will most privilege the opinions of elites who use religious 

signaling. The results of an original survey experiment administered to a national 

sample of American adults tentatively support this argument, though the analysis 

suggests that not all religious signals are created equal. Religiously committed 

respondents show the greatest support for a foreign policy recommendation when it has 

been made using religious rhetoric, while a recommendation made by elites simply 

identified as being religious receives no more support—and often less—than one made 
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by a non-religious group. The study contributes to our understanding of how members 

of the public develop foreign policy preferences in relation to their religious convictions 

and also helps to identify the audience for whom religious rhetoric may be an effective 

framing tool. The empirical evidence presented by the article contains a great deal of 

uncertainty, so these conclusions are ultimately preliminary. However, one final result 

about which there is no ambiguity—only consistent statistical significance—is that 

individual religious commitment matters for shaping foreign policy opinion, even in the 

absence of elite religious framing. Future research must therefore continue to grapple 

with explaining the significance of religious commitment to how individuals develop 

views on foreign policy. 



 

 

viii 

Dedication 

For Schell. This is our Ph.D. 

 



 

 

ix 

Contents 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................... iv 

List of Tables ............................................................................................................................... xiii 

List of Figures ............................................................................................................................. xiv 

1. Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 1 

2. Article 1: “Religiosity and Bellicosity: The Impact of Religious Commitment on 

Patterns of Interstate Conflict” .................................................................................................... 8 

2.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 8 

2.2 The Case for Religious Commitment ........................................................................... 11 

2.3 From Public Opinion to Foreign Policy ....................................................................... 15 

2.3.1 Religious Commitment in Initiating States ............................................................ 17 

2.3.2 Different Majority Religions in Targeted States and Religious Commitment in 

Initiating States .................................................................................................................... 19 

2.3.3 Religious Commitment in Both Initiating and Targeted States .......................... 22 

2.4 Research Design .............................................................................................................. 23 

2.4.1 Data .............................................................................................................................. 23 

2.4.2 Methodology ............................................................................................................... 29 

2.5. Results and Discussion .................................................................................................. 32 

2.5.1 Monadic Model .......................................................................................................... 32 

2.5.2 Dyadic Models ............................................................................................................ 35 

6. Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 44 

3. Article 2: “Sacred Bonds? Leaders, Religious Constituents, and Foreign Policy in 

Turkey” ......................................................................................................................................... 48 



 

 

x 

3.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 48 

3.2 Theory ............................................................................................................................... 51 

3.2.1 Overview ..................................................................................................................... 51 

3.2.2 Foundations: The Need for Support........................................................................ 54 

3.2.3 The Need to Compete ................................................................................................ 58 

3.2.4 The Need to Signal ..................................................................................................... 59 

3.2.5 The Need to Stand Firm ............................................................................................ 62 

3.3 Turkey as an Exemplar ................................................................................................... 69 

3.3.1 High Level of Religious Commitment .................................................................... 70 

3.3.2 Variation in Conflict Behavior Over Time .............................................................. 71 

3.3.3 Variation in Political Relevance of Religiously Committed Population ............ 72 

3.4. Unpacking Erdoğan ....................................................................................................... 75 

3.4.1 Erdoğan’s Need for Support – Three Selectorates ................................................ 75 

3.4.2 Erdoğan’s  Need to Compete – The Emergence of Threats ................................. 79 

3.4.3 Erdoğan’s Need to Signal – From Covert to Provocative .................................... 87 

3.4.4 Erdoğan’s Need to Stand Firm – Mavi Marmara and Syria .................................. 92 

3.4.4.1 Mavi Marmara (Gaza Flotilla) Incident ........................................................... 92 

3.4.4.2 Syrian Civil War .................................................................................................. 96 

3.5 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 104 

4. Article 3: “Choose Your Words Faithfully: Religious Commitment, Elite Rhetoric, and 

the Formation of Individual Foreign Policy Opinion” ......................................................... 110 

4.1 Public Opinion, Foreign Policy, and the Role of Religion ....................................... 113 



 

 

xi 

4.2 Religious Elites and Type Differentiation.................................................................. 118 

4.3 Research Design ............................................................................................................ 123 

4.3.1 Survey Experiment .................................................................................................. 123 

4.3.2 Method of Analysis and Model Specifications .................................................... 128 

4.4 Results ............................................................................................................................. 131 

4.5 Discussion....................................................................................................................... 143 

4.6 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 146 

5. Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 148 

Appendix A: [Article 1] Point Estimates of Cross-Sectional Models ................................. 154 

Appendix B: [Article 1] Coding Procedures for Religiously Committed Population 

Proportion (RCPP) Variable—From Survey Questions ....................................................... 157 

Appendix C: [Article 1] Additional Substantive Effects Plots ............................................ 159 

Appendix D: [Article 1] Robustness Checks .......................................................................... 160 

D.1 Point estimates and 95% confidence intervals with and without clustering 

standard errors on a state’s region (monadic model) .................................................... 160 

D.2 Correlations between RCPP components (individual level) ................................. 161 

D.3 Comparing RCPP to measures of “High Social” commitment and “High 

Personal” commitment ....................................................................................................... 161 

D.4 Addressing endogeneity concerns ............................................................................ 163 

Appendix E: [Article 2] Types of religious signals employed by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan

 ...................................................................................................................................................... 164 

Appendix F: [Article 3] Experimental Vignette, Treatment Conditions, and Religious 

Questions .................................................................................................................................... 166 

Appendix G: [Article 3] Manipulation Check ....................................................................... 170 



 

 

xii 

References ................................................................................................................................... 173 

Biography .................................................................................................................................... 192 

 



 

 

xiii 

List of Tables 

Table 1. Vignette Dimensions .................................................................................................. 125 

Table 2. Model 1: Monadic cross-sectional............................................................................. 154 

Table 3. Model 2: Dyadic cross-sectional (same/different religion interaction) ............... 155 

Table 4. Model 3: Dyadic cross-sectional 2 (target state RCPP interaction) ...................... 156 

Table 5. Typology of religious signals used by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan ............................ 164 

 

 



 

 

xiv 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. Predicted MID initiations by state with median/mode attributes over range of 

possible RCPP values (Model 1) ................................................................................................ 32 

Figure 2. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP values when 

State B has same majority religion (Model 2) .......................................................................... 35 

Figure 3. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP values when 

State B has different majority religion (Model 2) .................................................................... 36 

Figure 4. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP values when 

State B RCPP held at first quartile value (Model 3) ................................................................ 39 

Figure 5. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP values when 

State B RCPP held at median value (Model 3) ........................................................................ 40 

Figure 6. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP values when 

State B RCPP held at third quartile value (Model 3) .............................................................. 41 

Figure 7. Coefficients for Model 1 (Religious Commitment Score and Condition 

interaction) .................................................................................................................................. 132 

Figure 8. Probability that an average respondent would "agree," "disagree," or "neither 

agree nor disagree" with the CFCE ......................................................................................... 132 

Figure 9. Coefficients for Model 2 (Christian, Religious Commitment Score, and 

Condition interaction) ............................................................................................................... 135 

Figure 10. Probability that an average Christian respondent would "agree," "disagree," or 

"neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE .......................................................................... 136 

Figure 11. Probability that an average Non-Christian respondent would "agree," 

"disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE ................................................. 137 

Figure 12. Probability that an average Evangelical respondent would "agree," "disagree," 

or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE ..................................................................... 139 

Figure 13. Probability that an average Catholic respondent would "agree," "disagree," or 

"neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE .......................................................................... 140 



 

 

xv 

Figure 14. Probability that an average Mainline Protestant Christian respondent would 

"agree," "disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE ................................... 140 

Figure 15. Probability that an average "Other" Christian respondent would "agree," 

"disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE ................................................. 141 

Figure 16. Supplemental Plot 1 (State B Min. RCPP) ............................................................ 159 

Figure 17. Supplemental Plot 2 (State B Max. RCPP) ........................................................... 159 

Figure 18. Comparison of RCPP to alternative measures .................................................... 161 

Figure 19. OLS regression of count of MID involvements/initiations on RCPP in 

following 10 year period ........................................................................................................... 163 

Figure 20. OLS regression of count of MID involvements/initiations on change in RCPP 

observed from 1990-99 period to 2000-2008 period .............................................................. 163 

Figure 21. Coefficient plot for conditions regressed on agreement that CFCE "religiously 

motivated" ................................................................................................................................... 170 

Figure 22. Probability that an average respondent would "agree," "disagree," or "neither 

agree nor disagree" that the CFCE could be described as "religiously motivated" ......... 171 

 

 

 



 

1 

1. Introduction  

Political science has been singled out as one of the slowest fields in social science 

to pursue topics related to religion (Wald and Wilcox, 2006). And, of all its subfields, 

international relations has lagged farthest behind in evaluating the relative impact of 

religious factors on its outcomes of interest. In fact, international relations scholarship 

prior to the end of the Cold War generally assumed that religion had no place in 

evaluating interstate interactions (Fox and Sandler 2004, Hurd 2004). Philpott (2009) 

explains: 

The dominant theories in this field assume that the states, nations, international 

organizations, parties, classes, businesses, interest groups, nongovernmental 

organizations, and lobbies that carry on politics pursue ends that include power, 

conquest, freedom, wealth, a redistribution of wealth, welfare provision, human 

rights, justice, environmental cleanliness, and other goals, but they do not pursue 

religious ends and are not influenced by religious actors. Such theories reason as 

if religion has disappeared from politics. (187) 

Fortunately, recent years have seen a renaissance in religion and politics scholarship, 

both in political science generally and in international relations more specifically. 

This has been especially noticeable following the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 

2001 and the subsequent “War on Terror” undertaken by the United States and its 

allies. Within American politics, a robust—if still niche—literature has also 

exploded, driven in great part by surveys and public opinion polling, as well as 
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faith-oriented character sketches of policymakers.1 There are consequently a number 

of fascinating and nuanced findings within the body of work on the American case, 

and perhaps the greatest empirical and theoretical advances in the realm of religion 

and politics have been with regard to the United States. 

The call for greater attention paid to religion within international relations, 

however, has not yet been answered in systematically satisfactory ways—though it 

is gaining steam. Chief among the issues presented by the body of current work 

within international relations are the ways in which religion tends to be 

conceptualized and measured. Hassner (2011) notes that international relations 

scholars have often failed to conceptualize religious variables as much more than 

rudimentary indicators of whether a particular faith is dominant within a state.2 

Religion is usually measured for regression analysis according to the percentage of a 

state’s population that identifies as belonging to a broad faith tradition, such as 

“Christianity” or “Islam.” Alternatively, a dummy variable is used to indicate the 

religion to which ascribes the majority of the state’s population. A major problem 

with both of these proxies is that they simply note the demographic fact of people 

identifying with a particular faith; these measurements are unable to speak at all to 

                                                      

1 The latter have largely taken place within history. See, for example, Inboden (2008). Political science, 

however, has not completely neglected this area (see Berggren and Rae [2006]). 
2 A great deal of this literature has been published in response to the famous—and infamous—“Clash of 

Civilizations” thesis advanced by Samuel Huntington (1993), which emphasized the potential volatility of 

differences between faith traditions. 
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how or why religious factors exert an impact on interstate behavior. Nor do they 

address whether the faith traditions emphasized in the analysis are actually salient 

to the actors of interest within the states studied. 

This dissertation aims to make a contribution to the developing literature on 

religion and international relations that can move past these problems of focusing 

on only indicators of religious tradition within analyses. My goal with the project is 

therefore to open a conversation about how the actual salience of religion—that is, 

the importance of religious identities and ideas to someone3—can shape the political 

preferences and incentives of leaders, societies, and ordinary individuals with 

regard to foreign affairs. To accomplish my goal, I conduct three self-contained 

studies, each presented in the format of a journal article.4 Each of the studies is 

linked by a thematic concern with the salience of religion to the citizens of a state. 

More specifically, each provides a piece of the answer to the following research 

                                                      

3 The conflation of “importance” and “salience” takes place in much of the research on religion and public 

opinion in the United States. However, within the broader public opinion and American politics literature, 

they are often treated as two distinct concepts, with the importance of something pertaining more to 

individuals, while salience introduces a communal element, applying more to publics. This dissertation 

follows the former literature and its conceptualization of similarity between the concepts, as this project 

directly draws upon and speaks to scholarship on American religion and public opinion.  Disaggregating 

these concepts when it comes to religion, however, could yield interesting insights and further contribute to 

our understanding regarding the ways in which religion influences people’s political preferences and 

behaviors, so future research should explore the potential benefits of doing so. 
4 One has already been published in this format. 
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question: What, if any, impact does the prevalence of religious salience within a country’s 

population have upon that country’s conflict behavior?  

Salience is not something that can itself be measured, as it exists within the 

minds and hearts of individuals. Religious commitment, however, which describes 

individuals’ “beliefs and behaviors in relation to the supernatural and/or high 

intensity values” (Roof 1979, 18) can be used as a proxy for inferring salience. As I 

conclude in the article based on the first study, “religious commitment is 

understood to be the outwardly observable manifestation of the salience of religion 

to an individual” (28). Religious commitment is thus an arguably quantifiable factor 

that can be directly studied, and over the course of the three articles that make up 

this project, I create measures for it at both the individual level and—when 

aggregated—state level. I probe its relevance for the political preferences of 

individuals and the favor of populations. And, ultimately, I ask whether the 

conceptualization and measurement of religious commitment can offer any insights 

into the causes of international conflict.  

There are a host of international outcomes upon which a study of religious 

commitment could focus—so why conflict? I chose to study conflict as an outcome 

in this dissertation for two reasons. The first is that, whether or not it should, conflict 

often dominates both lay and academic conversations about international affairs. 

Despite Clausewitz’s insistence that war “is the continuation of policy by other 
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means,” it is also a horror that most of humanity strives to avoid. It is incredibly 

costly and, depending on the political scientist you ask, almost always irrational. Yet 

wars, and “lesser” conflict behaviors, persist. Whatever new knowledge we can 

generate as researchers to stem the never-ending tide of global violence, we should 

pursue with urgency, and if understanding religious commitment’s role in that 

process can make a contribution, then conflict is an obvious theme on which to focus 

my initial efforts. 

The second reason is that religion has a tendency to be synonymous with 

violence in the public mind, particularly in the post-9/11 era. Yet religion can also be 

a significant force for peace (Philpott 2007a, 2007b, 2009). What is besides, religion is 

so much, much more than either peace or conflict, deeply-held by a growing 

population of people worldwide in whose lives it plays an ever-present, perfectly 

mundane role (Norris and Inglehart 2011, Pew Research Center 2015). Research that 

can directly speak to the conditions under which religious factors are associated 

with conflict can help to soften the broad stereotypes surrounding it as well as 

contribute to understanding—and addressing—conflict when it does arise. 

 Each of the three articles that comprise this dissertation contribute 

something to this understanding. The first article, based on a large-N cross-national 

study of countries’ conflict initiation behaviors, uncovers an empirical link between 

the proportion of a state’s population that is highly religiously committed and its 
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likelihood to initiate conflict. To conduct both monadic and dyadic statistical 

analyses, I created the first-ever cross-national composite measure for the level of 

prevailing religious commitment within a state, using aggregated individual-level 

survey data provided by the World Values Survey and International Social Survey 

Programme.   

The second article looks to robustly theorize the connections between 

religiously committed publics and the leaders who actually enact foreign policies. It 

concludes that domestic incentives to compete for the favor of religiously committed 

citizens with religious signaling can ultimately lock leaders in to unintended conflict 

behaviors. Building upon the exploratory work done by the first study, the second 

draws upon insights from various international relations and comparative politics 

literatures, including those on diversionary war, audience costs, and religious 

outbidding to construct a detailed argument. The article then goes on to probe the 

theory’s plausibility with a case study of the political career of Turkey’s current 

president, and former prime minister, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. The case study is 

constructed with reference to original field interviews that I conducted during the 

summer of 2016 in Turkey, as well to primary and secondary sources in both 

Turkish and English. 

The third article delves into some of the micro-foundations that undergird 

assumptions about religious outbidding, interrogating whether and how religiously 
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committed audiences are persuaded to increase their support for a certain foreign 

policy position by religiously-charged signals from elites. Based on the results of an 

original survey experiment that I constructed in 2016 (including pilot and full 

survey), the study offers tentative support for the notion that religiously committed 

people are more likely to be persuaded to support a foreign policy if the case to do 

so is made by an elite using religious rhetoric.  

In the conclusion, I will more thoroughly discuss the ways in which the 

articles speak to one another and reinforce each other’s findings. I will also outline 

work that remains to be done on the topic of religious commitment in international 

relations and discuss other potential areas of inquiry illuminated by this project.



 

8 

2. Article 1: “Religiosity and Bellicosity: The Impact of 
Religious Commitment on Patterns of Interstate 
Conflict”* 

2.1 Introduction 

From Iran’s theocratic regime and the rise of the Islamic State to the spiritualized 

rhetoric of leaders and worldwide waves of religious nationalism, issues of religion 

seem to dominate news cycles and discussions of international affairs. Perhaps now 

more than ever, religion endures as a prominent dimension of modern life for billions of 

people. Indeed, the global population of religious adherents is only growing (Inglehart 

and Norris 2004; Pew Research Center 2015). Coinciding with these trends, the past two 

decades have yielded a renewal of scholarly interest in the study of religion’s 

relationship to politics. While past political research tended to ignore or marginalize the 

impact of religious factors, both the academic and policy communities have 

rediscovered the so-called “faith factor” (Wald and Wilcox 2006; Green 2007). Even 

international relations, which lagged behind other fields in its consideration of religion 

(Fox and Sandler 2004; Hurd 2004; Philpott 2009), has seen a surge of scholarship on the 

topic. 

                                                      

* This article originally appeared in the Journal of Global Security Studies 2(4): 271-287. Reproduced by the 

author with permission, per the usage guidelines of a copywrite agreement with Oxford University Press. 
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Debates over religion within international relations scholarship once primarily 

revolved around whether or not the topic was relevant to the field. The contributions of 

a core group of scholars, however, have gradually shifted the burden of proof onto 

skeptics and changed the tone of the wider conversation.1 Now, rather than debating 

whether religion matters, scholars confidently ask “how,” “when,” and “why” religion 

impacts international political processes. Recent work in this vein has reached a number 

of conclusions regarding the ways in which religion is consequential for both 

international conflict (Özdamar and Akbaba 2013; Henne 2012; Fox and Sandal 2010; 

Horowitz 2009) and interstate behaviors beyond violence (Sandal and Fox 2013; Henne 

2013).  

This article contributes a new set of conclusions to this growing body of 

knowledge by testing the cross-national relevance of an aspect of religious life known to 

be consequential for American politics: religious commitment. Often used 

interchangeably with “religiosity,” “religious commitment” refers to “an individual’s 

beliefs and behaviors in relation to the supernatural and/or high intensity values” (Roof 

                                                      

1 Many of these researchers highlighted longstanding biases against religion within mainstream 

international relations scholarship and provided both empirical and theoretical justifications for those 

prejudices to change. See Philpott (2000, 2002); Fox (2001); Petito and Hatzopoulos (2003); Fox and Sandler 

(2004); Hurd (2004); Seiple and Hoover (2004); Thomas (2005); Mandaville (2006); Toft, Philpott and Shah 

(2011); Sandal and James (2011); James (2011) and Shah, Stepan and Toft (2012). 
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1979, 18).2 Religious commitment tells us about the salience of religious beliefs and 

practices to individuals—that is, the “self-perceived importance of religion...to an 

individual” (Hoge and Zulueta 1985, 23)—and the degree to which religious beliefs and 

identities translate into secular attitudes, including political preferences. 

Findings within the literature on American public opinion link high levels of 

individual religious commitment to unique attitudes about foreign policy. For example, 

Smidt (2005) finds that Americans with high levels of religious commitment were 

significantly more likely than those with low levels of commitment to support both 

removing Saddam Hussein from power and invading Iraq in 2003 (249-51).  I propose 

that this relationship between religious commitment and bellicose foreign policy 

preferences has both cross-national applicability and implications for international 

conflict. Specifically, I argue that a critical mass of very religiously committed 

individuals within a state’s national population impacts its propensity for initiating 

conflict with other states. To test the viability of this conjecture, I conduct both monadic 

and dyadic cross-national, statistical analyses of the relationship between the number of 

                                                      

2 Sociologists of religion make a nuanced distinction between “religiosity” and “religious commitment,” 

though the terms tend to be somewhat conflated in other areas of scholarship. For example, though both 

Moore (2001, 157) and Hornsby-Smith (2009, 42) utilize Roof’s (1979) same definition, they use it to define 

“religiosity” and “religious commitment,” respectively. For a discussion engaging some of the differences 

between the terms, see Hornsby-Smith (2009, 40-2). This study primarily relies upon the term “religious 

commitment,” as it is more prominent in the relevant political literature and also that used by Roof in the 

context of his definition. 
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militarized interstate disputes (MIDs) initiated by states and the proportions of their 

populations that are highly religiously committed. 

The next section argues that states’ levels of popular religious commitment are 

likely to be relevant in shaping patterns of international conflict because religious ideas 

and identities will matter most—whether to individuals or within entire societies—

when they are highly salient. Section 3 builds on this argument, positing that aggregated 

religious commitment within states’ populations can influence interstate interactions 

through public opinion pressures, and derives three hypotheses about how those 

pressures may ultimately make states more likely to initiate conflict against others. 

Section 4 outlines the cross-sectional research design and novel measure of a state’s 

“religiously committed population proportion” used to evaluate the hypotheses. Section 

5 presents the results of the analysis, which provide support for two of the three 

hypotheses, and discusses their implications. Section 6 concludes. 

2.2 The Case for Religious Commitment 

While most prior international relations arguments allowing a role for religion in 

conflict have focused on the category of religious tradition most prevalent in a country, 

research in American Politics and psychology suggests that religious commitment may 

be a more politically consequential factor. By itself, a state’s majority religious tradition 

tells an incomplete story with regards to the actual relevance of that religion within the 
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society it is supposed to describe. Indeed, quantitative studies that have assumed, 

whether explicitly or implicitly, that a state’s majority religious tradition encapsulates 

the extent of any “religious” effect in interstate interactions—most often 

operationalizing states’ majority religions using basic dummy variables for tradition 

categories3—have yielded contradictory findings. Some works have found support for 

“religion’s” significant role in international conflict, while other studies have identified 

no such significant relationship.4  

While one might argue that states’ majority religions are sufficient in explaining 

patterns of international conflict—for example, through some mechanism of out-group 

threat perception (Wendt 1999; Rousseau and Garcia-Retamero 2007)—such 

explanations assume that religious identity in general, and differences in religious 

identity in particular, are important and relevant enough to foreign policy actors as to 

trigger distrust and/or bellicose impulses. Such an assumption is problematic, however, 

as psychology tells us that identities, including religious identities, exist in hierarchies, 

and that some are more “salient,” or important, than others (Gibbs, Mueller, and Wood 

                                                      

3 For example, see Henderson (1997); Henderson and Tucker (2001); Russett, Oneal and Cox (2000); Chiozza 

(2002); Bolks and Stoll (2003); and Gartzke and Gleditsch (2006). 
4 Consider that Henderson (1997) finds that religious dissimilarity between states increases their likelihood 

for war, while Chiozza (2002), testing Huntington’s (1993) “Clash of Civilizations” thesis, finds no support 

for states’ religious identity differences being linked to international conflict. (“Civilization” being “most 

importantly” determined by a state’s majority religion (Huntington 1993, 25)). Indeed, multiple cross-

national, quantitative studies examining the role of religion  respond directly to Huntington’s argument, 

including Russett, Oneal, and Cox (2000); Henderson and Tucker (2001), and Bolks and Stoll (2003). 
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1973, 34). Within any state there will be variation among members of a religion, majority 

or otherwise, particularly in terms of the prominence of religious identity vis-à-vis other 

types of identities—for example, gender, race, class, or partisan affiliation. The majority 

religion indicators utilized by the aforementioned cross-national studies say little about 

any such variation. Instead, they essentially assume uniform levels of religious salience 

within the populations they describe. 

Without taking into account variances in the importance that people attach to 

their religious identities, scholars will almost certainly fall short in identifying the full 

scope of religion’s explanatory power when it comes to shaping interstate behavior. Of 

course, it may be that religious identities play only a small or inconsistent role 

influencing the international system. Regardless of the outcome, scholarship has not 

provided a satisfying answer to the question of whether and how religious identity 

affects international conflict dynamics.  

According to Gibbs, Mueller, and Wood (1973), the higher the priority that an 

individual assigns to religion within their identity hierarchy, the more it will influence 

their preferences and behaviors: 

The greater the degree to which an individual regards himself as a religious 

person, the greater will be his tendency to conform to the secular attitudes and 

behavior contained—perhaps implicitly—in the content of his religious beliefs. In 

other words, the relationship between the creedal dimension of religiosity and the 

consequential dimension should be a function of salience. (35, emphasis in original) 
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Determining whether and how people’s religious beliefs impact their 

engagement with the world, including in the realm of politics, therefore depends on 

identifying and measuring the “salience,” or importance, that they attach to religion. 

Because we are unable to directly observe identity hierarchies within the minds and 

hearts of individuals, we are limited to measuring outward signals that communicate 

the internal salience of religion. These signals—various dimensions of religious 

involvement and attachment—are what make up our understanding of someone’s 

“religious commitment” (Kellstedt et al. 1996, 177). In other words, religious commitment 

is understood to be the outwardly observable manifestation of the salience of religion to an 

individual.  

As Gibbs, Mueller, and Wood (1973) expect, variations in religious commitment 

are indeed connected to secular political preferences which religious affiliation alone 

cannot explain, at least in American public opinion. High religious commitment tends to 

be associated with social conservatism, Republican vote choice, and anti-

environmentalism (Layman 1997, Guth et al. 1995, Guth and Green 1993, Green et al. 

1996, Kaufmann 2004).  Religious commitment also translates into attitudes about 

foreign policy, associated with preferences from anti-Communist militancy during the 

Cold War to greater support for the 2003 invasion of Iraq. (Smidt 2005; Guth 2009). 

Perhaps most interestingly, the least committed groups within religious traditions are 

shown to have preferences more similar to each other than to more committed members 
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of their own traditions (Kellstedt et al. 1996). The finding that low levels of religious 

commitment do not appear to significantly condition political views underscores the 

potential pitfalls of relying on simplistic operationalizations of religious affiliation to 

explain political preferences. 

This leads to a set of important questions. First, could these findings have 

implications for international relations? Second, is it possible to link religious 

commitment to individual foreign policy preferences? And finally, is it possible to 

aggregate these trends to the level of national populations to explain patterns of 

interstate conflict? If religiously committed individuals tend to formulate different 

preferences for both domestic and foreign policies relative to their uncommitted 

counterparts, then it is logical to propose that states with more religiously committed 

citizens will see those citizens’ aggregated preferences translated into distinctive 

patterns of international conflict behavior. The next section explores how the mechanism 

of public opinion could set into effect such a translation, and formulates testable 

hypotheses relating states’ religious populations to conflict behavior. 

2.3 From Public Opinion to Foreign Policy 

As shown above, the literature on American public opinion demonstrates that 

religious commitment matters in shaping individual policy preferences. But do the 

preferences expressed in aggregated public opinion matter to actual policy? The 
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“Almond-Lippmann consensus” (Almond 1956, 1960; Lippmann 1922, 1927) posits that 

public opinion is too volatile and unstable to undergird foreign policy, lacks coherence 

and structure, and does not actually influence policymakers (Holsti 1992, 442).  Later 

work, however, has found strong evidence of a relationship between the direction of 

public opinion and foreign policy implementation,5 mediated by the actions of political 

elites (Bartels 1991, Foyle 1999). 

Furthermore, as Aldrich et al. (2006) point out, entire schools of thought within 

international relations are built upon the assumption that public opinion exerts an 

influence on foreign policy.6 And while some scholars continue to contend that public 

opinion plays little to no role in foreign policy formulation (e.g. Jacobs and Page 2005), 

both empirical evidence ongoing high-profile research agendas indicate that scholars are 

justified in looking to citizens and their preferences to understand how and why states 

interact with one another. 

If public opinion matters to foreign policy, and religious commitment at least 

partially shapes public opinion, then the key question becomes: how much of an impact, 

at any given time, do religiously committed individuals have on overall public opinion 

                                                      

5 For reviews of this literature, see especially Holsti (1992) and Aldrich et al. (2006). 
6 Among these are the literatures on casualty aversion, diversionary war, and certain theories regarding the 

democratic peace, such as audience costs. Even when elites do not correctly perceive public opinion (Kull 

and Destlerchar 1999), their perceptions about the public can still be clearly tied to foreign policy decisions. 

Further still, findings linking public opinion to foreign policy are not limited to the United States; Risse-

Kippen’s (1991) work on France, Japan, West Germany, and the U.S. represents but one example. 
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within a state? It is reasonable to propose that the larger a religiously committed 

population of a state becomes, the louder a voice it will have, and the greater an 

influence its demonstrably distinct policy preferences will have on actual policy. As a 

result, we might logically expect states with higher proportions of religiously committed 

citizens to also display demonstrably distinct patterns of behavior in the international 

system, such as conflict initiation. I elaborate on this conjecture in the next section. 

2.3.1 Religious Commitment in Initiating States 

What might these “distinct” patterns of conflict initiation look like? Are states 

with higher proportions of religiously committed people likely to be more bellicose, or 

could they be less so? On the one hand, religiously committed individuals could be 

particularly likely to emphasize distinctions between right and wrong and perceive a 

need to carry out justice against wrong-doing—an attitude that Stein (2015) finds 

corresponds to significantly higher levels of conflict initiation among democracies. Such 

individuals may also be more conflict acceptant overall than non-religious individuals 

due to different time horizons and cost-benefit analyses. Toft (2006) explains: 

Perhaps one of the most common elements uniting different religions is a 

conception of life after death, or eternal existence and self-awareness. One’s 

conduct in life is believed to determine the possibility or quality of an afterlife. 

The stronger the religious belief, the more likely a given person is willing to 

exchange values in life for values in an afterlife. Death is not viewed as 

something to be feared, but rather welcomed, since it promises a trip from the 

temporal to the eternal and perhaps a uniting with God. (57)   
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States that have more religiously committed populations may therefore display public 

opinion trends that are more supportive—or at least tolerant—of incurring the material 

costs that come with conflict in order to achieve certain goals.  Consequently, these 

states may prove to more frequently resort to conflict behaviors than states with fewer 

committed citizens. 

On the other hand, religiously committed people could be more likely than their 

uncommitted counterparts to internalize and emphasize teachings about the sacredness 

of human life, as well as values that promote peaceful relationships with other people, 

which are revealed in many religious traditions (Thompson 1990, Templeton 1999, 

Gopin 2000). For example, higher commitment might increase emphases on attempting 

to peacefully reconcile with adversaries (Philpott 2007a,b; 2009). States with more 

religiously committed populations might then actually yield public opinion trends that 

signal aversion to conflict initiation as a strategic choice.  

Existing work on religious commitment’s relationship to foreign policy opinion 

lends more support to the former narrative. Smidt (2005) shows that American 

respondents with the highest levels of religious salience, independent of religious 

tradition, tracked with the highest levels of support for both removing Saddam Hussein 

from power and invading Iraq—a clear case of conflict initiation (249-51). This finding 

from the United States case helps to yield at least an initial expectation that higher 

religious commitment may indeed be associated with higher incidence of conflict 
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initiation, rather than the reverse. An initial hypothesis can therefore be formulated as 

follows: 

Hypothesis 1: States with higher proportions of religiously committed people in 

their populations will be more likely to initiate conflict with other states than 

states with lower proportions. 

Support for this hypothesis could shed light on a role in international relations 

for religious beliefs and attitudes that cut across different traditions. In other words, this 

hypothesis places an emphasis on a certain “religious outlook” that could prevail among 

religiously committed populations worldwide, and that has the potential to impact 

whether states are generally more likely to carry out bellicose behaviors. If the analysis 

does not provide support for the hypothesis, my findings could suggest that religiously 

committed people do not have unique levels of conflict acceptance, or that there are only 

certain conditions under which conflict-acceptant “religious outlooks” emerge or matter. 

Adjudication between these two alternatives would warrant further investigation. 

2.3.2 Different Majority Religions in Targeted States and Religious 
Commitment in Initiating States 

Looking beyond highly religiously committed populations and the war-initiating 

propensities of states, the attributes of states targeted by bellicose behavior could also 

reveal conditioning effects as to how religious commitment might influence a state’s 

likelihood to initiate conflict. In particular, the majority religion of a target state’s 

population could be of conceivable relevance. More specifically, whether a target state 
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has a different majority religion than the initiating state may contribute to the formation 

of out-group threat perceptions in the latter that make conflict a more likely outcome. 

States with high levels of religious commitment are likely to have respectively high 

popular salience of group identities around religious tradition, and the strength of these 

identities within society has the potential to trigger in-group/out-group prejudices that 

condition citizens’ attitudes toward conflict.  

Huddy (2013) writes: “[G]roup behavior is heavily dependent on graduations in 

identity strength,” and what’s more,  “Strong identifiers tend to draw group boundaries 

more tightly....and define their national group more exclusively in terms of race and 

ethnicity” (746). Stronger, more exclusive boundaries make very clear who belongs to a 

group and who does not, and cognitive associations accompany delineations of 

membership in the in-group and the out-group. While not entirely deterministic, 

Kaufman (2015) also points out that,  “[F]indings suggest that there is an unconscious 

human tendency—a universal symbolic predisposition—to favor ‘us’ over ‘them’” (40). 

As people take cognitive shortcuts to organize information about the world while 

favoring their own group, the group can become a benchmark for “good,” and good 

things go together (Herrmann 2013, 345). Bad things, consequently, are left for the out-

group, promoting prejudices that lead to higher likelihoods of perceiving threats from 

the out-group (Kaufman 2015, 42).  
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Stronger attachments to their religious community and a higher salience of 

religious identity suggests that religiously committed people may develop their foreign 

policy preferences based on the psychological effects of having a strong group identity, 

including higher levels of prejudice toward non-members of their religious tradition. 

Herrmann (2013) suggests that perceptions about other states’ prevailing ideologies may 

actually be strong determinants of whether people assign “enemy images” to those 

states: “For example, people in democracies might focus on that feature and categorize 

other democratic countries as allies, or at least in the likely-to-be-reasonable category. 

They might put non-democracies in the enemy, or need-to-be-wary-of, category” (347). 

It stands to reason that highly religiously committed people would focus on the 

prevailing religious ideology in other states when categorizing other countries as 

potential allies or foes. For instance, states in which a majority the population adheres to 

the same faith would be considered allies, while states whose populations identify 

predominantly with other religions would be viewed as threatening. The larger the 

share of a state’s population that is religiously committed, the more these perceptions 

and preferences aggregate up through public opinion as a signal to policymakers, 

increasing the likelihood of conflict against states with different majority faiths. This 

leads to a second hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2:  States with higher proportions of religiously committed people in 

their populations will more frequently initiate conflicts against states that have 
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different majority religions from themselves than against states that share the 

same majority religion.  

Should this hypothesis receive support, it would contextualize the role of 

identity in international relations, placing emphasis on the strength and salience of 

identities in discerning whether they factor into interstate violence. It could also 

potentially explain the discrepancies between the findings of previous work that have 

examined religious identity “clashes” without taking salience into account. On the other 

hand, if religious commitment seems to have little relevance at the international level, 

the findings may suggest that whether a state initiates conflict against another with a 

different majority religious identity has little to do with salience. Or a lack of support for 

the second hypothesis may also suggest that identity clashes do not actually matter in 

explaining conflict initiation. 

2.3.3 Religious Commitment in Both Initiating and Targeted States 

The same reasoning for trends in states’ general bellicosity can be applied to 

bargaining scenarios where both states in a dyad—initiator and target—have highly 

religiously committed populations. If states with such populations have different time 

horizons, and even baseline preferences, then when they interact with similar states in 

the international system, prevailing conflict-acceptant attitudes on both sides may 

increase the probability of escalation to violence. Toft (2006) posits that when both states 

in a bargaining situation discount the present, as we anticipate the case to be if they both 
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have highly religiously committed populations, violence is a likely outcome—more 

likely than if they both instead discounted the future, or even if only one discounted the 

present (56). This yields a third hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: In dyads containing states which both have high proportions of 

religiously committed individuals in their populations, State A will more 

frequently initiate conflict against State B, relative to dyads in which one of the 

states does not have a high proportion of religiously committed individuals.  

Support for this hypothesis would take the implications of Hypothesis 1 one step 

further, indicating that the effect of “religious outlooks” may be conditional on how they 

impact bargaining processes, rather than uniformly yielding conflict acceptance. A null 

finding for this hypothesis would have the opposite implication, namely that religious 

commitment within states has little to do with their bargaining behaviors. 

2.4 Research Design 

2.4.1 Data 

The variable of interest in this study is the proportion of a state’s population that is 

religiously committed. The measure was initially constructed at the individual level from 

survey data and then aggregated for each country in the sample to yield a population-

level proportion. Following Kellstedt et al. (1996) and others, I use a composite measure 

of four facets of religious life to construct a “minimum commitment” score for 
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individual survey respondents. 7 No one dimension of religious involvement can 

perfectly capture the extent of an individual’s belonging to a religious community on its 

own, and a composite “minimum commitment” measure also mitigates a number of 

other issues: 

First, it does not favor a particular type of involvement over any other. Second, 

because it weights all dimensions equally, the multi-dimensional character of 

involvement is recognized. Third, it lessens the impact of social desirability 

effects. Fourth, it mitigates against favoring one religious tradition over another. 

Finally, it lessens measurement error associated with any single measure. 

(Kellstedt et al. 1996, 178) 

The four overlapping factors that comprise the composite measure are as follows: 

• Belonging to a religious tradition/denomination 

• Frequency of attendance at religious services 

• Subjective assessment of personal religious commitment 

• Frequency of personal religious activities, such as prayer, contemplation, 

and/or meditation. 

The coding rules for these dimensions can be found in Appendix A of the online 

supplementary materials. Respondents exceeding a minimum involvement threshold on 

all four dimensions received a commitment score of 4, those exceeding on three 

                                                      

7 With this approach, individuals receive a point toward their commitment score by exceeding a “low” level 

of involvement on a particular dimension. For example, a respondent who attends religious services less 

frequently than once a month would not surpass the “low” threshold and would not be awarded a point, 

while someone who attends weekly would receive a point for clearing the hurdle. The reasoning here is 

that, “Individuals who show a lack of commitment on all of the dimensions of involvement are likely to be 

much less involved than those who show at least some commitment on all the dimensions” (Kellstedt et al. 

1996, 178). This approach of treating each dimension as an equally valid indicator of religious involvement 

is standard practice in sociological approaches to religion (Kellstedt et al. 1996, 177). 
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dimensions received a 3, and so on. Thus, individual commitment scores ranged from 0 

(the least religiously committed) to 4 (the most religiously committed). 

To collect religious commitment information for as many countries as possible, I 

drew data from two major cross-national surveys: the World Values Survey (Waves 2, 4, 

and 5) and the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP 1998 - Religion II and ISSP 

2008 - Religion III). These surveys contain multiple questions about respondents’ 

religious practices and identifications, four of which overlap between both surveys in 

the years specified. The strategy of utilizing two surveys optimizes the tradeoffs 

between achieving ideal precision in the composite indicator and achieving maximum 

case coverage; an even more precise indicator could potentially be generated with 

reliance on only one survey and its respective unique battery of questions, but then 

fewer countries could be sampled. 

Responses were aggregated to deliver the total of respondents with each possible 

religious commitment score in each country-year. The total number of respondents with 

scores of 4—those most religiously committed—was then divided by the total number of 

respondents to deliver the proportion of total respondents with the highest level of 

religious commitment for that country-year.8 If multiple surveys were available for a 

                                                      

8 Some scholars have argued that religious commitment may only be linked to differences in political 

preferences at the very highest levels of commitment (Gibbs, Mueller and Wood 1973; Hoge and Zulueta 

1985). Accordingly, I set the threshold for “high commitment” individuals at the maximum score of 4 in 
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country for a particular year, their yielded proportions were averaged. Finally, because 

the study utilizes a cross-sectional methodological approach with a dependent variable 

that is a count over a specified time period, each country’s proportion of committed 

respondents was averaged over the years in which it was sampled, yielding a single 

commitment measurement. Thus, the final measure used in the analysis consists of the 

average proportion of a state’s population with the highest level of religious 

commitment during the observed time period.9 In the results and discussion, this 

measure is referred to as a state’s RCPP—its Religiously Committed Population Proportion.10  

                                                      

 

order to provide a very conservative test of this factor of interest. If this measure is shown to have a 

significant effect, further analyses at lower levels of commitment might have the potential to demonstrate 

even greater impact and/or variation. There are also substantive incentives to use multiple thresholds for 

“high commitment”—such as a score of 3 or 4, rather than only 4—in future work, as certain population 

sub-groups could potentially be excluded from the construction of RCPP scores due to variations in norms 

about religious practice, conceptions of what it means to be “religious,” and so on. For example, in Turkey, 

women do not typically attend Friday prayers and, accordingly, might not indicate high levels of religious 

attendance, regardless of their piety. Ideally, these kinds of contextual issues can be dealt with in the data 

collection and coding stages (see, for example, footnote 10), but they may also be potentially accounted for 

in the analysis stage by relaxing thresholds for aggregation, whether on the whole or on a case-by-case basis. 
9 As with any data that relies upon individuals relating information about themselves in surveys, it is 

prudent to remain aware of the potential for reporting bias inherent in the data. This is no reason to eschew 

survey data, but it is a well-debated caveat. 
10 Different religious traditions may encourage or facilitate different practices that could be considered 

applicable as “religious behaviors.” This might accordingly bias any results toward explaining the religious 

commitment of adherents to religions like Christianity and Islam, which have more clear-cut prescriptions 

of observable religious behaviors than Buddhism, for example. This issue is at least somewhat addressed, 

however, by the wording of survey questions across different geographical areas. The World Values Survey, 

for example, asks respondents in many countries how often they attend religious services, but for other 

countries asks how often they “pray and go to temples and shrines” (World Values Survey 2015, 228). 
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Information about a given state’s Majority Religion is included as a covariate in 

each regression model. The variable comes from the International Religious Freedom 

Dataset provided by the Association of Religion Data Archives (2006). In the monadic 

model that tests Hypothesis 1, Majority Religion is a categorical variable indicating the 

religious tradition to which the majority of a country’s population ascribes. I include this 

measure as a control to account for doctrinal variations between major faiths that could 

affect general trends of conflict acceptance or aversion within states.11 In the dyadic 

analysis that tests Hypotheses 2 and 3, this information manifests as an indicator for 

whether or not the two states in a dyad share the same majority religion. This indicator 

is a factor of interest for Hypothesis 2 and acts as a control for testing Hypothesis 3.12 

                                                      

11 Should the empirical results indicate significant variations in the associated effects of certain traditions, 

future work may try to precisely theorize and unpack how different conflict-acceptant or –averse attitudes 

emerge from the doctrines of different religions and whether such differences condition the relationship 

between popular religious commitment and international conflict. 
12 Due to a relatively small N in the monadic analysis, the categories are collapsed into majority Christian, 

Muslim, Buddhist, Other (includes Shinto, Jewish, Hindu, etc.), and No Majority Religion.  The categories 

used to indicate “same” or “different” in the dyadic analysis, however, disaggregate major branches of 

Christianity (Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, unspecified) and Islam (Sunni, Shia) as well as the religions of 

the “Other” category. These approaches are not without their limitations, but these limitations are primarily 

artifacts of the data’s own scope. A more ideal analysis would have various countries within each majority 

religion category, so that further variation could be accounted for and explored. Similarly, a more ideal 

approach to the dyadic comparisons of “same” or “different” would take historical context into account 

with coding, as differences between major branches, and even major faith groups, are more or less 

pronounced during different periods of time. (E.g. the differences between Protestants and Catholics would 

be more salient in 16th century Europe than in modern Europe.) With the data available for this analysis, I 

optimize my strategies as best I can, however future research can hopefully find means by which to bypass 

such categorization compromises and offer more fine-grained insights, particularly by leveraging new 

and/or more data. 
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Other control variables included in the analysis are drawn from the greater 

literature on conditions for interstate conflict. These include: the established and 

practiced Religion-State Relationship within a country (Fox 2011), because the political 

impact that religiously committed citizens can have on policymakers may be 

conditioned by institutional attitudes towards religion; GDP per capita (World 

Development Indicators 2017), to account for countries’ variance in wealth and potential 

capabilities; Polity (Polity IV Project 2015), to control for effects associated with regime 

type, including whether democratic and/or autocratic institutions may enhance or 

restrict the impact of religious factors; an indicator of Major Power Status (Bennett and 

Stam 2016), because major powers may be overall more likely to be involved in conflict; 

Region (Fox 2011), to account for geographic factors and region-specific interstate issues; 

and a variable accounting for countries’ Neighbors (Stinnett and Gochman 2002). For the 

monadic analysis, the Neighbors variable controls for the number of countries bordering 

a given state, given that states with more neighbors can have more opportunities and/or 

reasons for interstate disputes. The dyadic analysis includes an indicator for whether the 

two states in a dyad are contiguous.  

The outcome of interest for this analysis is a count of initiations of militarized 

interstate disputes (MIDs) in which the conflict action constitutes the display or use of 
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military force (Palmer et al. 2015).13 As will be discussed further below, the analyses are 

conducted on a cross-sectional, non-temporal basis, and thus the dependent variable for 

the models is an aggregate count of MID initiations by a particular country over a 

specified time period. For the monadic model, this total count is over the time period 

1990-2008, while for the dyadic models, the count is for 1990-2001.  Both periods are 

determined by data availability. 

2.4.2 Methodology 

The analysis employs a cross-sectional approach that compares across countries 

without a temporal element. Reliance on a cross-sectional approach has the advantage of 

providing a more conservative test of the impact of states’ levels of popular religious 

commitment relative to a time-series cross-sectional approach, because it reduces the 

potential for problems of serial correlation inherent to panel data. As mentioned earlier, 

applicable surveys for every country-year are unavailable; running cross-sectional 

analyses helps address these data limitations, as no imputation is required to deal with 

missingness. We can thus be more confident in the precision of the RCPP variable’s 

                                                      

13 A militarized interstate dispute is a case of conflict in which “the threat, display or use of military force 

short of war by one member state is explicitly directed toward the government, official representatives, 

official forces, property, or territory of another state” (Jones et al., 1996, 163). MIDs are more common than 

interstate wars, offering more variation across cases and more occurrences to examine statistically, and their 

employment in scholarship on international conflict is relatively standard practice. Only counting MIDs 

where the initiating conflict action constitutes the display or use of military force intentionally omits cases 

where only threats have been issued in order to distinguish costly conflict actions from early bargaining 

behaviors and “cheap talk.” 
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effect in each state included in the models, since the population proportions for each 

country are averaged across multiple surveys. 

The analysis evaluates states in two different ways: monadically—looking at the 

general propensity for countries to initiate MIDs, regardless of whom those MIDs are 

with—and dyadically—taking into account the natures of target states. The monadic 

analysis addresses Hypothesis 1, while the dyadic analysis addresses Hypotheses 2 and 

3. Because the dependent variable is a count of militarized interstate disputes, I use a 

Poisson generalized linear model with a Log link function to estimate the effects of the 

explanatory and control variables identified above in both the monadic and dyadic 

analyses. I hold each of the independent variables at its mean or median over the 

relevant period of time (1990-2008 for the monadic component, 1990-2001 for the 

dyadic), generating country snapshots for the period. These individual country profiles 

each constitute an observation in the monadic model. Each directed dyad (combining 

states in pairs twice, with each state having the opportunity to be the initiator [State A] 

as well as the target [State B]) constitutes an observation for the dyadic models. 

I present the results of the analyses in the form of substantive—or marginal—

effects   plots, which chart the predicted count of the dependent variable over changes in 

the value of the variable of interest, under certain set conditions. I select these conditions 

such that they will facilitate meaningful interpretations of the relationship between the 

variable of interest and the outcome, in scenarios that might actually be observed in the 
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real world. For example, we might be interested in comparing the predicted MID 

initiations of a democratic government to that of an autocratic government over the 

range of possible RCPP values, in order to say something about how RCPP could have 

different effects under different regime types. I establish these conditions by setting the 

variables included in the models to particular values, which I hold constant while 

varying the value of the variable of interest over a prescribed range, such as from its 

observed minimum to maximum. For the average democratic state, for example, I would 

set the value of each variable in the dataset except for RCPP and Polity (which I would 

set to correspond to a “democratic” score of 9 or 10) to the median or mode value. I 

determine a predicted MID count for each value of RCPP, and plot those predicted 

values as a line, surrounded by the 95% confidence interval. 

Presenting model results in this way has a number of advantages. First, 

substantive effects plots are much more straightforward in their interpretation than raw 

coefficients, particularly in the case of non-linear models and when interaction terms are 

employed—both of which are true of this study. Second, unlike the presentation of raw 

coefficients, substantive effects plots allow the observer to determine the “significance” 

of a particular factor by simultaneously viewing the uncertainty associated with an 

estimate and the substantive magnitude of the relationship between the variable of 
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interest and the dependent variable.  Exclusive reliance on p-values can miss the 

complexity of these relationships.14  

2.5. Results and Discussion 

2.5.1 Monadic Model 
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Figure 1. Predicted MID initiations by state with median/mode attributes over 

range of possible RCPP values (Model 1) 

                                                      

14 Tables of point estimates for each model, however, are made available in Appendix A. 
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Figure 1 presents substantive results from Model 1, the monadic analysis, 

plotting the predicted MID count for an “average” state with each of its attributes held 

at their median or mode for all states in the sample.15 This hypothetical country has 

median GDP per capita, number of neighbors, and polity score; is majority Christian 

with multi-tiered preferences in how its government treats various religions in practice 

and policy; and is a non-major power located in Europe/Eurasia. Latvia would be a close 

real-world equivalent. 

The figure reveals an increase in the number of predicted MID initiations by the 

simulated “average” state as its RCPP value increases from the observed minimum of 

RCPP in the sample (0.7% of the population is highly religiously committed) to its 

observed maximum (91% of the population is highly committed). The predicted count 

increases from 1.37 to 2.42 initiations over the RCPP range, yielding a difference of 

roughly one additional predicted initiation—a 43% increase. 

While the coefficient for RCPP in the model does not meet a p < 0.05 threshold 

for significance (see appendix), and the 95% confidence interval shows an increasing 

degree of uncertainty at the highest levels of RCPP, even the lower bound of the 

confidence interval reveals an overall upward trend in predicted MID initiations (0.84 to 

1.1). The upper bound predicts an even more visibly drastic increase. Overall, the higher 

                                                      

15 Point estimates can be found in Appendix A. 
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an otherwise “average” state’s RCPP value, the higher its predicted count of MID 

initiations. Religious commitment does, therefore, appear to be linked with generally 

higher bellicosity, and Hypothesis 1 receives support. This result provides an indication 

that religiously committed populations may indeed carry more conflict-acceptant 

preferences than uncommitted populations.  
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2.5.2 Dyadic Models 
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Figure 2. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP 

values when State B has same majority religion (Model 2) 
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Figure 3. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP 

values when State B has different majority religion (Model 2) 

Figures 2 and 3 present the substantive results from Model 2, the first of two 

dyadic analyses that addresses Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 2 expects that states will have 

higher MID initiation counts when they have different majority religions, and the 

initiating state has high values of RCPP. The model therefore includes an interaction 

between State A’s RCPP and a binary indicator for whether States A and B share the 
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same majority religion.16 Both figures plot the predicted MID count for an “average” 

dyad containing State A and State B, though they differ in scenario: in Figure 2, State B 

has the same majority religion as State A, while in Figure 3, State B has a different 

majority religion.17 Both figures clearly demonstrate an increased count of MID 

initiations by State A as its RCPP increases, with the counts at State A’s RCPP maximum 

appearing to be slightly higher when both states in the dyad share the same religion. 

This would run contrary to the expectations of Hypothesis 2, indicating lower, rather 

than higher bellicosity on the part of initiating states against target states that have a 

different majority religion. However, upon closer inspection, the differences between the 

two plots are not actually significant, as evidenced by the interaction term’s lack of 

statistical significance (see appendix). There does still seem to be a clear relationship 

between State A’s RCPP and its MID initiations even when taking into account the 

attributes of potential targets, but targets’ majority religions do not play a discernable 

enough role to suggest that they condition that relationship. 

This result presents two main takeaways. First, the proportion of a state’s 

population that is highly religiously committed again appears to have an overall 

                                                      

16 Point estimates presented in Appendix A. 
17 The rest of the “average” dyad scenario is set as follows: median values of Polity and GDP per capita for 

both States A and B, neither State A nor State B is a major power (mode), the states are not contiguous 

(mode), State A has a preferred religion as its religion-state relationship (mode), and both states are located 

in Europe/Eurasia (mode).  
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connection to that state’s likelihood to initiate conflict, with increasing bellicosity 

corresponding to increasing levels of commitment, even when controlling for target state 

attributes. Second, this connection does not seem to be conditioned by whether the 

populations of each state in a dyad primarily ascribe to different religious traditions. 

Hypothesis 2 therefore receives very little to no support, suggesting that higher levels of 

religious commitment within states’ populations are not contributing to patterns of in-

group/out-group identity conflict at the interstate level—at least not to a degree that 

appears to make states more likely to display or use military force against others. This 

may not completely preclude explanations for interstate conflict that involve identity, 

but religious commitment does not appear to significantly factor into those dynamics. 

Yet the religious attributes of target states’ populations could still matter. While 

the results of Models 1 and 2 indicate the presence of a robust relationship between a 

state’s level of popular religious commitment and its likelihood to initiate conflict, 

Model 3 introduces the possibility that the presence of such a relationship in both states 

belonging to a dyad could explain higher levels of initiation by State A. This dyadic 

model thus specifies an interaction between the RCPP measure for State A and that of 

State B.18  

                                                      

18 Point estimates for Model 3 can be found in Appendix A. In this model, I control for whether States A and 

B have the same majority religion. Accordingly, in setting the scenarios for determining marginal effects, the 
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Figure 4. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP 

values when State B RCPP held at first quartile value (Model 3) 

                                                      

 

“average” dyad receives an additional characteristic: States A and B do not have the same majority religion 

(mode). 
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Figure 5. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP 

values when State B RCPP held at median value (Model 3) 
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Figure 6. Predicted MID initiations by State A over range of possible RCPP 

values when State B RCPP held at third quartile value (Model 3) 

In Figures 4, 5, and 6, I place the “average” dyad in three new scenarios, based 

on Model 3. In the first scenario, presented in Figure 4, State A’s level of religious 

commitment is allowed to vary from its observed minimum to the observed maximum 

(shown along the X axis) while State B’s religiously committed population proportion is 

held at its observed first quartile (0.11). In other words, Figure 4 shows the change in the 

predicted count of MID initiations by State A over the range of its possible RCPP values 
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when State B’s level of religious commitment is relatively low. The other two scenarios 

follow this example, with State B’s RCPP set to the observed median value (0.27) in 

Figure 5 and to the observed 3rd quartile value (0.45) in Figure 6. Plots for two 

additional scenarios, where State B’s RCPP is held at its observed minimum (0.01) and 

maximum (0.91) values, are available in Appendix B of the supplementary online 

materials. They closely resemble Figures 4 and 6, respectively. 

These plots tell a fascinating story about the interactive impact of religious 

commitment within dyads. When State B has lower levels of religious commitment 

(Figure 4), we observe a modest change in the predicted MID initiation count for State A 

over increases of its own RCPP, with an estimated difference of about +0.28 MIDs 

between the minimum RCPP value and the maximum. The difference increases 

somewhat to +0.45 MID initiations when State B’s proportion of the population that is 

highly religiously committed is around 27% (Figure 5).  These results are consistent with 

those of Models 1 and 2, with an overall positive relationship between an initiating 

state’s RCPP and its MID initiations. 

However, the most drastic change by far occurs in Figure 6, where high levels of 

religious commitment in both states in a dyad are associated with much higher counts of 

predicted MIDs, the curve becoming ever steeper as State A’s popular religious 

commitment level increases. When State A’s RCPP is at the observed maximum, it has a 

predicted MID count of 3.16, whereas at the minimum its predicted count is 0.22, for a 
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difference of almost three additional initiations. Under this condition, State A has a 

predicted MID initiation count at its highest possible RCPP value that is more than 

fourteen times greater than at its minimum. Though the effects illustrated in Figure 6 

have a higher degree of uncertainty compared to those depicted in Figures 4 and 5, the 

predicted counts clearly demonstrate an incredibly dramatic shift in the magnitude of 

RCPP’s positive relationship with MID initiations. 

The results of this second dyadic analysis provide strong support for Hypothesis 

3, demonstrating a stark difference in magnitude between State A’s predicted patterns of 

bellicosity when State B’s RCPP is low or average, and when State B’s RCPP is relatively 

high. These results indicate that while states’ levels of popular religious commitment 

may not single-handedly trigger in-group/out-group identity dynamics, there is, in fact, 

a dyadic dynamic to national religious commitment and interstate conflict. The 

relationship appears to be contingent on whether both states in a dyad have large 

proportions of their populations that are highly religiously committed. This suggests 

that religious commitment does contribute to conflict-acceptant preferences and to 

extending time horizons that discount the present. Overall, this renders escalations to 

violence more likely when the dynamic applies to one side in a bargaining situation and 

leads to exponentially higher likelihoods of violence when it is present in both states in a 

dyad. 
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6. Conclusion 

Drawing from studies on religion in American politics and psychology, I have 

posited that states with high levels of religious commitment within their populations are 

likely to demonstrate more bellicose patterns of conflict behavior than states with lower 

levels of popular religious commitment. The results of both monadic and dyadic cross-

national analyses support this argument, consistently reflecting higher predicted counts 

of conflict initiations when states have greater proportions of their populations that are 

highly religiously committed. Higher levels of commitment do not appear to correspond 

to higher levels of violence against states with different majority religions, but states 

with higher commitment levels do show substantially higher likelihoods to initiate 

conflict with states that also have particularly committed populations.   

My argument and evidence identify a new scope condition for religion’s impact 

on how states relate to one another that scholars of religion and international relations 

should attend to. My results also demonstrate the usefulness of applying the insights of 

scholarship on religion and politics within the United States case to a broader, cross-

national context. Additionally, this article uncovers a previously unexplored wrinkle in 

the relationship between domestic and international politics. 

The results of this study have potential applications for policymakers, as well. 

They suggest that calculations about the goals that other states will pursue and the 

means that they will use to achieve them should incorporate available information about 
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the population demographics of states—particularly in terms of their religious 

landscapes. States with highly religiously committed populations may be particularly 

tough customers in bargaining situations, and material threats and/or incentives have 

the potential to be less effective in dealings with them.  

Future research can build upon the findings of this project in a number of ways, 

particularly by examining the specific subnational processes that link together 

religiously committed populations and their governments’ foreign policy behaviors. Are 

certain policymakers more likely to listen to the preferences of committed citizens, 

perhaps because they are themselves committed, or do religiously committed 

populations broadly exert their will when they have numerical advantages in driving 

public opinion? Evidence from American politics suggests that certain leaders may be 

able to create special relationships with religiously committed constituents (Yankelovich 

2005); could these kinds of relationships give leaders advantages in international 

bargaining, perhaps by helping them to overcome difficulties in generating audience 

costs?19 Could such leaders have more flexibility in initiating conflict because they can 

mitigate the upfront “belligerence costs” of threatening force with their religious 

constituents (Kertzner and Brutger 2016)? Other projects might continue to explore the 

                                                      

19 See Slantchev’s (2006) argument that audience costs are difficult for leaders to generate. 
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micro-foundations of why religiously committed citizens with certain beliefs and values 

have more or less conflict-acceptant views of foreign policy scenarios.20  

A potential caveat to the above conclusions is the relatively under-addressed 

problem of possible endogeneity in the relationship between religion and conflict. Isaacs 

(2016), for example, uses temporally sensitive measurements of organizations’ 

employment of religious rhetoric and use of violence and finds evidence of endogeneity 

in a religion-violence connection. As I have previously noted, data availability 

constraints preclude a full cross-national, time-series study to address my research 

question at this time. However, initial tests for endogeneity completed over the course of 

this study have not led me to uncover any indication that an endogenous relationship 

exists between states’ counts of MID initiations and increases in their respective 

religiously committed population proportions.21 I therefore present the conclusions of 

this study with appropriate confidence. Ideally, future work will continue to more fully 

capture the many dimensions of the relationship between conflict and religious 

adherence with a combination of complementary methodological approaches, new or 

different data sources, and innovative modeling strategies. In the meantime, this article 

lays an important foundation for such expansions, and advances knowledge regarding 

                                                      

20 For example, Glazier (2013) does this, examining connections between individuals’ “providential” 

religious beliefs and attitudes about foreign policy. 
21 These and other robustness checks can be found in Appendix D. 



 

47 

the ways in which aspects of religion’s global influence intersect with patterns of 

interstate conflict. 
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3. Article 2: “Sacred Bonds? Leaders, Religious 
Constituents, and Foreign Policy in Turkey” 

3.1 Introduction 

The study of religion and international relations has blossomed in recent years,1 

spurred on by high-profile current events linked to religious factors and the enduring 

prominence of religion in the lives of people all over the world.2 Within this growing 

literature, my recent  scholarship has established a cross-national link between countries 

with high levels of religious commitment in their populations and increased 

probabilities of international conflict initiation (Alexander 2017). However, while I have 

loosely theorized and demonstrated the association empirically, I have not yet robustly 

conceptualized the specific mechanisms responsible for connecting popular religious 

commitment to state conflict behavior. This paper constructs a theoretical framework to 

address this gap, fleshed out using a case study of Turkey from 2002 to 2017 that follows 

the political career of former prime minister and current president, Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan. 

Religious commitment is the “outwardly observable manifestation of the salience 

of religion to an individual” (Alexander 2017, 273)—a metric used to ascertain the 

importance of religion to a person and, in turn, the corresponding likelihood that their 

                                                      

1 For overviews of the growing literature and its historical challenges, see Fox (2001), Philpott (2009), and 

James (2011) Examples of recent work include Henne (2012, 2013), Fox and Sandal (2010), Horowitz (2009), 

and Sandal and Fox (2013). 
2 Worldwide, the proportion of religious people is growing, particularly in the Global South (Norris and 

Inglehart 2011). 
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“creedal” beliefs will translate into “consequential” attitudes and behaviors extending 

beyond the overtly religious, including political preferences and behaviors (Gibbs et al. 

1973, 35). Among the self-identified members of any religious group, those with high 

religious commitment are the most invested—emotionally, spiritually, and materially—

in that religious identity and in its corresponding community and belief system. In other 

words, like its twin concept, “religiosity,” religious commitment essentially tells us how 

religious someone is.  

Scholarship linking religious commitment to foreign policy themes represents a 

tiny corner of the greater literature on religion and international relations. However, 

previous work on public opinion about foreign policy in the United States, especially, 

has indicated that religious commitment may be a demographic factor of consequence to 

the international orientations of many states around the world.3 My recent study 

“Religiosity and Bellicosity: The Impact of Religious Commitment on Patterns of 

Interstate Conflict” (2017) finds support for such wider applicability, demonstrating 

that, cross-nationally, higher levels of popular religious commitment within states 

correspond to greater likelihoods of international conflict initiation, both in terms of 

general propensity and when potential target state characteristics are taken into account. 

Indeed, I find that states with high levels of religious commitment within their 

                                                      

3 Guth (2009), for example, finds religious commitment to have been associated with higher levels of anti-

communist militancy during the Cold War, while Smidt (2005) uncovers a connection between religious 

commitment and citizens’ support for the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 
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populations are most likely to initiate conflicts against other states with similarly high 

commitment levels. 

Inherent to my extension of Americanist work on religious commitment is an 

assumption that the opinions of a state’s people—and thus the factors that influence 

those opinions—are consequential for foreign policy. This assumption, while bolstered 

by the generalist literature on public opinion and foreign policy,4 has limitations; it will 

clearly have greater explanatory power in particular country contexts than in others. I 

acknowledge these potential limitations in my 2017 article by controlling for various 

state-level characteristics—including regime type—in the cross-national statistical 

analysis. However, the broader theory that I advance in crafting my hypotheses in the 

study—which posits that religious commitment may correspond to more conflict-

acceptant individual foreign policy preferences and, when aggregated to particularly 

high population levels, sway states’ foreign policy orientations toward conflict 

acceptance, and greater general bellicosity—does not itself grapple with how different 

state-level factors might facilitate or intervene in this relationship. Similarly, the 

theoretical framework presented in “Religiosity and Bellicosity” cannot comment on 

whether or how the conflict-acceptant preferences that I identify are themselves 

influenced by elites. Rather, I focus on the pressures exerted on policymakers by publics 

with particular preferences, rather than the other way around. 

                                                      

4 See Bartels (1991), Holsti (1992), Foyle (1999), and Aldrich, et al. (2006). 
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Because “Religiosity and Bellicosity” is a broad, initial attempt to establish the 

existence of a connection between religious commitment and international conflict, it 

ultimately offers limited explanation for its transnational applicability but provides 

foundations for future inquiry. This article builds on those foundations, constructing an 

in-depth theoretical framework to link the decisions of actual foreign policy actors to the 

prevalence of religious commitment amongst the populations on behalf of which they 

act. The theory also considers particular conditions under which the linkage is likely to 

be more or less salient and develops testable propositions for ongoing assessment of its 

explanatory power for different states. 

3.2 Theory 

3.2.1 Overview 

When leaders’ fates are decided by constituencies with high levels of religious 

commitment, leaders who perceive threats to their authority have incentives to outbid 

political challengers for the favor of religious supporters as they seek to build a winning 

coalition large enough to ward off the threats. Successful bids for the pious constituency 

will frame political discourse in religious terms and will escalate in intensity as the 

bidding process becomes more competitive. Spiraling races of outbidding can spur 

leaders to publicly spiritualize not only domestic issues, but also foreign threats. This is 

because the religious framing of foreign affairs can offer leaders a chance to capitalize on 

“rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” effects to which they, as incumbent executives, have 

access beyond the reach of their competitors.  
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In attempting to generate these effects with religious signals, however, leaders 

inherently imbue the threat in question with implications that reach beyond the material 

world and tie justifications to (spiritual) authority that exceeds their own. Demand for 

this kind of signaling among religiously committed constituents makes it a useful tactic 

for domestic political purposes, but after its use, leaders find themselves locked in to a 

choice about what to do next about the foreign threat, itself: follow through on 

combative religious rhetoric and embroil their countries in conflict, or back down from 

their spiritualized challenges and risk very costly punishment from the very domestic 

constituency with which the religious signals were designed to resonate. Leaders who 

perceive that their political survival depends upon maintaining the support of 

religiously committed citizens—i.e. leaders who are incentivized to religiously bid 

regarding foreign policy in the first place—will have increased likelihoods of opting for 

the former path. In the aggregate, states with larger proportions of religiously 

committed citizens in their populations may therefore be associated with overall higher 

likelihoods for bellicosity. However, a religiously committed population is itself only a 

pre-condition; leaders’ incentives to signal to that population and perceptions of threat 

to their power are what ultimately fuel the signaling behaviors that increase the risk of 

conflict initiation. 

This argument draws on intuitions from a number of different literatures in 

international relations, including those on diversionary war—specifically with regard to 

“rally-round-the-flag” effects—and audience costs in international bargaining. I also 
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build upon the logic of elite “outbidding,” previously applied to nationalism (Snyder 

2000) and civil war/ethnic conflict (Toft 2007, 2013). My work contributes new insights to 

each of these themes. I contribute to elite outbidding by showing that “religious 

outbidding” can take place in stable political contexts as well as transitional ones, and it 

can also escalate beyond the realm of domestic political posturing into the realm of 

foreign policy issues. I speak to diversionary war by demonstrating that religion can act 

as a galvanizing umbrella identity for citizens to “rally ‘round” just like national 

identity, generating a “rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” effect similar to, but distinct 

from, a “rally-round-the-flag” effect. Third, speaking to the audience costs literature, I 

posit that, when a leader’s domestic constituents are sufficiently religious, infusing 

public statements about foreign threats with religious signals inherently increases the 

severity of the potential audience costs to be incurred by the leader for backing down or 

acting inconsistently. I also argue that leaders are primarily motivated to use public 

religious signaling in framing international threats for domestic political reasons, rather 

than as part of an international bargaining strategy aimed at communicating resolve to 

opponents. The hand-tying effects that arise from that signaling are thus more likely to 

be unintended and/or fail to serve what might be ordinarily considered strategic foreign 

policy objectives.  

In the following subsections, I outline in further detail the major components of 

my argument, as well as their intersections with the literatures they engage. 
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3.2.2 Foundations: The Need for Support 

The first step in constructing my theory is to clearly indicate the bridges between 

the different levels of analysis upon which it relies, as well as the scope conditions under 

which the bridges do or do not hold. Within the broader theoretical framework 

connecting religiously committed populations to their states’ patterns of bellicosity 

abroad, these bridges explain how a collection of actors who themselves have no direct 

impact over the outcome of interest (religiously committed individuals)5 are 

substantively connected to the actors who do have direct impact (state leaders). The 

scope conditions indicate when these connections are likely to be most salient. 

As discussed previously, the theoretical sketch in my 2017 piece is premised on 

the assumption that public opinion impacts foreign policy (274). This continues to be a 

reasonable place to start for the current study, as well, considering that the variable of 

interest—the religiously committed population proportion of a state—is an attribute of 

countries’ “publics.” However, because publics are not homogenous in terms of political 

preferences, are not always likely to reveal their actual preferences, and are not 

guaranteed to exert the same amount of pressure across states, more must be said about 

the precise mechanisms of why and how “public opinion” can act as a bridge between 

                                                      

5 In “Religiosity and Bellicosity,” I outline the conceptual steps taken to connect the individual-level factor of 

religious commitment and the identification of all highly committed individuals as a collective subset of the 

population of a state. This theory thus starts from the level of the population, rather than retracing these 

steps. 
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populations and foreign policy actors in order to build a robust argument on its 

foundation. 

Though the term “public opinion” tends to invoke the (unified) views of a 

general population, populations actually contain heterogeneous preferences and 

opinions. Thus, assertions that monolithic “public opinion” holds a particular view 

about something usually boil down to what a majority of population members prefer. In 

a true direct democracy where the majority always rules, citizens who make up that 

majority would be those whose preferences become policy. However, most political 

contexts are not direct democracies. Depending on their state’s institutional makeup, 

leaders may be more or less likely to care about the opinions held by an actual majority 

of the public, and they may not even always know exactly what the true “majority” view 

is, due to incentives for citizens to falsify preferences in certain contexts (Kuran 1995). 

As Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003) argue in their book, The Logic of Political 

Survival, leaders are likely to be most concerned about the views of whomever makes up 

their “selectorate”—the group of all people who have a role in selecting a state’s leader. 

And they will ultimately exert effort and mobilize resources in order to appeal to a 

“winning coalition” within the selectorate group that is large enough to ensure their 

political survival. In democratic systems where members of the public collectively 

possess veto power over the longevity of leaders’ careers, executives have incentives to 

keep a winning coalition of the public happy—i.e. a majority of its constituent citizens. 

In order to accomplish that goal, they will need to pay attention to that majority’s 
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preferences, and tracking public opinion—especially through anonymous polling, where 

respondents have fewer incentives to lie—offers a means by which to do so. Within 

more authoritarian contexts, however “selectorates” tend to get smaller, made up of 

groups like extended families, military juntas, and aristocracies (Silverson and Bueno de 

Mesquita 2017). Executives looking to extend their time in power will therefore concern 

themselves with keeping those actors happy—often through the provision of private 

goods—rather than the publics over which they preside. 

Here we have the bridge between religiously committed populations and foreign 

policymakers. The outwardly observable foreign policy preferences of religiously 

committed publics will be most salient to leaders when two baseline conditions are met: 

1) the general population constitutes a leader’s selectorate, and 2) religiously committed 

people comprise a large enough proportion of the population that they are necessary to 

build a leader’s winning coalition. These conditions suggest that the empirical linkage 

between popular religious commitment and foreign policy will thus be most evident in 

procedural democracies—a conclusion supported by robustness checks conducted in my 

2017 study. However, the prevalence of religious commitment among members of 

authoritarian leaders’ selectorates could feasibly have a similar effect, as well. Consider, 

for example, Vladimir Putin’s strong relationship with leaders in the Russian Orthodox 

Church, or the pressures exerted by Iran’s supreme leader and Assembly of Experts on 

whomever holds the office of president. In both cases, overtly religious individuals hold 

key positions within the executive’s selectorate. Religious commitment may therefore 
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have a role that extends beyond shaping general population views; the prevalence of 

religious commitment within a selectorate, whatever its size, may be what really 

matters. Though the language of my argument will continue to focus on publics, I do not 

believe that democracy need be a scope condition for the applicability of my theory.  

Additionally, a third condition intervenes in the relevance of the second: the 

religion-state relationship within a country. In particular, the status of religious groups 

within society and structural government attitudes toward religion are key. Even if 

religiously committed people make up a consequential proportion of the population, or 

even a smaller selectorate group, established state attitudes may keep them from 

exerting any kind of cohesive pressures on policymakers. For example, if certain 

government apparatuses—e.g. constitutional courts, militaries, etc.—are hostile toward 

religion and/or religious people in general, then even a sizable religiously committed 

constituency within a selectorate may be able to exercise little influence. In other 

scenarios, certain religious groups may be less favored or even outlawed by the state, 

thus canceling out the political relevance of their religiously committed members.  

The sheer prevalence of religious commitment within a leader’s selectorate is not 

solely sufficient to explain variation in state foreign policy behaviors, as subsequent 

sections will demonstrate. However, it does lay a necessary foundation. If leaders do not 

care about the preferences of a s/electorate in the first place, then none of the other 

incentives and consequences that I identify as part of my broader argument will prove 

relevant. 
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3.2.3 The Need to Compete 

Within any political context, executives will encounter potential challengers—

other individuals or factions that might like to see themselves assume power instead. 

Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003) define a challenger as: 

[A]n individual or would-be leadership group attempting to depose the 

incumbent leader within the “rules” or norms of transition in the existing system 

so that the challenger can gain control over policy choices…Of course, in some 

forms of government the standard rules or norms for transition include coup 

d’état, execution, and the like…the theory is not restricted to orderly transitions. 

(39) 

Ultimately, according to Selectorate Theory, the central problem facing leaders 

throughout their tenure is “how to prevent being replaced by a challenger” (39). 

In countries where religiously committed people make up a significant 

proportion of a leader’s selectorate,6 challengers will have incentives to pursue support 

from that population as part of building a winning coalition, and leaders, in turn, will 

have incentives to out-compete the potential rivals for that same support. Not all 

challengers will be created equal, however. In fact, selection effects may ensure that 

leaders are often higher quality candidates than their challengers (Ashworth and Bueno 

de Mesquita 2008). The more credible the challenge posed by a potential rival is found to 

be, the more effort a leader will need to direct into out-maneuvering them. Importantly, 

some challengers will be obviously credible to any observer, including the leader, but 

leaders can also vary in their risk attitudes and threat perceptions. Factors like paranoia 

                                                      

6 What constitutes a “significant” proportion of a selectorate will vary with context, however my 

cross-national research suggests that the higher the proportion, the more potent the effect. 



59 

 

 
59 

and personal biases may lead executives to perceive more or greater threats from 

challengers than their true type—in terms of actual credibility—would otherwise 

warrant. Regardless of a challenge’s true credibility, what is most important to shaping 

whether leaders feel the need to compete with a potential rival is their perception of the 

threat posed by that rival.  

3.2.4 The Need to Signal 

The more they feel truly threatened by challengers, the more leaders will feel 

they need to compete with them for the favor of the selectorate in future leadership 

selection proceedings, and the more effort they will put into competing. In countries 

with religiously committed selectorates, much of that competition is likely to take the 

form of religious signaling—a dynamic that Monica Toft (2007, 2013) calls “religious 

outbidding.” I expand upon Toft’s theory of religious outbidding by explaining how, in 

escalating exchanges of religious signaling brought on by leaders’ perceptions of threat 

from challengers, leaders are likely to “outbid” into the realm of foreign policy in 

pursuit of “rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” effects. 

Leaders “who feel that their role in politics is threatened,” writes Toft, have 

incentives to “attempt to outbid each other to enhance their credentials with domestic 

and foreign audiences” (2012, 10). She argues that religion becomes a key tool for 

outbidding in contexts where “resources (e.g., small arms, cash, skilled fighters, and 

logistical support) needed to reduce or eliminate the threat may be acquired by framing 
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a conflict in religious terms” (2007, 102). Toft explains the logic behind the framing of 

civil wars as religious conflicts (2007) and persecution of religious minorities (2012), 

building upon Jack Snyder’s (2000) theory of nationalist outbidding. At the heart of both 

theories lie political elites who require means by which to increase their bona fides with 

key constituencies, looking to garner support that will help them to maintain power in 

the face of threats.  

I build on Toft’s theory as she did on Snyder’s. The logic of religious outbidding 

can be extended to conditions and types of bids beyond those which she identifies. First, 

while Toft sees the greatest potential for elites to feel that their positions are under threat 

in transitional regimes, there are also competitive processes in established regimes, 

which I have identified above, that can produce feelings of insecurity strong enough to 

prompt outbidding. Second, Toft tends to think about religious outbidding as a process 

of “scapegoating” certain domestic groups, exploiting societal fractures (2012, 10), but 

outbidding need not be openly antagonistic toward particular groups in order to be 

successful. In contexts where religion is primarily important as an ethnic identity 

marker, Toft’s argument makes sense to explain why strategic “othering” occurs. 

However, in contexts where religious beliefs and behaviors are also particularly salient 

for a significant proportion of the populace—i.e. in states with high levels of popular 

religious commitment—elites are able to employ many different kinds of religious 

signals in their “bids” to increase credibility with that audience.  
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Finally, Toft’s focus is on illuminating intra-state political processes and conflicts, 

but leaders who perceive threats to their positions have multiple incentives to outbid 

into the realm of foreign policy, as well.7 For one thing, foreign policy can be a realm 

that skews toward benefitting incumbents. Leaders in power can signal competence and 

authority on international issues based on their experience, highlighting the fact that 

they know what is really happening and what their country’s best response will be.8 A 

religious signal about foreign policy may then be a particularly useful bid, because it can 

potentially exceed the issue range within which competitors are themselves able to 

credibly bid. 

Similarly, leaders of religiously committed societies may have the advantage of 

being able to credibly generate “rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” effects by 

spiritualizing—using religious signaling to frame—a particular international event or 

crisis. Similar to so-called “rally-round-the-flag” effects, in which international crises 

prompt short-term increases in popular support for leaders by casting them as 

personifications of national unity against an external other,9 “rally-round-the-sacred-

                                                      

7 Indeed, Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003) note that foreign policy public goods that leaders can provide to 

public selectorates can include “the promotion and exportation of a state’s religious or cultural beliefs” (29). 
8 Incumbents also can have general advantages over challengers in terms of quality (Cox and Katz 1996, 

Ashworth and Bueno de Mesquita 2008), status quo bias (Eidelman and Crandall 2014), and certainty 

regarding how they will allocate goods to members of their selectorate (Bueno de Mesquita, et al. 2003). 

Each of these can be an additional boost when it comes to foreign policy. 
9 Alternative accounts of the empirical phenomenon of the “rally-round-the-flag” effect have also attributed 

it to decreases in criticism from members of the political opposition, creating a perception that leaders are 

performing particularly well (Baker and O'Neal 2001). Hetherington and Nelson (2017, 41) find partial 

support for both explanations, arguing that the “patriotism school” better explains why rallies occur, and 

the “opposition leadership school” better explains how long they last. 
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symbol” effects can similarly arise when widely-popular religious ideas or identities can 

be effectively tied to international issues through religious signaling, identifying a 

commonality with significant enough breadth and salience that religiously committed 

members of the public can “rally” around it. 

Finally, leaders may perceive more room, in general, to shape the opinions of 

their constituents on foreign issues, as the general public tends to know very little about 

them (Holsti 1992, 447). Experimental evidence suggests that elite framing plays a 

significant intervening role in determining whether and how religious factors contribute 

to shaping individuals’ opinions about foreign policy (Glazier 2013). 

3.2.5 The Need to Stand Firm 

When the process of religious outbidding reaches the foreign policy level, 

however, these domestic benefits of successful signaling can become problematic. Public 

religious signaling may have unintended hand-tying effects for leaders, who then find 

themselves locked into spiritualized threats because the domestic political costs of 

backing down are too high. In order to retain the domestic power they have been 

defending with religious outbidding, leaders will likely follow through with bellicose 

behavior rather than go back on their religiously framed public statements. 

Research by Sosis (2005) corroborates this argument, finding evidence that 

members of religious communities punish each another for not maintaining “honest” 

reputations. Rather than building true trust, co-religionists punish cheaters within an 
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institutionalized framework that holds across large communities (like countries), so that 

good reputations are costly signals that can be transmitted to other members of the 

religious group in other communities. Based on these findings, it is reasonable to infer 

that leaders who use religious signaling to build trust with their religiously committed 

constituents risk their reputations within the community if they “cheat”—for example, if 

they are found to have gone back on a statement framed with the absolutism of religious 

signals. Leaders who have issued strong threats will therefore find themselves with a 

choice: follow through on the threat (and start conflict), or face censure from 

constituents. 

The literature on audience costs in international relations also offers insights into 

these dynamics. Relevant findings suggest that leaders who back down in international 

crises are indeed punished by their domestic audiences (e.g. Fearon 1994, Tomz 2007) 

and that fear of losing status impedes the strategic decision making of leaders, who then 

have a tendency to “throw good money after bad”—or, double down (Renshon 2015, 

659). In addition, the composition of an audience matters in determining the salience of 

different types of audience costs (Kertzner and Brutger 2016). 

Fearon (1997) and others argue that, by generating audience costs, leaders can 

“tie their hands” and be taken more seriously by bargaining opponents. In these 

theories, usually leaders tie their hands intentionally as a signal to other states of their 

resolve. However, hand-tying effects brought on by religious signaling about foreign 



64 

 

 
64 

policy are unlikely to be generated intentionally.10 Rather, religious signaling in an 

international crisis situation will be primarily intended for a leader’s domestic 

selectorate audience, to serve domestic outbidding interests. Hand-tying that results 

from such signaling is likely to be a second-order effect with potentially little strategic 

merit. 

I premise this claim on the idea that backing down from spiritualized foreign 

threats can be even more costly for leaders with religiously committed selectorates than 

backing down from non-spiritualized, or “regular,” threats. Religious signals can be 

particularly useful for clarifying lines of right and wrong, making things easy for a 

religiously committed public in terms of knowing what—and who—to support. 

Religious signals also have unique potential amongst potential framing devices, because 

they can tap into authority that, by its nature, exceeds earthly limitations. In fact, the 

transcendence of religious belief is what distinguishes it from other kinds of ideology: 

Even where some religions are non-theistic (as in the cases of Theravada 

Buddhism, Confucianism, and Jainism), all religions by definition seek 

understanding of, and harmony with, the widest reaches of transcendent 

reality—the quality that distinguishes them from political ideologies such as 

Marxism or secular nationalism that are sometimes thought to be functionally 

equivalent to religion. Religions offer answers to universal questions about the 

origins of existence, the afterlife, and realities that transcend humanity; nations 

generally do not. (Toft, Philpott and Shah 2011, 21) 

                                                      

10 I am not the first to suggest that leaders might not generate audience costs on purpose (Trachtenberg 

2012), but I apply this reasoning to a particular substantive area—religious signaling—that is both 

essentially unexplored in the bargaining literature to date and compatible with the mechanisms of “regular” 

audience costs. 
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Such transcendence can be very good for enhancing leader credibility with religious 

audiences, if tapped into effectively. What greater authority could endorse or justify 

someone’s leadership than that which transcends human experience, and to which 

religiously committed people ostensibly ascribe their highest loyalties? The religious 

framing of an international issue suggests that the issue is so important as to be 

associated with that transcendent authority—in other words, good for religious 

outbidding. 

But the very authority that makes religious framing good for outbidding also 

makes it bad for bluffing. To back down from a foreign policy position imbued with 

ultimate gravity and transcendent authority demonstrates more than cowardice or 

weakness or inconsistency—for which domestic audiences are commonly thought to 

punish leaders (Kertzner and Brutger 2016). Rather, to back down from sending such a 

signal suggests even more negative characteristics: dishonesty, fraud, unbelief, apostasy. 

Punishment from a religiously committed audience for these “sins” can cut deeper than 

what might be considered “regular” audience costs.11 

If the costs for backing down are, in fact, so high, why would leaders ever use 

religious signaling for foreign policy statements? Even in the most religious societies, 

executives clearly do not always elect to do so, indicating that such signals serve a 

                                                      

11 Any increased “cost” of religious signals, compared to non-religious signals, should be considered relative 

to the same type of public signal, but with or without religious framing. For example, a religiously-framed 

threat would be costlier from which to back down than a threat without such characteristics, all else being 

equal, though not necessarily costlier than troop mobilization, which has a higher baseline “cost” to begin 

with.  
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strategic purpose for particular circumstances. Once explanation could be that religious 

signals serve leaders’ domestic political aims as part of outbidding processes, while 

another could be that religious signals serve leaders’ international political aims and are 

more effective than “regular” audience cost-inducing behaviors at communicating 

resolve to certain kinds of opponents. These explanations are not mutually exclusive, 

because leaders could feasibly use the signals to serve both kinds of objectives, but the 

former scenario is, on the whole, more likely to be the motivation for rational, utility-

maximizing executives to use religious signaling about international crises. 

In a domestic religious outbidding scenario, religious signaling is integral to 

efforts to make a winning bid, and leaders have incentives to bid into the realm of 

foreign policy as part of their own efforts. While the cost for backing down from such 

bids might be high to these leaders, the cost of failing to effectively bid in the first place 

will likely be higher. There is some probability that the leader will not actually need to 

back down from a religiously-framed foreign threat, while failing to outbid a domestic 

challenger certainly leaves the challenger’s previous bid standing. If rational leaders are 

concerned about mitigating their risk of losing office (the potential cost of both backing 

down and failing to bid), then the higher probability of success associated with making 

the bid will more likely maximize a leader’s expected utility.12 A leader engaged in 

                                                      

12 These propositions are currently made by intuitive conjecture, but future research using experimental 

inquiry could feasibly test the greater cost of backing down from a religious signal (with a religious 
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religious outbidding thus has incentives to utilize “costlier” signals with religious 

framing (when the other conditions identified by my argument hold). 

A leader’s choice to leverage “costlier” religious audience costs for the purposes 

of international bargaining would be similarly predicated on maximizing expected 

utility. As previous research indicates that hand-tying works to help credibly 

communicate resolve and interests to opponents in crisis bargaining (e.g. Fearon 1997), a 

leader’s decision to use religious audience cost hand-tying over “regular” audience cost 

hand-tying with public statements should be based on whether their added expense 

corresponds to higher value. If certain types of opponents will better understand hand-

tying done with religious signaling, thus decreasing the probability that information 

asymmetry will keep them from backing down (Fearon 1995), then the extra costly 

signals could be worth using. 

The mechanisms of hand-tying rely upon increasing the credibility of threats 

(Fearon 1994, 1997). This implicitly requires that an opponent understand that the 

consequences of backing down will, in fact, be costly for the leader who is tying their 

hands. Extra costly religious signals will only have additional value added (as opposed 

to “regular” signals) for bargaining leaders if an opponent understands the magnitude 

of the extra cost and thus takes the signal even more seriously. What kind of opponent 

                                                      

 

audience), while formal modeling could more precisely ascertain the probabilities and payoffs associated 

with backing down versus failing to bid. 
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will best understand the high cost of such signals? Other leaders with similar domestic 

audiences—who themselves have religiously committed selectorates—will be most 

likely to fit the bill. But, by virtue of having similar domestic audiences, such opponents 

will themselves have similar incentives to also tie their hands using extra costly religious 

signals under the same conditions, and in a bargaining scenario with two sets of high 

cost public commitments, conflict is an equilibrium outcome (Tarar and Leventoğlu 

2009). Rather than helping avoid conflict, the higher cost religious signals would thus 

actually have the opposite effect. If leaders know enough about their opponent’s 

selectorates to determine that they are good candidates to understand higher cost 

religious signals, then it follows that they would also understand their opponent’s 

similar incentives and how that could contribute to both sides ending up with tied 

hands. 

Therefore, leaders end up gaining no net advantages in bargaining with religious 

signals and should rationally elect to use less costly, “regular” signals in pursuit of 

hand-tying with audience costs.13 Even if conflict results from two “regular” public 

commitments, the domestic costs of one side backing down would be smaller. This 

reasoning reinforces the mechanisms of my main argument:  leaders are incentivized to 

use religious signals in foreign policy situations for their domestic outbidding benefits, 

                                                      

13 This is not to say that pairs of states with religiously committed selectorates will not end up in conflict 

equilibria; indeed, “Religiosity and Bellicosity” demonstrates that conflict initiation is most likely in such 

dyads. But, leaders in both states are still incentivized to use spiritualized threats for domestic purposes, 

which ultimately—as my theory states—results in higher probabilities for conflict initiation. 
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but they may come to realize how tightly they have tied their hands later. Rather than 

pursuing otherwise rational courses of action with foreign policy positions, therefore, 

leaders may end up pursuing policies that seem strategically weak or strange and are 

likely to initiate (inherently costly) conflict more often.  

In sum, my argument posits that leaders with religiously committed selectorates 

have incentives to compete against challengers in religious outbidding and to bid into 

the realm of foreign affairs. However, they then face particularly steep costs for backing 

down from spiritualized threats and will be more likely to follow through on those 

threats and initiate conflict than they will be to go back on their statements, placing them 

at higher risk, overall, for initiating conflict. 

In the following sections, I explore the plausibility of my theory with a case study 

of Turkey’s president, and former prime minister, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. 

3.3 Turkey as an Exemplar 

Turkey is an excellent country with which to evaluate my theory, because it 

meets the pre-condition of a high level of religious commitment within its leader’s 

selectorate and also displays variation in its conflict behavior. In addition, Turkey has 

the interesting feature of a religiously committed constituency whose political relevance 

has changed over time. Tracking these changes can help to refine my theory further by 

identifying additional scope conditions for which I have not yet accounted. 
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3.3.1 High Level of Religious Commitment 

According to the data from my 2017 study, approximately 44 percent of Turkey’s 

general population ranks as highly religiously committed, putting it on a similar level as 

the United States (42 percent), a country commonly considered popularly religious .14 

The global median, according to the same data, is 27 percent. Comprising nearly half of 

the Turkish electorate, the religiously committed proportion of Turkey’s population is 

substantial in both absolute and relative terms.  

It is important to note, however, that while religiously committed Turks are 

overwhelmingly majority Muslim, they are not homogenous in terms of subgroup. My 

theory connects the preferences of religiously committed people, in general, to foreign 

policy outcomes. However, certain types of religious signals may be aimed at particular 

subgroup audiences when they are sufficient to form a winning coalition. For example, 

Erdoğan’s religious signals, as they have increased in intensity over the course of his 

political career, have come to be directed at—and resonate with—Sunni Turks, in 

particular. This often takes place at the expense of Alevi Turks (different religious 

subgroup) and/or Sunni Kurds (different nation within same religious subgroup). 

                                                      

14 This figure is derived by taking all respondents who scored the maximum (4) on a religious commitment 

scale from 0-4 as a proportion of the total number of nationally representative respondents. The scale itself is 

constructed from four questions about religious identity and practice: attendance of religious services, 

personal prayer/meditation/contemplation, identification with a religious tradition, and personal assessment 

of religiosity. Respondents were surveyed in face-to-face interviews at their place of residence.  
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3.3.2 Variation in Conflict Behavior Over Time 

When Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s party, the Justice and Development Party 

(Turkish: Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, hereafter “AK Party” or “AKP”), came to power in 

2002, it brought with it a philosophy of foreign engagement that pivoted away from 

Turkey’s past patterns of international engagement in many areas. It emphasized 

avoiding problems with regional neighbors, including longtime rivals like Iran, Greece, 

and Russia, and instead called for pursuing cooperation (Kösebalaban 2001, 152). 

Designed by the party’s chief foreign policy advisor, Ahmet Davutoğlu —later foreign 

minister, then prime minister—the “zero problems” strategy became one of many ways 

in which the AK Party differentiated itself from its political predecessors. It launched 

Turkey into a period of assertiveness abroad that helped to create economic linkages 

with other Middle East countries, establish ties in areas like Sub-Saharan and North 

Africa, and undergird Turkish brokering of disputes between antagonists like Syria and 

Israel and Fatah and Hamas (Zalewski 2013, U. 2016).  

The AK Party also demonstrated initial warmth toward the European Union and 

the possibility of finally achieving Turkey’s accession to it. The party was strongly pro-

EU during its campaign for election in 2002 (Jung 2008, 118). Once in power, the AKP 

leadership instituted various economic and political reforms to energize the accession 

process. These reforms not only helped Turkey take steps toward EU membership, but 

also significantly contributed toward five years of rapid economic growth (Acemoglu 

and Ucer 2015, 1). Turkey’s GDP grew to 15th in the world, and its government’s 
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international acumen came to be hailed as particularly sharp (Işıksal 2015, 15; Israyelyan 

2015).  

Despite the lauded benefits facilitated by the pursuit of “zero problems,” 

however, 2010 brought with it a new pivot, and Turkey “ditched its softly-softly 

approach to the region” (Zalewski 2013). In the post-2010 period, Turkey’s international 

involvement has come to be characterized by progressively hostile relationships with 

former friends, aggressive rhetoric, and increased military mobilization abroad. Once 

coherent and strategic, Turkish foreign policy has become “erratic” and mercurial 

(Erdemir and Tahiroğlu 2017), yielding multiple high-profile incidents of the state’s use 

of force that have generated international opposition, such as the downing of a Russian 

fighter jet in Turkish airspace and multiple shelling campaigns and troop incursions into 

Syria (Idiz, Turkey ups the ante in Syria 2016).  

3.3.3 Variation in Political Relevance of Religiously Committed 
Population 

Turkey’s most religious citizens, despite representing nearly half of its 

population, have not always constituted a particularly influential political bloc. In the 

years prior to the 2002 parliamentary election, which placed the AK Party in control of 

the General Assembly despite being a brand new party, the staunchly secular and 

Turkish military stood as a constant deterrent against overtly “religious” political 

representation and the enacting of policies perceived as pro-religion and/or anti-secular. 

For decades, political and social advances by conservative, religious Turks were met 
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with suspicion, hostility, and intervention by the military, which took seriously the 

charge of safeguarding secularism in the Turkish Republic. The result was, according to 

a sociologist of religion at a major Turkish university15: 

They couldn’t express themselves. It doesn’t mean that they were actually not 

there. Why couldn’t the conservative people express their identity, even though 

they are the majority in Turkey? Why couldn’t they express their ideology? 

Because they were always under pressure. They wouldn’t feel they were the 

majority. They would actually feel like a minority. Especially in the public 

sphere. [...] Even though you are a majority, you feel like a kind of minority 

under the state. Because you are not socially strong—your social capital isn’t 

strong.16  

Far from collectively pressuring policymakers with unique and coherent political 

preferences during this period, ordinary devout Turks were largely “invisible.”17 

                                                      

15 During the summer of 2016, I conducted formal, in-person interviews for this project with 14 “expert” 

individuals in Istanbul and Ankara, Turkey. At the time, each individual gave their consent to be identified 

in any work resulting from the research, and IRB approval of the project was determined to be unnecessary, 

as the interview subjects were all being consulted about their respective subjects of expertise as “content 

experts”, rather than asked in any way about themselves as living individuals—therefore not constituting 

research with human subjects (Office for Human Research Protections 2016). Additionally, and crucially, no 

harmful effects were anticipated for, or by, the interviewees at the time. However, the domestic political 

landscape in Turkey changed dramatically after the conclusion of my field research period, following an 

unsuccessful coup attempt on July 15, 2016. The aftermath of the coup has facilitated a swift, significant, and 

authoritarian consolidation of power for President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who has purged large sectors of 

society—including academe—in order to eliminate potential opposition and criticism of his regime. Certain 

individuals interviewed for this project have already been affected by the crackdowns. Within the current 

context, empirical research has been demonized, if it can be interpreted to be in any way critical of or 

detrimental to the regime, and academics are being systematically silenced so that they may not contradict 

the regime’s official line. Even having spoken to an American PhD student for her dissertation research 

might be enough to flag an individual for censure. Therefore, in order to protect all of those who generously 

offered their time and professional insights in speaking to me, I have anonymized their interviews (each 

individual is referred to by a letter) and include only enough information about them in the text of this work 

in order to contextualize their contributions. Additional informal interactions to which I refer in the piece 

(spontaneous and/or casual conversations) have always been anonymous; no identifying data was collected 

about any individual I spoke to in an informal capacity.  
16 Y. (Professor of Sociology), interviewed by Kathryn Alexander, Ankara, Turkey, June 2016. 
17 Interview with Y, June 2016. 
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The AK Party’s election in 2002 marked a major shift in the political fortunes of 

Turkey’s pious population. With roots in the recently-defunct Islamist Virtue Party and 

National Outlook (Turkish: Milli Görüş) movement, the AKP ran on a platform 

emphasizing economic development and membership in the European Union (EU), as 

well as the liberalization of public life for religious Turks. The party held wide appeal 

and received 34.3% of the national vote, translating into 363 of the chamber’s 550 seats. 

Optimism about the country’s prospects under its rule quickly rose (Erdogan triumphs 

2002). In the years to come, formerly invisible religious Turks would seem to find their 

voice in the party and its leader, Erdoğan. Their ongoing support for Erdoğan’s career 

would become essential for his continued consolidation of power, buoying him through 

periods of both national unity and extreme polarization.  

Erdoğan and other AK Party elites would also gradually orchestrate shifts of 

power away from the historically secular institutions that once policed and/or squashed 

political mobilization along religious lines, such as the military and judiciary. The AK 

Party was not the first Turkish political party with Islamic roots to receive clear support 

from the pious Turkish population (Rabasa and Larrabee 2008, 40-44), but it would prove 

to be the first to outlast and undermine the broad veto powers of the secular 

establishment. Those efforts have consequently solidified the political importance of 

religious Turks for years to come. From now on, writes Patrick Kingsley, “Religious 

Turks will always have to be catered to, no matter who is running for office” (2016). 
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Over time, the proportion of religiously committed Turks within the general 

population has changed very little. However, its political relevance as a bloc has 

changed, shaped by both effective political mobilization on the part of the AK Party and 

power shifts away from institutions that would have previously checked such 

mobilization. The evolution of these conditions, and their implications for the lines of 

Erdoğan’s selectorate, will be more thoroughly explored in Section 3.4.1. In Section 3.4.2, 

I show how, over time, perceived challenges to Erdoğan’s power eventually forced him 

to have to compete for, rather than enjoy by default, the support of religiously 

committed citizens as part of his winning coalition. In Section 3.4.3, I unpack the 

substance of that competition, charting increases in Erdoğan’s use of religious signaling 

in statements about foreign policy issues. Finally, in Section 3.4.4 I take a close look at 

two foreign policy vignettes that exemplify a wider unraveling of Turkish grand 

strategy in the post-2010 period and a generally conflictual turn to its international 

interactions.  

3.4. Unpacking Erdoğan 

3.4.1 Erdoğan’s Need for Support – Three Selectorates 

Turkey is a procedural parliamentary democracy that has recently seen a shift in 

true executive authority from the position of prime minister to the formerly ceremonial 

position of president. These leaders have historically received their power and 

legitimacy from public support. Additionally, as previously mentioned, Turkish leaders 

in the past have also needed to secure the confidence of the military establishment or 
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else risk being ousted from office, making it a necessary member of any leader’s winning 

coalition. At the beginning of his national political career, Erdoğan’s selectorate thus 

essentially consisted of the Turkish general population, plus the military. Over time, 

however, Erdoğan leveraged opportunities to eliminate the military’s position in the 

selectorate. By around 2010/2011, he and his close political allies had essentially 

undermined the military’s veto power in a winning coalition and reduced it to an 

observer of politics, rather than an active participant (Akyol 2014). The leader’s 

selectorate thus shifted to more exclusively consist of the general population.  

A final change to Erdoğan’s selectorate came somewhat gradually, sharply 

culminating with a failed coup attempt in the summer of 2016. In the post-2011 period, 

Turkish democratic institutions began steadily eroding (Meyersson 2016), spurred on by 

Erdoğan’s paranoia about potential challengers and his efforts to neutralize them.18 

Erdoğan’s declaration of a “state of emergency” following the failed putsch quickly 

consolidated what power remained to be centralized and has subsequently dragged the 

country into an authoritarian stasis. Erdoğan continues to use public opinion as a 

weapon of legitimacy, but he no longer truly relies upon a winning coalition drawn 

from the entire population. A 2017 constitutional referendum on whether to broaden the 

powers of the presidency—to offer Erdoğan more power and for longer—provides an 

                                                      

18 I will further explore these efforts in the next subsection. Attempts to not only out-compete but 

oppress challengers—where permissible vis-à-vis the winning coalition—are consistent with 

expectations of Selectorate Theory (Bueno de Mesquita, et al. 2003, 339-341). 
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excellent example of this transformed dynamic. The official election results, tight to 

begin with at 51% “Evet” (Yes) to 49% “Hayır” (No), received multiple credible 

challenges to their validity from both Turkish and international observers (McIntyre 

2017). But appeals backed by the main opposition party, the Republican People’s Party 

(CHP), fell on deaf ears in Turkey’s high court (Farooq 2017). As with other institutions 

that would have once provided crucial checks to the accrual of power of a single man in 

government, Erdoğan has now packed the entire court system with his own loyalists 

and orchestrated the surgical removal of dissent (Kucuksahin 2016). Erdoğan’s 

selectorate now does not really require the general population, but he continues to 

pursue electoral majorities—by any means necessary—as part of his display of power. In 

terms of the true selectorate, however, it has shrunk to include the ruling party’s 

loyalists who, if they were to abandon Erdoğan en masse, could coopt the power 

structures he has put in place.  

The role of religious commitment in each of these selectorates—population plus 

military, population, and party—has varied. In their election and the years that 

followed, the AK Party appealed to, but did not specifically need religious Turks. The 

party’s winning coalition did include many pious citizens in that period, but it also held 

broader appeal—as it needed to in order to placate the military. The eventual 

neutralization of the military, not being a universally popular move for Erdoğan, drew 

clear lines between the secular establishment and the AK Party, serving to emphasize 

the religious roots of the latter and draw criticism from traditional secular elites 
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(Zacharia 2010). Though Erdoğan and the party would handily win a parliamentary 

election in 2011, polarization between strongly secular and religiously committed Turks 

more clearly delineated the AK Party’s winning coalition within the population with 

every passing year.  

As for the current selectorate of AK Party loyalists, certainly some number of 

them are likely to be political realists who know how to avoid running afoul of 

Erdoğan’s aggressive purges and do what they must to survive. However, some 

proportion of AK Party members are also “true believers,” who believe in Erdoğan as a 

leader and truly desire a “return” to a devout state.19 Consider the sentiments of one 

civil servant: “Before Erdoğan, people were corrupted and deviant…Thank god we are 

restoring things for a new generation” (Kingsley 2016). Similar thoughts are expressed 

by party elites, including a senior advisor to former prime minister Ahmet Davutoğlu: 

“Secularists live with Ataturk’s corpse. … We need to carry Mr. Ataturk to his grave 

again” (Hamid 2017). Whether these statements represent true or falsified preferences 

cannot be known for certain, but for actual loyalists, religious signals are part and parcel 

of Erdoğan’s provision of desirable goods.20 The former winning coalition has become 

President Erdoğan’s selectorate, and it is strongly defined along religious lines.  

                                                      

19 B. (postgraduate student in History of Religion and former imam), interviewed by Kathryn Alexander, 

Ankara, Turkey, June 2016. 
20 For falsifiers, such public expressions of piety are necessary to avoid being targeted for oppression. 
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3.4.2 Erdoğan’s  Need to Compete – The Emergence of Threats 

Religiously committed people have always made up a significant proportion of 

the population in Turkey—certainly enough to substantially contribute to an electoral 

majority.21 Appealing to this group of potential voters would therefore seem to be a 

pragmatic move for someone looking to build a challenge-proof winning coalition. 

However, as I have noted, the political support of pious Turks, prior to the 2002 

parliamentary elections that gave the AK Party its point of entry, was not always a net 

advantage for executives, because it risked excluding an essential member of the 

winning coalition: the secular military. 22 And while observers of the AKP have often 

noted the party’s “Islamist” roots and appeal to conservative Turks, it is also important 

to remember that party leadership explicitly distanced itself from any kind of overt 

political invocation of Islam when it was first formed. Said Erdoğan after the election: 

“We are fed up listening to these types of questions. We are not a political party based 

on religion” (Bowcott 2002). He also added: “The best way to find out whether this is 

true or not is to watch.”  

Its leader’s rejection of an “Islamist” label notwithstanding, the AK Party did 

hold great appeal for pious Turks from the very beginning (Butler 2018). Previous 

periods of overt representation for the conservative segment of the public might have 

ended in military and judicial interference, rendering obvious bids for the religious vote 

                                                      

21 Interview with B. June 2016. 
22 Interview with Y. June 2016. 
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somewhat unwise for politicians, but the AKP in 2002 instilled hope in voters that 

change might finally be coming for the very reason that top AKP members were both 

openly pious themselves and yet careful with how they applied faith to political speech 

(Bowcott 2002, The Economist 2005). Open advocation for the integration of religious 

convictions with politics would have likely signaled the beginning of the end for the AK 

Party, just as it had for its predecessors, the Virtue Party and Welfare Party (Morris 1998, 

BBC 2001). Instead, Erdoğan and his AK Party collaborators walked a fine line of open 

personal piety yet careful political rhetoric that appealed to many different 

constituencies within Turkey’s broader “right wing,” including, though not limited to, 

religious Turks.23 

The next few years primarily served to increase general optimism about the 

AKP’s governance and delivered few challenges to it. The economy was growing and 

EU accession seemed more a concrete possibility than ever before ("Surprisingly 

European" 2005). The party also seemed to be delivering on behalf of conservative 

religious Turks, appointing people like them to bureaucratic positions, publicly 

discouraging—though not outlawing—the sale of alcohol, and working on a reversal to 

the public sector headscarf ban (Taşpınar 2015). But these same activities worried 

secularists, particularly within the military, as did the emerging prospect that Abdullah 

Gül—co-founder of the AK Party and himself a particularly religious man—would 

                                                      

23 F. (expert on religion and politics in the Middle East), interviewed by Kathryn Alexander, Istanbul, 

Turkey, June 2016. 
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likely be nominated for the largely ceremonial, but traditionally secular, position of 

president.24 Hence, an old pattern repeated itself on April 27, 2007. Turkish generals 

posted an ominous statement on the military’s website, saying: “If necessary, the 

Turkish Armed Forces will not hesitate to make their position and stance abundantly 

clear as the absolute defenders of secularism” (Taşpınar 2015). Clearly, the military was 

ready and willing to directly intervene in Turkish politics once again. However, the 

incident—which came to be known as the “e-coup”—did not cow AK Party leadership. 

Instead, Erdoğan called a snap election that increased the AKP’s seats in the General 

Assembly with 46.58% of the popular vote (Knickmeyer 2007). The move, clearly 

communicating the AKP’s popularity and public mandate, rebuked the generals and 

paved the way for Gül’s election later in the year. 

This potentially existential moment for Erdoğan and the AKP, however, did not 

threaten any competing overtures toward his religious constituents The e-coup episode, 

in fact, highlights how other major government players—the government, the judiciary, 

and the main opposition party—did not see the support of religiously committed people 

as desirable, or even useful for building legitimacy or consensus. Quite the contrary. 

Indeed, one of the most interesting patterns that I encountered over the course of my 

fieldwork for this project was a persistent lack of acknowledgment among non-religious 

                                                      

24 Until a successful referendum in October 2007—spurred by the issues with Gül’s election—the President 

of Turkey was selected by parliamentary vote. The referendum changed the procedure to a popular vote, 

the method by which Recep Tayyip Erdoğan was himself elected to the post in 2014. 
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Turks that religion played any role in modern Turkish politics, even for the preferences 

and vote choices of pious citizens. A Turkish Uber driver who I later met in the United 

States even went to far as to insist that there were no truly religious Turks, and all of 

“that stuff” was just propaganda.  

This attitude was clearly pervasive among the AK Party’s challengers, both 

electoral and otherwise, for years. Observes one professor of Turkish politics who has 

written extensively on religion’s impact therein: “Pious politicians know their country. 

Others don't.”25 As the AK Party’s political future was thrown into question, so, too, 

were the hopes of conservative religious Turks, who were only just receiving their first 

taste of viable representation.26  The AKP, with Prime Minister Erdoğan at its helm, was 

really the only game in town.27  

The AKP’s status as religiously committed citizens’ only option, however, was 

not to last. In 2010, the main opposition party, the Republican People’s Party (CHP), 

elected former Istanbul mayoral candidate Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu to the position of party 

leader. Unlike his predecessor, Deniz Baykal, who vocally opposed Abdullah Gül’s bid 

for the presidency because of the latter’s “conscious member[ship]” in an Islamic 

“ideological circle” (BBC 2007a), Kılıçdaroğlu condemned the military for attempting to 

prevent Gül’s election with the e-coup (Farlex, Inc. 2010). Founded by the father of the 

                                                      

25 H. (Professor of Turkish politics), interviewed by Kathryn Alexander, Ankara, Turkey, June 2016. 
26 Interview with S. June 2016. 
27 At the time, it was also generally popular for all of its success at boosting the Turkish middle class and 

building productive relationships abroad.   
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Turkish Republic, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the CHP had a long history of opposing 

religious symbols in the public sphere, such as the hijab, and of standing against the use 

of religious rhetoric in politics. Under Kılıçdaroğlu’s leadership, however, the party’s 

opposition to the headscarf fell away ("Headscarf" 2013). In 2014, the CHP invited 

Mehmet Bekaroğlu, a former member of the Islamist Virtue Party, to join its ranks. 

Kılıçdaroğlu himself even began to reference religion in public statements (Akyol 2016). 

Mustafa Akyol notes, “[T]he CHP [was] now finally ‘getting religion’...understanding 

that religion, in particular Islam, is deeply rooted in Turkish society, and a political party 

that does not comprehend this fact is doomed to be marginalized” (2016). In other 

words, someone else had come for the religious vote, because failing to do so would 

make viable competition for a winning coalition impossible.28  

In the 2011 general election, the AKP improved upon even its 2007 results with 

an impressive 49.9% of all votes (Letsch 2011). The party, and Erdoğan’s personal 

political future, appeared secure. But behind the scenes, the prime minister was 

becoming increasingly paranoid about his grip on power in the inter-election years. In 

2010, Der Spiegel reported that leaked American diplomatic cables characterized Erdoğan 

as truly trusting no one, surrounding himself with “an iron ring of sycophantic (but 

contemptuous) advisors” (Popp 2010). An anonymous individual formerly close to 

                                                      

28 This evolution was publicly on display during my fieldwork: for the month of Ramadan, every major 

political party had put up banners around Istanbul to wish the public a happy holiday. Especially 

prominent among these were the CHP’s banners, always hung in close proximity to one belonging to the 

AKP. 
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Erdoğan confirmed these allegations, explaining how the once magnetic and larger-

than-life prime minister began to turn on members of his inner circle and ruin their 

professional lives.29  

Further, anti-government plot allegations surfaced in both 2008 and 2010, the 

first with the arrests of individuals ostensibly linked to an ultra-nationalist group called 

“Ergenekon”—the reported master plan of which was to bring down the Turkish 

government (Rainsford 2008)—and the second with the uncovering of an alleged coup 

plot, “Operation Sledgehammer.” In each case, despite disputed evidence, top political 

and military elites were eventually removed from their posts and discredited in the 

period preceding their convictions.30 Whether or not the individuals posed threats to the 

government in the exact ways described by their accusers, it is clear that they did pose a 

threat to Erdoğan. His confidence in calling the 2007 elections notwithstanding, possible 

intervention by the military always loomed large. If the individuals in question were 

indeed plotting to overthrow Erdoğan and the AK Party, then the threat is evident, but 

even if not, their surgical removal from positions of influence hints that they were 

perceived to be dangerous enough to require removing. Erdoğan also masterminded the 

                                                      

29 Anonymous interview by Kathryn Alexander, Turkey, June 2016. 
30 Between the two cases, over 400 (out of about 900 total) of Turkey’s generals ended up imprisoned. One 

might call the result a “reverse coup.”  
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passage of a law in 2010 that removed guardianship from the military over domestic 

affairs.31 

Between the CHP’s opening toward pious voters and threats posed by other 

power players, some of Erdoğan’s fear for his position is understandable. The menace he 

perceived in those close to him, however, only continued to grow. Even as he de-fanged 

the military, successfully packed the courts,32 and continued to dominate electorally, the 

prime minister reportedly still never felt secure: “Despite his bravado, he [was] said to 

be terrified of losing his grip on power. One authority on Erdoğan told the Americans: 

‘Tayyip believes in God ... but doesn't trust him’” (Popp 2010).  

Eventually, it was former friends who began to look most dangerous. As Bueno 

de Mesquita et al. (2003) note, “A challenger drawn from within the current winning 

coalition is particularly dangerous because his coalition begins with one member of the 

winning coalition, himself. Leaders should more fiercely oppress members of their own 

winning coalition who lead challenges than other challengers” (341). Consider the case 

of Fetullah Gülen, an influential, US-based Muslim cleric with dedicated followers 

reportedly entrenched throughout the judiciary and police. Closely allied for years, the 

Gülen movement and AK Party had stood against the secularist establishment together, 

but by 2013 Erdoğan had declared war on Gülenist interests, and they, in turn, on him. 

                                                      

31 In doing so, the prime minister very shrewdly leveraged the support of liberals who opposed the 

military’s interventionist ethos, as well as his own base supporters. 
32 For more on Erdoğan’s quest to secure a sympathetic judiciary, and the 2010 constitutional referendum 

that made much of it possible, see Cizre (2016), Cook (2016), and others. 
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Gülen’s religious authority, and the sheer size of his loyal network, rendered him a 

direct competitor.33  

Another example can be seen in Abdullah Gül, co-founder of the AKP, who 

preceded Erdoğan as both prime minister (from 2002-2003, when Erdoğan was not yet 

legally able to assume the role) and president (from 2007-2014). According to some 

sources, competition was evident between the two early on. For example, when Gül was 

serving as foreign minister, he was reported to have “stirred up trouble against Erdoğan, 

particularly when the prime minister [was] traveling abroad” and “attempt[ed] to 

undermine Erdoğan's policies and gain more power in the party….[using] almost every 

opportunity to make Erdoğan look bad…even talking badly about him in front of state 

visitors” (Popp 2010). Other reports assert that Gül was not Erdoğan’s first choice for the 

presidency in 2007 (Çandar 2018). Gül’s reputation as a highly religious man matched, 

and perhaps even at times exceeded, that of Erdoğan ("Surprisingly European" 2005, 

Popp 2010), making him a potential threat to supplant Erdoğan as the pious face of the 

party, or to even split the AKP in two.34 

Even Ahmet Davutoğlu—foreign minister for Erdoğan from 2009 to 2014, his 

foreign policy advisor before that, and his successor as prime minister—eventually fell 

from favor. When he resigned as prime minister in 2016, the move was widely touted as 

                                                      

33 For more on the AK Party’s history with Gülen and his followers, see Kaya and Cornell (2012), 

Akyol (2014), and others. 
34 Recent reports have speculated that this might still be a real possibility (Çandar 2018). 
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the final stroke in Erdoğan’s complete consolidation of power in Turkey (Letsch 2016). 

Like Erdoğan, Davutoğlu was known for his use of religious signaling—even for being 

less cautious with it.35 And, like Gül, as long as he remained in one of the country’s 

executive positions, he could have all too directly challenged Erdoğan’s authority.  

With the march of time, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s vulnerability at the pinnacle of 

Turkish politics, whether actual or perceived, increased (Tavernise 2016). In turn, his 

incentives to shore up public support to increase his own security also increased. As the 

CHP’s turn from hardline secularism to flexibility toward public religion demonstrates, 

religious Turks became a crucial demographic within the selectorate once the military 

became sidelined. Erdoğan enjoyed the backing of that constituency without much 

competition in the early years of his national political career, but then potential 

challengers, emerging with the tools to perhaps draw that backing away, forced him to 

begin competing for it.  

3.4.3 Erdoğan’s Need to Signal – From Covert to Provocative 

As scathing as the American diplomatic cables leaked in 2010 could often be 

about Prime Minister Erdoğan, they also noted his clear strengths: “The prime minister 

is a ‘natural politician,’ US diplomats wrote in one dispatch from early 2004. He 

‘possesses a common touch,’ is ‘charismatic’ and has ‘street-fighter instincts’” (Popp 

2010). A liberal Turkish journalist describes him as “a brilliant politician when it comes 

                                                      

35 S. (policy analyst at Turkish think tank), interviewed by Kathryn Alexander, Ankara, June 2016. 
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to talking to common people and with their discourse” (Kroft 2016). A master of 

navigating “gönül coğrafyası,” a term that literally translates to “geography of the 

heart,”36 Erdoğan is an expert communicator who knows how to appeal to and influence 

his audience. 

What is the gönül coğrafyası of Turkey’s “common” people—especially the long-

silent contingent of religiously committed Turks—that Erdoğan navigates so well? As an 

expert on religious education explains: 

 [Religious language]…. it's important in Turkey. When you compare right 

[wing] and left [wing], we have more right [wing] people in our society. So when 

politics use religious terminology, it's okay and it's better for [the] public. 

Because they believe, ‘Okay, our president can read the Koran. Our president 

prays.’ In public, it's important….. In Turkey, people…like to live their religion 

openly. So it means that when they go to mosque, it's open. When they fast, it's 

open. That's why they want to hear religious rhetoric from politics, because they 

enjoy when their politicians pray, too.”37  

In short, a bottom-up demand for religious signaling exists in Turkish society, though 

for years, when the military was a key member of a leader’s winning coalition, that 

demand was superceded by an opposite demand to minimize such signals. Further, 

elaborates the same expert, educational regulations that require all students to learn 

about the beliefs and culture of (Sunni) Islam create a societal “religious literacy”—a set 

of shared words and symbols that everyone in Turkish society can ostensibly identify.38 

This common experience offers a playbook for leaders who want to meet the demand for 

                                                      

36 Interview with S. June 2016. 
37 Z. (Professor of Religious Education), interviewed by Kathryn Alexander, Ankara, Turkey, June 

2016. 
38 Interview with Z. June 2016. 
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religious signaling in politics and receive the reward of constituency support. Once the 

military was out of the selectorate, such signaling could be openly used. 

Today, Erdoğan is well known for his use of religious language, symbolism, and 

reasoning in political communication. In the West, he is often sharply criticized for it 

(Christie-Miller 2014, Ben-Meir 2017), while his staunchest supporters deeply admire 

him for it (Akhter 2013). Whatever their stance, any observer of Turkish affairs can see 

the prevalence of Erdoğan’s infusion of religion and politics.39 On the night of July 15, 

2016, it even seemed to reach a symbolic pinnacle: as the coup attempt was still playing 

out, the president used FaceTime on a borrowed cell phone to call supporters into the 

streets. Shortly afterward, that message was being echoed from the loudspeakers of 

mosque minarets across the country ("Darbe girişimi" 2016). After the coup plot had 

failed, Erdoğan called it a “gift from God” for giving him the tools to forge a “new 

Turkey” (Champion 2016). 

Yet, back in 2003, during his first speech given after assuming the role of prime 

minister, Erdoğan portrayed himself “as a ‘reformed’ Islamist, quoting Atatürk multiple 

times” (Karakas 2007, 30). And it was during this same time that he and other AKP elites 

were insisting that the party was conservative, yes, but not Islamist—when Erdoğan 

himself said, “The best way to find out whether this is true or not is to watch.”  

                                                      

39 Appendix E provides examples of the many different kinds of religious signaling that Erdoğan 

employs. 
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What happened? Why did Erdoğan’s discourse change over time? How did he 

go from the secular darling of the Middle East to insisting during a visit to Jakarta, 

Indonesia in 2015: “We have only one concern. It is Islam, Islam and Islam” ("Turkey's 

Erdoğan" 2015)? When AKP members used religious symbolism in the early years, they 

did so covertly and cautiously. Today, Erdoğan flaunts religious rhetoric to provoke 

secular rivals into doing or saying things for which he can then arrest them. According 

to one expert on religion and politics in the Middle East, the change had a particular 

turning point:  

[T]he AKP, if you examine their discourse in 2003, 2004, 2005—you will see they 

don't refer to religion, per se. So it was very attractive for any conservative 

people, it was attractive because they were promising to open up in the political 

system. It was promising because they were promoting a more liberal, more 

democratic society. […] But, after 2010...things have started to change, and they 

start to put more emphasis on religious aspects, and they start to talk about 

certain policies in the framework of religion.40 

One will recall that 2010, this inflection point for religious signaling, has 

additional significance. Multiple potential challengers to Erdoğan’s authority were 

coalescing, including Operation Sledgehammer and the CHP’s opening toward religious 

Turks; leaked diplomatic cables called out the prime minister’s increasing paranoia; and, 

finally, Erdoğan’s new selectorate emerged with the sidelining of the military. Thus, the 

conditions that my theory identifies as incentivizing potentially costly religious 

outbidding fell into place: a highly religiously committed selectorate and perceived 

credible challenges to the leader’s authority.  

                                                      

40 Interview with F. June 2016. 
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 Erdoğan’s use of religious signaling has been pervasive throughout the 

post-2010 period and become a significant feature of how he communicates about 

foreign policy issues. Whether asserting that Muslim explorers discovered America 

before Columbus while addressing a room full of South American Muslim leaders 

(Sabin 2014), or accusing Western countries of being to blame for the terror attack on the 

Charlie Hebdo and “playing with the Islamic world” (Malm 2015), Erdoğan has become 

well-known for highlighting connections to Islam or Muslim people in all kinds of 

international contexts.  

In addition, the Turkish public’s knowledge about and engagement with foreign 

policy issues fits with the assumptions of my argument regarding leaders’ incentives to 

religiously bid into the realm of foreign policy. According to a Turkish public opinion 

expert: “[The people] don’t know much about foreign policy. When we ask about 

foreign policy, the responses we get seem to indicate that there’s a lot of ignorance about 

it.”41  And, as the director of foreign policy research at an Ankara-based think tank 

observes, “We shouldn't forget the Erdoğan factor here. Erdoğan is a very strong public 

opinion shaper. While getting what the public thinks about foreign policy, he also 

shapes the public opinion.”42 

                                                      

41 E. (Turkish public opinion expert), interviewed by Kathryn Alexander, Istanbul, Turkey, June 

2016. 
42 U. (director of foreign policy research at Turkish think tank), interviewed by Kathryn 

Alexander, Ankara, Turkey, June 2016. 
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While Erdoğan frequently pursues “rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” effects with 

religious signaling, he does not eschew “rally-round-the-flag” attempts, either. Indeed, 

he often combines the two, fusing religious signaling with nationalist signaling. In 

addition to having a strong religious culture, Turkey also has deeply embedded 

nationalist roots, and by spiritualizing the flag,43 Erdoğan is able to doubly secure 

support for his winning coalition. The result, as previously mentioned, is increased 

signaling directly at Sunni Turks, in particular, which can be both implicitly and overtly 

anti-“other” (Kurd, Alevi, Alowite, Western, etc.). Sacred-symbol and flag rallies are 

conceptually distinct, but the Turkish case also shows that they need not be distinctive.  

In the next section, I will explore two particularly salient examples of foreign 

policy issues for which Erdoğan has used religious signaling—the Mavi Marmara Gaza 

flotilla incident in 2010, and the Syrian Civil War beginning in 2011—to demonstrate 

how religious signaling appears to lock Erdoğan into public statements and facilitate 

bellicose policies. 

3.4.4 Erdoğan’s Need to Stand Firm – Mavi Marmara and Syria 

3.4.4.1 Mavi Marmara (Gaza Flotilla) Incident 

In 2010, ten Turkish activists were killed by Israeli forces while aboard a ship 

headed for Gaza as part of an aid flotilla. The flotilla, intended to breach a blockade 

                                                      

43 The Turkish flag itself is actually literally spiritualized in Erdoğan’s discourse. He frequently 
attributes the red of its background to the blood of martyrs (şehitler, religious martyrs) who died for 
the nation. 
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imposed by Israel and Egypt on the Gaza territory, was 80 miles off the coast when 

Israeli commandos boarded its flagship, the Turkish-owned Mavi Marmara. Whether the 

activists or commandos initiated violence was later determined to be unclear by a 

United Nations inquiry, but gunfire from the Israelis ultimately killed 10 of the activists, 

all Turkish—and one a dual-citizen with the United States (BBC News 2016). Erdoğan 

condemned the attack in terms strong enough to elicit accusations of fomenting “a hot 

conflict” from the CHP (Fraser 2011) and insisted that normal ties between Turkey and 

Israel would be “unthinkable” until the latter apologized for the deaths (Hudson 2011). 

Turkey withdrew its ambassador from Tel Aviv, suspended cooperation with the Israeli 

military, and refused to let Israeli military aircraft enter its airspace (Hudson 2011). 

In his public statements about the incident, Erdoğan frequently framed his 

hardline positions with religious rhetoric and other religious signals. For example, 

speaking in Konya, one of Turkey’s most conservative, religious cities, Erdoğan used a 

reference to Jewish beliefs to condemn Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu:  

“‘The world is acting hypocritical,’ [Netanyahu] says. You are a hypocrite, a liar, 

proud of those who have been slaughtered…You know how to kill. I speak to 

them in their own language. The 10 commandments in the Torah say, ‘You shall 

not kill.’ I say again, ‘You shall not kill.’ Then I say it in your language. I am 

speaking Hebrew; ‘Lo Tir'tsach.’” (Işık 2010) 

In another instance, he invoked religiously charged language to attack: “ ‘Israel 

cannot clean the blood off its hands through any excuse,’ said Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. ‘It 

is no longer possible to cover up or ignore Israel's lawlessness. This bloody massacre by 
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Israel on ships that were taking humanitarian aid to Gaza deserves every kind of curse 

[damnation]44’” (Traynor 2010, "Bedeli Çok Ağır Olur" 2010). 

From the public, demand for these kinds of signals was also clear; rallies held 

around the country in support of the victims took place in religious spaces, were 

scheduled around prayers, and featured banners and chants with their own religious 

language ("Hamas is not terrorist" 2010, Işık 2010). At Erdoğan’s speech in Konya, 

citizens chanted slogans including “Mujahideen Prime Minister,” invoking the title of 

someone fighting jihad—a holy knight of Allah (Işık 2010). 

An apology did eventually come from Israel in 2013 (Keinon 2013), but relations 

were not fully normalized between the two nations until 2016. In the interim, Erdoğan 

continued to push for Israeli concessions that he had initially demanded in his 2010 

remarks, such as the removal of the Gaza blockade and compensation paid to the 

victims of the flotilla raid (Associated Press 2013). Normalization came once Israel 

finally agreed to provide the compensation, but a compromise was reached regarding 

the blockade, with Turkey agreeing to funnel its aid through an Israeli port and Israel 

agreeing to build much-needed infrastructure in Gaza ("Israel, Turkey reach 

rapprochement deal" 2016). Erdoğan got almost everything he had demanded, but not 

quite—not the complete removal of the blockade. And, when the reconciliation deal was 

announced, the Turkish aid group responsible for sending the flotilla in 2010—the 

                                                      

44 The word used for “curse,” lanet, also has the connotation of “damnation.”  
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Humanitarian Relief Foundation (IHH)—attacked Erdoğan for signing it, claiming “that 

the deal was tantamount to acceptance of Israel’s blockade on Gaza” (TOI 2016).  

Strategically, a renewal of relations made sense for both sides.45 Erdoğan, 

arguably an unparalleled shaper of public opinion about foreign policy with the trust of 

his people,46 theoretically could have defended the deal in those terms. Instead, he 

specifically retaliated against the IHH’s criticisms:  

“Did you ask for my permission before setting out on the flotilla?” Erdoğan said 

at a Ramadan fast-breaking dinner at his residence in Ankara. “When you launch 

a flotilla you need to ask [permission].” He added that at the time of the flotilla 

“we were already delivering the same amount of humanitarian aid to Gaza, but 

without making [a show if it].” (TOI 2016) 

Even after following through on the threats he had made in 2010 and 2011 to punish 

Israel for the incident and receiving two out of the three concessions he had demanded, 

Erdoğan felt the need to not only justify the decision to repair relations but to turn blame 

for the incident that had hurt them in the first place back around on the IHH—to 

publicly dress down a group for which he had initially been a champion. 

The tone taken by Erdoğan’s public pivot is tied to the strength with which—and 

the framing with which—he first approached it. Once you have accused someone of 

                                                      

45 Indeed, during the “freeze” of relations, business relationships between Turkey and Israel actually 
increased. This highlights how much of the conflict was purely rhetorical, and likely played for 
domestic strategic purposes by both Erdoğan and Netanyahu. The average Turk or Israeli, however, 
would not know of these private business ties, and Turkish opposition leaders, at least, could not 
effectively bring Erdoğan’s hypocrisy to light due to his control over the media. (Discussion of 
business ties with Israel is taboo for media outlets, if they do not want to be shut down or have their 
employees arrested.) Thus, the rhetoric, while perhaps somewhat empty in substance, was not empty 
in rallying effect. 
46 Interview with U. June 2016. 
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violating the most prominent and enduring of his own religion’s laws, and with the 

same breath labeled him a hypocrite and liar, that individual has been publicly branded 

as “wrong” in spiritual terms—enduring terms that do not change with the winds of 

realpolitik. Two out of three concessions might have been a particularly good outcome 

for ordinary international bargaining, but the all-or-nothing framing that Erdoğan used 

to domestically rally his coalition made it problematic to be seen as backing down on 

even a single issue. Erdoğan’s efforts to redirect blame onto another actor, even after 

Netanyahu seemed to be on the losing end of the bargain as a whole, reveal the power of 

the pressure placed upon him by his earlier signals. He could not officially back down 

until he received most of the concessions, and even then, measures had to be taken to 

account for the single compromise. Though this incident neither ended in Erdoğan 

losing power or ongoing conflict, the length of the stand-off (6 years) and the twist in its 

eventual resolution show the hand-tying power of Erdoğan’s religious bids. 

3.4.4.2 Syrian Civil War 

The locking-in effects of religious signals about foreign policy can similarly be 

seen in the evolution of Turkey’s position toward the Syrian Civil War—as well as the 

consequences that can develop for states when their leaders are unable to back down 

from them. Many different factors have clearly played roles in Turkey’s policies toward 

Syria since 2011, including alliances, the regional power balance in the Middle East, and 

the status of Syrian Kurds. Religious outbidding and Erdoğan’s relationship with his 
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religiously committed constituents will not explain the entire story. They can, however, 

help to shed light on the sheer strategic oddity of the path that Turkey has taken. 

Turkey’s foreign policy reputation today is almost as far as is possible from its erstwhile 

perception as a broker and role model in the region. Even the label of “precious 

loneliness,” coined by Erdoğan’s chief policy advisor to positively spin Turkey’s 

crumbling relations with almost every one of its neighbors (Gardner 2015), seems too 

generous and coherent for the state of Turkish policy by the end of 2017, which has been 

called everything from a “patchwork” to “erratic” (Erdemir and Tahiroğlu 2017). And 

while the bad turn certainly had roots stretching back to before the breakout of Syria’s 

domestic conflict, it is Syria that has seemed to dominate Turkey’s attention, and 

ultimately define its foreign policy strategies, in recent years. 

In August 2008, Bashar al-Assad and his wife joined Recep Tayyip and Emine 

Erdoğan in Bodrum for what the Turkish press termed a “working vacation” (Anter 

2008). And, until the summer of 2011, the two leaders were widely known for being as 

close as brothers, their countries actively collaborating in trade, travel, and on a multi-

billion dollar “friendship dam” that had had its groundbreaking in February of the same 

year (Cameron-Moore 2011). By the end of the year, however, Erdoğan’s attitude toward 

Assad had made an about-face, as he now vehemently condemned the dictator for using 

violence against his own citizens, sheltered the Free Syrian Army fighting against 

Assad’s government forces, and levied sanctions against the Syrian regime (Taşpınar 

2015). In November, Erdoğan made his first of many direct calls for Assad to step down 
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(Burch 2011). After a Turkish plane was determined to have been shot down by Syrian 

forces in 2012, Turkey deployed missiles to the countries’ shared border, a move closely 

followed by multiple border skirmishes between Turkish and Syrian forces. As Erdoğan 

developed a reputation for “clamoring for international action against the Syrian 

regime,” Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu “expressed enthusiasm for Turkish 

participation in any military action against Syria, whether this is sanctioned by the UN 

or not” (Idiz 2013). While the U.S. and other Western countries resisted Erdoğan’s call 

for direct intervention, Erdoğan and U.S. President Obama held a joint press conference 

in May 2013 in order to announce together, “Assad must go” ("Obama and Erdogan" 

2013). 

Turkey’s hardline opposition to Assad carried through 2014, 2015, and 2016, 

bringing with it accusations that in its single-minded fervor to break the regime, the 

Turkish government had turned a blind eye to, or even supported, the growing jihadi 

threat of the so-called Islamic State—a.k.a. ISIS, ISIL, or Daesh (Zalewski 2013). Erdoğan 

angrily denied these reports, but a sharp spike in radical Islamist terror attacks on his 

country’s soil after his denials seemed to suggest otherwise. In 2016, with “Operation 

Euphrates Shield,” the Turkish military made its first major incursion into Syrian 

territory to fight both the Islamic State and emboldened Kurdish forces, though Erdoğan 

justified the operation as staying true to his anti-Assad agenda (McDermid 2016). 

Finally, in January of 2017, it seemed that Russia, Iran, and Turkey would together be 

able to broker a deal between Assad and (non-Islamist) opposition forces, as they agreed 
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to enforce a ceasefire. Perhaps, mused commentators, the ever-pragmatic Erdoğan was 

finally softening toward Assad in pursuit of peace. Yet, in December 2017, Erdoğan 

flabbergasted allies and opponents alike by retrenching, declaring Assad “a terrorist,” 

and saying it would be impossible to “embrace the future with a Syrian president who 

has killed close to a million of his citizens” (Reuters Staff 2017). 

Throughout the conflict, Erdoğan has relied upon religious signaling as a key 

piece of his public communication about Turkey’s positions toward Syria. Early on, 

Erdoğan used the signals to express his confidence in the quick work that would be 

made of Assad—as in September 2012: “God willing, we will soon go to Damascus [...] 

and recite the al-Fatiha at the tomb of Saladin; we will perform our prayers in the 

Umayyad Mosque” (Ozkan 2015). In 2013, when Assad’s forces were accused of violence 

against Syrian civilians in the city of Baniyas, Erdoğan fumed, “If God permits, we will 

see this criminal, this murderer, receive his judgment in this world, and we will be 

grateful” (Sullivan 2013). Often in speeches where he would utilize religious signals, 

Erdoğan would also criticize Western countries for not taking the same hard line, 

creating an additional layer of cultural juxtaposition in the face-off between Turkey’s 

righteous anger, Assad’s cruelty, and the failure of “the West” to act. As terror attacks 

increased within Turkey’s borders in 2015, Erdoğan used an emphasis on shared faith to 

appeal to others to condemn terrorism—and to condemn Assad, who all terrorist groups 

ostensibly served: 
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“I strongly condemn the terrorists, who believe in the same religion as me. I am 

calling on all leaders of Muslim countries to take a united position. In the same 

manner, I also call on all religious leaders to unite in this issue,” he added. [....] 

Erdoğan also accused Syrian President Bashar al-Assad of supporting ISIL and 

buying oil from the group. “All terror organizations in the region are today 

serving the al-Assad regime directly or indirectly. ISIL is supported by al-Assad. 

Al-Assad buys oil from Daesh and provides it with money. One must be blind 

not to see this; this is clearly apparent,” he said. ("Muslims 'must unite'" 2015) 

As the AKP-led government supported Syrian rebels—especially the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Syria, which eventually failed (Tremblay 2018)—Erdoğan also frequently 

integrated into many of his speeches about the conflict a Muslim Brotherhood hand 

signal known as the “Rabia,” a four-fingered salute with pan-Sunni connotations. With 

each use of the hand gesture—which was so prolific in Erdoğan’s speeches that, when it 

would not play well, he needed to be advised not to use it—Erdoğan thus alluded to a 

regional, political solidarity between Sunni Muslims that implicitly excluded “others” 

like Alawites (Assad), Alevis (domestic rivals like Kılıçdaroğlu),47 and Shiites (Iran).48  

In the Syrian conflict’s first years, a majority of the Turkish public was against 

intervention in it by their country. 2012 polls by the Center for Economics and Foreign 

Policy Studies reported that 57% of all Turks opposed direct intervention in Syria—

including 41.4% of AKP members—while 51% of citizens wanted Turkey to remain 

                                                      

47 Alawites and Alevis are both part of the wider Shia movement, but they are two distinct 

groups. Among other significant differences, Alawites are Arabs and Alevis are Turks. 
48 Though, when criticized, Erdoğan has claimed not to associate the gesture with the Muslim 

Brotherhood— and rather the four principles which each finger in the salute signify (one nation, 

one flag, one homeland and one state)—his personal history with support of the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt and the region, in addition to Turkey’s support of the Muslim Brotherhood 

in Syria, suggest that, as is usually the case, Erdoğan knows exactly how to make a symbol work 

for him when and how he wants. 
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uninvolved or impartial in a post-Assad Syria (EDAM 2012, 2013). In 2013, Pew reported 

that 66% of Turks were opposed to Middle East countries—including their own—getting 

involved in the crisis (Stokes 2013). Ankara-based MetroPOLL found in 2013 that only 

28% of Turks approved of Erdoğan’s handling of the Syria issue, with a major drop in 

his approval ratings from 2012 to 2013—from 71% to 59 %—directly associated with his 

approach (Sullivan 2013).  

Hale (2016) notes, however, that public opinion about Syria has been somewhat 

ambiguous and difficult to pin down (3-4). In addition, these trends may not fully 

capture the extent to which many religious Sunni Turks have sympathized with the 

Sunni population in Syria during the war, “expressing solidarity with what is perceived 

to be the oppression of the Sunni majority by a secular military regime” (Williams 2015). 

Indeed, as the conflict has dragged on, Turkish society has become increasingly 

polarized about a number of issues along religious-secular lines, with Syria being 

particularly salient. As Williams points out about Erdoğan’s options in 2015: 

Turkey faces a host of policy challenges with all options pointing to greater 

engagement in Syria. Whether the Erdoğan government softens its line on Assad, 

collaborates more cooperatively with the United States on anti-ISIS policy, or 

hardens its position by resisting cooperation with the Kurds and continuing to 

back the mainly Sunni opposition in Syria, it risks rallying some sectors of 

society while alienating others even further. (2015) 

Of all the groups to be potentially alienated, however, religious Sunnis are those 

with whom Erdoğan could least afford it. Certainly, Syria has contributed to the stark 

polarization of Turkish society—and continues to, as Turkey’s direct involvement has 
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only ratcheted up in 2018—but Erdoğan himself, and the creep of his authoritarian hold 

on the government, has also played an enormous role in creating that fissure. From the 

spring of 2012 to the spring of 2014, Erdoğan’s favorability ratings fell from 59% (very or 

somewhat favorable) to 51% (Pew Research Center 2014). With nearly half of the country 

against him, Erdoğan has retained every incentive over time to continue to signal to his 

base (religious, mostly Sunni, citizens) and hold onto their support as part of a popular 

majority. And they continue to adamantly support him: “There is a cultural element that 

is very hard for outsiders to grasp. He represents Sunni Turkey, and an identity that had 

been sidelined from power for many years” (Kingsley 2016). In August 2014, Erdoğan 

stood for election as president in the first-ever popular election for the post in the 

Turkish Republic. He won just 51% of the vote—but enough to claim a majority mandate 

(Letsch 2014).  

There are many questions to ask about Turkish policy toward the Syrian Civil 

War. An obvious first one is: Why did Erdoğan take such a hard line on Assad so 

quickly, particularly while taking a softer on the Islamic State? Then: Why, when that 

hard line seemed to alienate every potential collaborator at one point or another, did 

Erdoğan never really back away from it? Kadercan (2017) makes a convincing argument 

that both Erdoğan and Davutoğlu saw an opportunity for Turkey to demonstrate 

leadership in the early stages of the conflict, to which Western states were paying little 

attention. Indeed, AKP leaders had great hope for the emergence of Turkish regional 

influence during the Arab Spring period in many areas. Their gambles on other 
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countries, however, did not pay off, especially their backing of the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s rise to power in Egypt. Says a policy analyst with a think tank in Ankara, 

this left Erdoğan and his advisors with something of a policy “hangover.”49 The analyst 

explains, “I think we’re now in the post-Arab Spring stage—or maybe post-Turkish 

leadership stage—where Turkey is much more stand-offish. It is learning, albeit very 

slowly, that it can’t be a big leader in the region.” In 2011, however, as the Syrian crisis 

began, Erdoğan did not know how badly his bets would play out. Being one of the first 

definitive voices on Assad, who he and Davutoğlu expected to fall from power very 

quickly, seemed like the kind of “right side of history” foreign policy move that could 

build Erdoğan a legacy, and crown him the regional leader he wanted to be. 

By the time it became clear that Assad was not going to go quickly or quietly, not 

only had Erdoğan sunk significant cost and religious signaling into the former’s ouster, 

but all of his other Arab Spring bets—into which he had also sunk significant religious 

signals—were coming back empty. Some might argue that momentum, hubris, or sheer 

ignorance kept Erdoğan beating on the anti-Assad drum in the years to come, but it is 

also crucial to remember the domestic political dimension, and what Erdoğan had to 

lose for coming back to his religiously committed constituents from the entire Arab 

Spring empty-handed. To his strongest Sunni supporters, what would backing down 

from countless threats against the Alawite dictator say about Erdoğan’s strength as a 

                                                      

49 Interview with S. June 2016. 
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leader—or even about his favor with God? Unlike with the Gaza Flotilla incident, 

Erdoğan had no policy wins to show for his efforts and no convenient scapegoat upon 

which to cast the blame for backing down vis-à-vis Assad.50  

While many factors have contributed to the chaos of Turkish foreign policy since 

2010, and since 2013 in particular,51 two parallel constants help to begin to untangle the 

incentives that embroiled Turkey in the costly Syrian conflict: Erdoğan’s continued need 

for the support of his religiously committed constituents and his ongoing religious 

signaling about the conflict. As Erdoğan’s domestic situation has evolved, his perceived 

challengers have grown more formidable.52 His foreign policy successes have also been 

limited. Religious signaling and refusing to back down from the positions framed with 

those signals have remained a lifeline to his core winning coalition. As my theory 

predicts, Erdoğan has doubled down on bellicose behavior after issuing strongly 

spiritualized threats instead of backing down.  

3.5 Conclusion 

In this paper I have constructed a theory linking levels of religious commitment 

within states’ politically relevant populations to increased likelihoods of initiating 

international conflict. First, I established scope conditions for the theory, which indicate 

                                                      

50 Though it could be argued that the Turkish government’s semi-pivot to a focus on the threat 

posed by Syrian Kurds (and Kurds at home) does serve a similar re-framing purpose.  
51 Interview with E. June 2016. 
52 Erdoğan’s turns on Gülen, Gül, and Davutoğlu all take place during this period. Kılıçdaroğlu’s 

strength and success in opening the CHP to religious voters also increases. 
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that it will have the greatest explanatory power for countries in which leaders rely upon 

the support of a selectorate with high levels of religious commitment in order to remain 

in power. Second, I showed that when leaders perceive credible challenges from 

potential rivals in such contexts, they will have incentives to compete for the support of 

religiously committed members of the selectorate as part of retaining a winning 

coalition. Third, I showed how that competition takes place through a process of 

religious outbidding, outlining the incentives for leaders to bid into the realm of foreign 

policy in pursuit of “rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” effects. Finally, I demonstrated that 

leaders who religiously outbid using foreign policy issues can find themselves locked 

into threats because of especially high costs for backing down, rendering them more 

likely to follow through on threats, initiate conflict and pursue seemingly irrational 

policies. 

A case study of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s national political career in Turkey offers 

support for my reasoning. When high levels of religious commitment among the 

members of his selectorate intersected with perceptions of credible threats to his power 

from potential challengers, Erdoğan’s use of religious signaling increased in intensity 

and scope. His rhetoric and subsequent policy choices about the Gaza Flotilla incident 

and Syrian Civil War show how such signaling corresponded to doubling down on 

threats and a refusal to back down even when the course of action did not serve 

(international) realpolitik strategic ends. 
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In competitive political environments, leaders with religiously committed 

selectorates, like Erdoğan, will have incentives to continually employ religious signaling 

in foreign policy spheres in attempts to outbid potential challengers. But with more 

signals will come more bellicose behaviors if leaders get continually locked in. Domestic 

political institutions can impact these probabilities, as can the threat perception and risk 

attitudes of leaders, but in general, these incentive structures can help to explain why 

countries with higher proportions of religiously committed citizens demonstrate, on 

average, higher counts of international conflict initiation. The explanatory power of the 

theory, however, is not limited to states where general populations make up a leader’s 

selectorate; the recent authoritarian turn of Turkish politics shows that, even with a 

smaller selectorate, Erdoğan has retained incentives to religiously outbid, and he has 

only continued to double down in policy areas like Syria. 

Some observers interpret the current state of affairs in Turkey as almost a 

guarantee that Erdoğan will not lose popularity in the short term, because he seems 

impervious to scandal and criticism (Kingsley 2016). But, challenges to this point have 

not impugned the president’s piety or religious sincerity, and rivals have not yet been 

able to muster comparable religious credibility. My argument suggests that, were a 

credible alternative to emerge in that vein, or if Erdoğan missteps in some way in his 

signaling to his religious audience, perhaps an opening for change could emerge. 

However, the president currently uses a mixed strategy of oppression and outbidding 

(among other tools) to out-manuever potential challengers—such as CHP leader 
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Kılıçdaroğlu, who Erdoğan can always either truly religiously outbid or silence using his 

stranglehold on the Turkish media—that intentionally diminishes the probability that a 

credible alternative will be able to emerge. 

Another possibility for an opening could come with conflict fatigue on the part of 

Erdoğan’s selectorate. Kertzer and Brutger (2016) suggest that audiences can punish 

leaders not only for inconsistency in international crises, but also for being belligerent in 

the first place. At the moment, belligerence costs do not appear to restrain Erdoğan’s 

bellicose behavior—for example, with regard to US-backed Syrian Kurds. However, 

even United States President George W. Bush’s loyal, religiously committed constituents 

became war weary in the United States after ongoing setbacks in Iraq and Afghanistan; 

perhaps a similar shift could take place in Turkey if fighting in Syria continues to 

generate few returns. 

This project yields a number of testable hypotheses that can be applied to 

examinations of additional cases: 

1. Leaders who more frequently use religious signaling in public statements 

about foreign policy will more frequently involve their states in bellicose 

behaviors. 

2. Leaders will use religious signaling to frame international crises more 

frequently when they are experiencing credible domestic challenges to 

their power. 
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3. The higher the proportions of religiously committed individuals in their 

selectorates, the more likely leaders will be to employ religious framing in 

public statements about foreign policy. 

4. Leaders with anti-religious veto players in their winning coalitions will 

be less likely to employ religious framing in public statements than 

leaders without such veto players, regardless of the prevalence of 

religious commitment amongst other selectorate members. 

5. Religiously committed selectorates will be more likely to punish leaders 

who back down from foreign policy threats framed using religious 

signals than leaders who back down from “regular” threats. 

In addition, the findings of this study raise a number of questions for future research. 

Some of these questions involve religious signaling itself: for example, are some types of 

religious signals more effective at rallying audiences around a sacred symbol? Do 

leaders tend to employ different types of religious signals for domestic versus foreign 

policy? Are some types of religious signals costlier from which to back down than 

others? Other questions concern leaders: Do leaders who are themselves religious have 

an easier time successfully using religious signaling? Do outwardly religious leaders 

experience the same climb-down effects as leaders who express less personal piety, or 

are they punished by audiences in different ways? Can religious signaling help leaders 

to back out of previously-issued religious signals? For example, can leaders get away 
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with, “God told me not to follow through with this after all”?53 And what about the 

second-order consequences of using religious signaling, particularly with members of 

the selectorate who are not themselves religiously committed? The future holds many 

opportunities for research on religious signals, religiously committed 

populations/selectorates/audiences, and the role of religion in shaping the policy stances 

of state executives. This study takes a first step toward opening such an agenda. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

53 This could be an interesting topic to explore with different historical frames. For example, perhaps 

priming members of Abrahamic religions with the story of Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac (or Ishmael, in 

Islam) and God’s intervention at the last moment could lead them to support a leader’s decision to back 

down, rather than punish it. 
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4. Article 3: “Choose Your Words Faithfully: Religious 
Commitment, Elite Rhetoric, and the Formation of 
Individual Foreign Policy Opinion” 

Religiously committed people are those to whom religious ideas and identities 

are especially important and salient (Hoge and Zulueta 1985, 23). Scholars of American 

politics have shown that such religiously committed individuals have systematically 

different preferences for both domestic (Layman 1997; Guth et al. 1995; Guth and Green 

1993; Green et al. 1996; Kaufmann 2004) and foreign policy (Smidt 2005; Guth 2009) from 

those to whom religion is less important—even when they belong to the same faith 

tradition. While religious commitment’s connections to domestic political agendas have 

been relatively well explored, however, comparatively little is known about what 

accounts for the unique views of religiously committed people when it comes to foreign 

policy. 

In the context of domestic politics, connections between religious commitment 

and public opinion are relatively intuitive. People with high religious commitment are 

more likely to be socially conservative, vote Republican, and eschew 

environmentalism—though race and gender are disrupters of these associations (Hunter 

1991; Kellstedt and Green 1993; Guth et al. 1995; Layman 1997, 2001; Kaufmann 2004). 

Why religiously committed individuals would have unique preferences in the realm of 

foreign policy, however, is not as clear. While foreign affairs have become increasingly 

partisan in recent years, public opinion regarding international relations has historically 
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been significantly less divisible along party lines than domestic politics (Smidt 2005, 

245). Even with increasing effects of partisanship, multiple foreign policy outlooks 

coexist in America’s major parties, with Democrats representing both doves and 

cosmopolitans and Republicans hosting hawks and isolationists—with some overlap, 

besides. In fact, a recent survey by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs demonstrates 

multiple foreign policy areas in which ongoing overlap and agreement between 

Democrats and Republicans remains (Smeltz et al. 2015, 2-3).  Accordingly, even if 

religious commitment simply mapped onto mostly conservative partisanship in foreign 

policy as it often does domestically, we would not necessarily expect to see a unified and 

unique set of preferences from religiously committed people based on that association 

alone.54   

However, individual religious commitment has been tied to not only discernable 

patterns of foreign policy views (Smidt 2005; Guth 2009),55 but also, in the aggregate, to 

patterns of interstate conflict (Alexander 2017). What explains the divergence between 

the foreign policy views of religiously committed people and their less- and 

uncommitted counterparts? This article posits that these differences may be at least 

partially attributable to variation in how religiously committed and uncommitted 

                                                      

54 Further, even when partisanship does yield discernable connections to foreign policy opinion, religious 

factors have been shown to retain independent effects after ideology and party identity have been accounted 

for (Smidt, 2005, 260). 
55 Smidt’s religious “salience” measure is essentially identical to measures of religious “commitment” in 

other work. The two terms are often used interchangeably (as religious commitment ultimately measures 

the salience of religion to individuals), along with “religiosity,” though sociologists of religion make 

nuanced distinctions between the terms (Hornsby-Smith 2009). 
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populations process and respond to cues from elites, especially when foreign policy 

issues are brand new or still developing. 

When new issues arise in domestic politics, citizens have a broad, lived context 

in which to place them ideologically, often with opinions about related issues that can be 

recycled or grafted on. New issues in foreign policy, however, are likely to come with 

much less inherent context, and in the nascent stages of a foreign event or policy’s 

development, citizens may be more likely to look to trusted elites for guidance on what 

to think about it. Foreign policy is, in fact, an opinion area in which deference to 

executive leadership tends to rein supreme (Mueller, 1973). Consequently, factors that 

make executives and elites trustworthy in the eyes of ordinary civilians will be of great 

importance for understanding how members of the public develop opinions about 

foreign policy. 

I argue that religiously committed citizens will be most likely to place their trust 

in elites who can effectively signal their own connection and commitment to the cause of 

the faithful, whereas uncommitted citizens will be less likely to do so. Accordingly, the 

gap in foreign policy opinion between committed and uncommitted individuals is likely 

to be, in part, an artifact of how they are cued by elites that they trust. 

In the following sections, I synthesize insights from the literatures on public 

opinion, foreign policy, and religion and politics to justify this argument and then test it 

using an original survey experiment administered to a national sample of American 

adults. The first section makes a case for the relevance of religious salience to individual 
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attitudes about foreign policy and identifies existing strategies for capturing salience 

with measures of “religious commitment,” advocating for their application to the study 

of public opinion and foreign policy. The second section unpacks the mechanisms of 

elite signaling that I argue can condition religiously committed individuals to express 

different foreign policy opinions than their uncommitted counterparts and presents two 

testable hypotheses. The third section outlines the project’s survey experiment research 

design. The fourth section presents results which the fifth section discusses, and the 

sixth section concludes. 

4.1 Public Opinion, Foreign Policy, and the Role of Religion 

Over the past two decades, the study of religion and politics has experienced 

both a resurgence and a rebirth. Whereas past political research tended to marginalize 

the impact of religious factors or even ignore them completely, the “faith factor” has 

been recently rediscovered by scholars and practitioners alike (Wald and Wilcox 2006; 

Green 2007). Even work in international relations, which lagged significantly behind 

other subfields in its consideration of religion (Fox and Sandler 2004; Hurd 2004; 

Philpott 2009), has made great leaps forward in past years, likely spurred on by the high 

profile of religious extremism in world affairs in the post-9/11 era. One area of increasing 

progress has been in identifying robust religious correlates to public opinion about 

foreign policy, particularly in the United States case. 
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While the well-known “Almond-Lippmann consensus,”56 once posited that 

public opinion is too volatile, unstable, lacking in coherence, and unstructured to 

actually influence policymakers and impact foreign policy (Holsti 1992, p.442), public 

opinion’s relevance for foreign policymaking has been well demonstrated at this point. 

What’s more, as Aldrich et al. (2006) point out, entire schools of thought within modern 

political science have been constructed upon the assumption that public opinion exerts 

an influence on foreign policy – at least in the democratic context57—including the 

literatures on casualty aversion, diversionary war, and certain theories regarding the 

democratic peace.58 Understanding factors that influence public opinion about foreign 

policy, therefore, is an important piece of analyzing the foreign policy orientations and 

processes of states. 

Twenty years ago, religion was receiving little attention in connection to foreign 

policy opinion: 

Although recent intellectual advances in the measurement of religious variables 

have provided additional insight into problems of attitude formation, vote 

choice, and party alignments in domestic politics (Leege and Kellstedt 1993), 

researchers have made few efforts to connect religious variables with public 

attitudes on foreign affairs...and even fewer using sophisticated religious 

measures. (Guth et al. 1996, 331)  

                                                      

56 This “consensus” was a broad scholarly agreement following World War II based on the work of Almond 

(1956, 1960) and Lippmann (1922, 1927). 
57 For more detailed treatments of the initial debate, see Bartels (1991); Holsti (1992); Foyle (1999) and 

Aldrich et al. (2006), among others. 
58 Even when elites do not correctly perceive public opinion (Kull and Destler  1999), their perceptions about 

the public can still be clearly tied to foreign policy decisions (Aldrich et al. 2006).   Further still, findings 

linking public opinion to foreign policy are not only limited to the United States case (Risse-Kappen 1991). 
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Since that time, however, religious factors have been linked to individuals’ views 

regarding all sorts of different foreign policies (Guth et al. 1996; Jelen 1994; Smidt 2005; 

Baumgartner, Francia and Morris 2008; Taydas, Kentmen and Olson 2012). Recent work 

has been particularly diligent in looking beyond opinion trends tied to religious 

traditional affiliation alone. For example, Froese and Mencken (2009) emphasize 

“sacralization ideology”—a view advocating little to no differentiation between secular 

and religious institutions (essentially a lack of separation between church and state)—as 

being a major predictor of neoconservative foreign policy positions regarding the Iraq 

War. Though a connection is shown to exist between traditional affiliation and 

individuals’ foreign policy preferences, the effect of sacralization ideology is found to be 

even greater, and to cut across different traditions and levels of conservatism. In a 

similar vein, Glazier (2013) finds that respondents with more “providential” religious 

beliefs are more likely to support foreign policies framed in religious terms, and such 

beliefs can also vary across denominations. Research like this, which examines religion’s 

impact on individuals beyond simply how they identify with one tradition over another, 

is the new frontier for scholars of religion, public opinion, and foreign policy, taking into 

account different aspects of belief, behavior, and belonging to fully grasp the many ways  

in which religion  is a salient factor for individuals, thereby impacting how they think 

about foreign policy (Smidt, Kellstedt and Guth 2009). 

This project aims to advance that frontier, emphasizing religion’s connections to 

foreign policy opinion beyond measures of affiliation. Specifically, I focus on the 
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relationship between individuals’ religious commitment and how their commitment 

influences the sources to which they turn for formulating their views about state 

responses to international events. 

The notion that religion’s salience would be directly tied to people’s policy 

preferences is rooted in conclusions from psychology: “According to theories of 

cognitive consistency, those for whom religious beliefs are highly salient should feel 

greater pressure to bring their political attitudes into congruence with their religious 

convictions than those for whom such beliefs are less salient” (Smidt, Kellstedt and Guth 

2009, p.20). Measuring this dimension of “religious salience,” manifested outwardly as 

“religious commitment,” is thus of clear importance for uncovering when religious 

convictions are actually likely to impact individuals’ political attitudes. Roof (1979) 

defines religious commitment as “an individual’s beliefs and behaviors in relation to the 

supernatural and/or high intensity values” (18), emphasizing that “religious 

commitment” is ultimately a measure of various observable behaviors and beliefs that 

communicate the internal importance of religion   to someone. Measures of religious 

commitment have been well-utilized in the study of domestic policy public opinion, but 

there remains a great deal of room for their expansion into the realm of foreign policy 

opinion research. This paper shifts the focus to foreign policy opinion while following 

previous research in measuring commitment. 

The standard practice for social scientists interested in studying the impacts of 

religious commitment has been to measure it using a composite indicator incorporating 



117 

 

 
117 

various dimensions of people’s religious involvement and identification. Kellstedt et al. 

(1996) emphasize why no one dimension can perfectly capture the extent of what it 

means to belong to a religious community: 

Behavioral measures, such as church attendance, overemphasize institutional 

connections and neglect old, infirmed, and mobile populations. In contrast, 

subjective measures, such as salience, deemphasize institutional connections and 

disadvantage religious behavior. Beliefs and affiliation are afflicted by the low 

levels of opinion consistency, constraint, and knowledge that characterize the 

mass public. All of these measures routinely suffer from social desirability 

effects, and some may be biased toward a particular denomination or religious 

tradition. (177) 

To deal with this issue, Kellstedt et al. construct a scale of “minimum commitment,” 

which sums individuals’ “lack of commitment on the various dimensions of 

involvement, measuring, in effect, the absence of belonging” (178). By this reasoning, 

someone who scores high on all included dimensions would be shown to have a 

stronger level of commitment than someone who still scored high but on fewer 

dimensions. Operationalizing this scale, Kellstedt and colleagues find distinct 

connections between religious commitment and political behavior. And, perhaps most 

interestingly, the least committed groups within each religious tradition are shown to 

have similar preferences. In other words, at low levels of commitment, religious 

tradition does not appear to matter. 

In short, religious commitment is both an important indicator of how likely an 

individual is to bring their political behavior and preferences into line with their 

religious convictions and an as-yet understudied factor of potential relevance to shaping 

patterns of individual foreign policy opinion. 
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4.2 Religious Elites and Type Differentiation 

As mentioned above, some previous work has shown a connection between 

religious commitment and foreign policy preferences. Using an indicator comprised of 

whether respondents report being a member of a church, having attended church in the 

last seven days, identifying religion as important to their lives, and/or believing that 

religion can answer today’s problems, Smidt (2005) shows that respondents with the 

highest levels of religious salience tracked with the highest levels of support for both 

removing Saddam Hussein from power and invading Iraq. The respondents in Smidt’s 

study with the highest salience were also most likely to view Islam as encouraging 

violence more than other religions. 

While Smidt’s study establishes a statistical link between religious commitment 

and foreign policy preferences toward Iraq, it does not really unpack the substantive 

connection linking the two. Yankelovich (2005), on the other hand, speaks to what it 

might be: namely, a special relationship of trust established between President George 

W. Bush and his religiously committed constituents. He writes: 

[T]he ideological gap that separates ardently religious Americans from less 

religious ones may not be permanent. It hinges on the personal bond between 

President Bush and his religious constituency – a bond so personal it may not be 

transferable to another president.  The connection is also susceptible to the 

results of U.S. foreign policy....If [the Bush administration’s] policies prove 

ineffective, Washington might return to a traditional “realist” outlook that is less 

moralistic and absolute – and less attractive to the religious set. (11-12) 

For Yankelovich, the crucial link between support for a particular foreign policy (Iraq) 

and religiously committed individuals lies with a political elite – an elite with a 
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“moralistic” outlook that is “attractive to the religious set.” This implies that religiously 

committed individuals take their cues from and support the policy preferences of an 

elite with whom they more generally agree. It is not necessarily a matter of policy, 

Yankelovich argues, but rather a question of the elite’s character and the language he 

employs to justify the policies: “They can take what he says at face value and accept his 

sincerity and clarity of moral purpose. He is on the side of good, and therefore what he 

does is right. The religiously committed will make whatever sacrifices he says are 

needed to protect the nation” (10). 

If Yankelovich is correct, religiously committed individuals’ preferences for 

policies are likely to be influenced by religious elites (or, as in the case of President Bush, 

elites who are religious). In his reasoning, the religious audience does not blindly follow 

their elite; negative results of the foreign policies that he justified could disrupt the 

established bond of trust. Thus, information about outcomes can be evaluated. The 

audience is not uninformed. However, what about before such information is available, 

before people have previous results or context against which to hold up proposed 

foreign policies? In that case, the bond of trust might be more important than the 

policies themselves: “The religiously committed will make whatever sacrifices he says are 

needed to protect the nation” (Yankelovitch 10, emphasis added). If the elite says that 

some action will be necessary in order to further national security before the audience 

knows any better, whether that elite is trustworthy will ultimately be the grounds on 

which citizens evaluate the statement. 



120 

 

 
120 

Here we return to what we know of the religiously committed crowd, whose 

religious ideas and convictions are most salient and most likely to influence their 

political opinions. To the committed citizen, what makes an elite trustworthy is knowing 

that they are “on the side of good.” So, how can an elite signal that they are indeed on 

good’s side? In a competing marketplace of endorsements and points of view, how can 

elites distinguish themselves as being trustworthy and credible enough to be the ones to 

influence the religiously committed? 

Perceived sharing of a religious identity with an elite may be one way in which 

religious committed people vet elites, with religiously committed citizens using the 

cognitive shortcut of similarity in religious affiliation to determine whom to trust. 

According to a recent Pew study (2016), just over 50% of Americans indicate that it is 

important (either “very important” or “somewhat important”) to them that a president 

share their religious beliefs. However, identity may also be too simplistic of a cue, as it 

leaves the field of potentially trustworthy elites still relatively wide open, particularly in 

the United States where few politicians will admit to being unreligious and only two 

presidents—Jefferson and Lincoln—have ever been elected with no formal affiliation to 

the Christian tradition (Masci 2017). Shared identity may be a prerequisite for the trust 

of the religiously committed but perhaps not sufficient on its own. Instead, religious 

elites might only be able to truly differentiate themselves as trustworthy through the use 

of more discernable and differentiating signals. 
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Religious rhetoric could constitute such a signal. From the perspective of citizens 

in a political market seemingly over-saturated with “religious” politicians, it may be 

relatively easy for an insincere elite to claim a personal faith, and perhaps even 

emphasize its personal quality in explaining away lack of observable practice (i.e. church 

attendance). More costly, however, would be an elite taking the time to learn the lexicon 

of religious communities—words, verses, turns of phrase, even hermaneutical 

approaches—simply to use them in public statements. Rhetorical signals could 

potentially tap into value predispositions—shaped by both the socialization and 

ideological aspects of religious life—that impact responsiveness to political arguments 

forwarded by elite sources (Zaller, 1992). Those, therefore, who can effectively use a 

religious community’s shibboleths could be perceived as sincerer in their own faith, 

trustworthy, and actually religiously motivated. Going back to President Bush, the 

support he garnered from religiously committed constituents neatly fits this explanation, 

famous as he was for utilizing recognizably religious language, or “code words.”59 

Returning to the puzzle of partisanship and foreign policy, could it be that 

religious signals like rhetoric or group identity are ultimately just proxies for party—

especially for Republicans? If not, Zaller and Teller (2015) point out, then they may not 

have much actual effect, as partisan communication is ultimately the most powerful and 

will be difficult to compete with (13). However, Hillygus and Shields (2008) argue that, 

                                                      

59 See M. Bostdorff (2003); Berggren and Rae (2006); Inboden (2008); Smith (2008), among others. 
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when voters have “internal conflict” with their party’s official stance on a particular 

issue, candidates from the other party may be able to attract those voters by 

emphasizing that “wedge” issue. Perhaps certain foreign policy issues that can be 

effectively framed in religious terms can also act as a wedge—especially brand-new 

issues about which citizens have fewer established opinions and rely more on 

predispositions. Indeed, religiously-charged issues like gay marriage, stem cell research, 

and abortion are some of the highest profile such wedge issues domestically. Because 

religion tends to be a core identity issue for post-Reagan Republicans, religiously 

committed Democrats may be more likely to see their own religious values as 

potentially “conflicting” with their own party and be more open to persuasion by what 

they perceive as legitimate religious appeals. Independents might be more likely to be 

swayed to the Right for similar reasons. Existing empirical evidence from Smidt (2005) 

also demonstrates an independent effect of religious variables on foreign policy 

opinion—on the 2003 invasion of Iraq, of all cases—even after the (strong) effects of 

political variables like party identification have been accounted for (259). 

Alternatively, perhaps source effects between elites and especially religious 

constituents are not so dependent on the elites themselves. Did religiously committed 

individuals perhaps average higher support for American involvement in Iraq because 

they did actually agree with the policies themselves, rather than because they simply 

followed the President’s lead? The potential for instrumentalization of religion by 

leaders is a common theme within the study of religion and politics, but perhaps 
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religiously committed people are actually more difficult to cue than their less committed 

counterparts. This could be because the salience of religious beliefs and social 

reinforcement that drive and solidify predispositions also make them less likely to be 

persuaded in another direction. Tesler and Zaller (2015) emphasize that, “political 

communication cannot override strong personal beliefs” (14). 

Two testable hypotheses arise from this discussion: 

Hypothesis 1: Religiously committed individuals will be more likely to support a 

foreign policy when it is endorsed by elites clearly identified as belonging to 

their own religious tradition.  

Hypothesis 2: Religiously committed individuals will be more likely to support a 

foreign policy when it is endorsed by elites utilizing religiously-charged 

language. 

This project tests the explanatory power of these mechanisms using an original survey 

experiment, the design for which is outlined below. If the story is simply about shared 

identity, we should expect to see differentiation between how religiously commit- ted 

respondents react to the endorsement of a policy by religious elites versus that same 

endorsement by secular elites. If achieving the correct rhetoric is the key, however, we 

should expect to see such differentiation only when (or to a greater degree when) 

religious rhetoric is employed by religious elites. 

4.3 Research Design 

4.3.1 Survey Experiment 

The original survey experiment used to test the above hypotheses was designed 

and implemented in October 2016 as part of a “time-sharing” survey organized by the 
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Initiative for Survey Methodology at Duke University. It was administered securely 

online using Qualtrics Survey Software to a non-probability sample of American adults 

(18+) recruited by Qualtrics Panels. The sample used quotas to reflect the make-up of the 

United States population in terms of age, education, race, and gender. Participants were 

offered an incentive by the firm that invited them to participate in the survey; Qualtrics 

does not disclose the names of the firms from which its participants have been recruited. 

Individuals completed the survey as they were recruited, between the 19th and 25th of 

October, 2016. The full survey took respondents approximately 10 minutes to complete, 

asking them questions about their attitudes on several political topics, including both 

domestic and foreign policy. The survey was administered to 1383 participants; 830 

respondents produced “good completes,” while another 553 failed an attention check, 

were “speeders,” or did not pass the screening questions. 

For this study, subjects reviewed fabricated information about an international 

crisis. In the crisis, a country located in one of three randomized world regions (Eastern 

Europe, the Middle East, or Sub-Saharan Africa) was reported to have invaded one of its 

neighbors. Subjects then went on to read about a bipartisan, nongovernmental group 

that had been quoted as supporting American intervention in the crisis. Fabricated 

information regarding the nature of the group—whether it was made up of “religious” 

leaders or “community” leaders—and the language used in the group’s endorsement—

religiously charged or more secular—varied according to the conditions to which 

participants were assigned. Participants were then asked to provide evaluations of the 
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non-governmental group and indicate their level of support for an intervention by the 

U.S. government consistent with the group’s endorsement.60  

In order to maximize generalizability and account for other factors commonly 

linked to individuals’ opinions of foreign policy options (Tomz 2007), six characteristics 

of the crisis were randomly varied, all of which are outlined in Table 1: the regional 

location of the crisis, the regime type of the invading country, the goal of the invading  

country, the threat posed to U.S. interests by the invasion,  the effort that would be 

required on  the part of the United States to repel the invasion, and the majority religion 

of the invading country. These characteristics were randomized for each respondent, 

resulting in 3x2x2x2x2x2 unique combinations of characteristics—96 possible scenarios. 

These dimensions are not considered in the analysis as they were randomized with the 

primary goal of ruling out confounding factors as alternative explanations for the 

observed results. 

Table 1. Vignette Dimensions 

Region Sub-Saharan Africa Middle East Eastern Europe 

Invading Country Regime 

Type 

Democratically-

elected 
Non-democratic  

Goal of Invading Country 
Acquire material 

resources 

Settle a long-time 

regional feud 
 

Threat to U.S. Interests Have little effect on Do harm to  

                                                      

60 The full text of the experimental vignette, each treatment condition, and the questions utilized in the 

analysis can be found in Appendix F. 
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Effort Required to Repel Minimal Major  

Majority Religion of 

Invading Country 
Christianity Islam  

 

Respondents were each randomly sorted into one of three treatment conditions: 

A, B, and C. Each condition varied the nature and language of a bipartisan, 

nongovernmental group called the Center for Civic Engagement, or the CFCE, which 

endorsed the U.S. government intervening in the crisis. The design references a group of 

elites rather than an existing politician or even a hypothetical singular elite in an attempt 

to avoid priming subjects with cognitive connections to existing biases—especially 

party—that could impact their responses. Mentioning “the president,” for example, even 

if not by name, would have run the risk of triggering responses to the policy 

recommendation based on an individual’s amity or emnity toward Barack Obama, 

obscuring whether the treatment had any effect. 

In Condition A (the control), the CFCE was described as a “a bipartisan 

organization made up of prominent community organizers from across the country” 

quoted as advocating for American intervention in the crisis by saying, “This act of 

violence must be met with a strong response. It is our charge as a great nation to defend 

states that cannot defend themselves, and therefore we cannot not allow aggression such 

as we are witnessing now to operate unchecked. The United States must act to put an 

end to this violation of international sovereignty.”   
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In Condition B, the CFCE was described as a “a bipartisan organization made up 

of prominent Christian leaders from across the country.” The group’s language in 

Condition B remained the same as in Condition A. In Condition C, however, the CFCE 

was described in the same terms as being made up of Christian leaders (having an overt 

religious connection), though its rhetoric was also altered to be explicitly religious: “This 

act of violence must be met with a strong response. It is our charge as a greatly blessed 

nation to defend the weak and downtrodden of the earth, and therefore we cannot not 

allow evil such as we are witnessing now to operate unchecked. The United States must 

act to put an end to this violation of international sovereignty.” 

Following exposure to the vignette and the Center for Civic Engagement’s 

endorsement of intervention, respondents were asked to rate the extent to which they 

agreed or disagreed “with the position of Citizens for Civic Engagement (CFCE) that the 

United States should become involved in this crisis.” Possible responses were presented 

as a five-point Likert scale, with “Strongly Disagree” at one extreme and “Strongly 

Agree” at the other. They were also asked to rate how well each of a list of randomly-

ordered terms described the CFCE, including “Knowledgeable;” “Trustworthy;” 

“Credible;” and, as a manipulation check, “Religiously Motivated.”61 

Prior to encountering all of the substantive questions on the omnibus survey, 

including this experiment, respondents provided standard demographic information, 

                                                      

61 See Appendix G. 
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such as age, income, political ideology, and party identification. As part of the battery of 

demographic questions, respondents were also asked about three aspects of their 

religious life: whether they belonged to a religion or religious denomination, how often 

they attended religious services, and how religious they perceived themselves to be. 

These dimensions of religious life were combined to create a “religious commitment” 

measurement for each respondent, detailed below. 

4.3.2 Method of Analysis and Model Specifications 

I use ordinal logistic regression to assess the relative impact of the treatment 

conditions and their interaction with individuals’ levels of religious commitment. The 

main dependent variable for the analysis is Agreement with the CFCE, with ordinal 

response values from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). However, the original 

five categories have been collapsed into three for the analysis: 1 - Disagree (Somewhat 

Disagree and Strongly Disagree), 2 - Neither Agree nor Disagree, and 3 - Agree 

(Somewhat Agree, Strongly Agree).62  Though collapsed, this ordered, 3-valued 

                                                      

62 For example, what may be “strong” disagreement to one respondent may be perceived as “somewhat” 

disagreement by another. Collapsing “strongly disagree” and “someone disagree” (and likewise for the 

agreement categories) may help to mitigate such response biases. It is also important to note that these kinds 

of response options (agree or disagree) may be susceptible to “acquiescence bias,” wherein respondents 

“agree” regardless of the content of a question. The results of this study could indicate that acquiescence 

bias may have been at play among highly religiously committed respondents. If so, however, such bias 

monotonically increased with each additional point on the Religious Commitment Score composite scale, 

and this relationship would need to be more thoroughly theorized to be convincing. I do discuss why highly 

committed people could possibly be more susceptible to acquiescence bias than their fellow respondents in 

Appendix G 
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dependent variable justifies the use of an ordinal logit over a multinomial logit or 

ordinary least-squares regression (OLS).63 

The primary explanatory variables in the model are Condition, which denotes 

the treatment condition to which each individual respondent was assigned, and 

Religious Commitment Score, a composite measure capturing a respondent’s level of 

individual religious commitment. Religious Commitment Score takes values from 0 to 3, 

with 3 meaning the respondent cleared a bar of “low” religious commitment for each of 

the three questions about aspects of religion in their lives. 0 indicates that the respondent 

answered “Not Religious” or “Not at all” (depending on applicability) to all three 

questions. As the relative impact of each treatment condition is theorized to be 

conditioned by respondents’ levels of religious commitment, the model specifies an 

interaction between these two variables. An additional model also includes as a 

covariate the particular religious tradition/denomination, if any, to which respondents 

belong, in order to observe whether the treatment(s) appear to particularly resonate with 

certain groups.64  

                                                      

63 Because the dependent variable is categorical, rather than continuous, it violates the assumptions required 

for analysis via ANOVA (Normality and equal variance).  
64 Many survey experiments in political science include demographic “controls” in their statistical models – 

for example, those that might be necessary for evaluating observational survey data, such as age, gender, 

political party, and so on. However, I do not do so. Because  subjects were randomly assigned to their 

treatment conditions, controlling for non-treatment factors in order to “rule them out” as confounders is 

unnecessary, at best, and potentially biasing to results, at worst (see Mutz [2011, 126,148] and Druckman et 

al. [2011, 232-33], among others). The covariates that I do include in the regressions were pre-selected to 

evaluate the proposed hypotheses. 
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Results of the analysis are presented in two ways. First are coefficient plots, 

showing the magnitude, direction, and confidence intervals of variables’ individual 

effects. Second are marginal effects plots, each of which presents the estimated 

probabilities that, under each treatment condition, a respondent would agree, disagree, 

or neither agree nor disagree with the Center for Civic Engagement (CFCE), given that 

he or she has a certain religious commitment score and, when applicable, a particular 

religious affiliation. Each plot displays estimates of these probabilities over the range of 

possible values of religious commitment, so that we can observe variations in the 

predicted probability that the average respondent agrees with the CFCE over the 

primary factor of interest. 

I present the model results in this second way for a few reasons. First, marginal 

effect plots allow much more straightforward and intuitive interpretation of variables’ 

substantive effects than do coefficients alone, particularly when interaction terms, non-

linear models, and/or categorical variables are part of the model. All three characteristics 

are true for this study.65 Marginal effect plots allow the observer to determine the 

“significance” of a particular factor by simultaneously viewing the uncertainty 

associated with an estimate—in the form of confidence intervals—and the substantive 

                                                      

65 Interpreting interactions requires a holistic view of both the effect of an interaction term and the effects of 

each of its parts (e.g. Religious Commitment Score*Condition, Religious Commitment Score, and 

Condition). This is difficult to do at once. The difficulty is compounded by having to do so with the non-

linear log odds ratios of logistical regression coefficients. Finally, this interpretation must all be done with 

reference to the excluded category of a categorical variable (e.g. Condition A). A marginal effects plot 

integrates all of this information at one time and offers direct interpretation of the likelihood of an outcome.  
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magnitude of the relationship between the variable of interest and the dependent 

variable. 

4.4 Results 

The point estimates displayed in Figure 7 offer a few preliminary insights into 

the effects of Religious Commitment Score (RelScore) and the treatment conditions. 

First, the effect of Religious Commitment Score is positive and differentiable from 0 even 

when “Condition” is at its base value, 0—that is, when a respondent has received the 

control condition (Condition A). This indicates that, whatever the interactive effect of 

religious commitment with either of the elite source treatments (Conditions B and C), it 

seems to matter even in the absence of such source cues. Second, while the effects of 

both Conditions B and C are positive—keeping in mind that they must be viewed in 

comparison to the reference category, Condition A—the effect of Condition B is greater 

than that of Condition C when Religious Commitment Score is at is base value of 0. 

Condition C’s coefficient is also indistinguishable from zero, given its confidence 

interval. As for the interaction terms, they are difficult to interpret without looking at a 

specific condition with a particular Religious Commitment Score; this is where the 

marginal effects plots in Figure 8 can offer additional insights. 
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Figure 7. Coefficients for Model 1 (Religious Commitment Score and 

Condition interaction) 
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Figure 8. Probability that an average respondent would "agree," "disagree," or 

"neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE 
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Figure 8 plots the predicted probabilities for an average respondent to select 

“agree,” ‘disagree,” or “neither agree nor disagree” under the control condition (A) and 

each of the treatment conditions (B and C). Here, with no religion specified for the 

average respondent, we can compare the overall impact of religious commitment across 

traditions and denominations. 

Under each of the three conditions, as an average respondent’s religious 

commitment score increases, so does the probability that he or she agrees with the 

Center for Civic Engagement that the United States should become involved in the 

vignette crisis. Also consistent across conditions is an inverse relationship between 

religious commitment score and the probability that the respondent will disagree with 

the CFCE, as well as a relatively stable probability for selecting neutrality (neither agree 

nor disagree). The consistency of this pattern corroborates the independent effect of 

Religious Commitment Score presented in Figure 7: there appear to be baseline 

differences between the preferences of religiously committed individuals and 

uncommitted individuals, regardless of both religious tradition and religious cues from 

elites.  

While the general relationship between higher commitment and higher 

probability of agreement with the CFCE remains consistent across conditions, under 

Condition C that relationship is the most dramatic. Here, at the highest level of religious 

commitment, the average respondent is most likely to agree with the CFCE, with a 

probability of 0.41. Under Condition C, the difference between the average respondent’s 
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probabilities to agree at a minimum Religious Commitment Score and a maximum score 

is also the greatest among the three conditions, at 0.19. Condition A looks similar to 

Condition C, with a very slightly lower baseline probability to agree (0.21, as opposed to 

0.22), probability to agree at the maximum Religious Commitment Score (0.38) and 

difference (0.17). By contrast, under Condition B, even at the highest level of religious 

commitment, the average respondent remains almost exactly as likely to remain neutral 

as to agree, and the difference between their probabilities to agree at the Religious 

Commitment Score minimum and maximum is less than half that (0.08) of Condition C. 

Interesting to note is that the average least committed respondent appears to 

have the greatest likelihood of agreeing with the CFCE after receiving the religious 

affiliation information provided by Condition B (probability of agreement 0.27, five 

points higher than Condition C), as the coefficient for Condition B alone (Figure 7) 

suggested. This effect that is neither replicated nor improved upon once overtly 

religious rhetoric enters the picture with Condition C. This could indicate that people for 

whom religion is unimportant may have some openness to elites who are members of 

religious groups, as long as they do not “use” religion in public. Perhaps such 

respondents might even perceive a kind of credibility in this combination. 

The distinction between Condition C and Conditions A and B suggests that the 

most religiously committed respondents were not particularly influenced by knowing 

that the CFCE was made up of “prominent Christian leaders.” Rather, what persuasive 

power the CFCE seems to have had looks to be a function of their religiously-charged 
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rhetoric, instead of their religious affiliation. It may be possible, however, that the 

specificity of “Christian” did not resonate with religiously committed non-Christians 

and could be masking a treatment effect for Christians, who make up a majority of the 

sample. Accordingly, Figures 9, 10, and 11 evaluate differences between Christian 

respondents and non-Christian respondents. 
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Figure 9. Coefficients for Model 2 (Christian, Religious Commitment Score, 

and Condition interaction) 

Figure 9 presents the point estimates for a second model, which includes a 

dummy variable for whether a respondent has a religious affiliation falling within the 

broader umbrella of Christianity (1) or not (0). This indicator is interacted with both 

Religious Commitment Score and Condition. Therefore, most of the coefficients 

presented in the plot are interaction terms and cannot be interpreted by themselves. 
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Conditions B and C, Religious Commitment Score (RelScore) and Christian can be 

examined on their own, however, for when the other values are at their base (0).  

Condition B and Condition C look similarly to how they did in Model 1, though 

now both estimates include zero in their confidence interval for an average respondent 

who is not Christian and not at all religiously committed. Christian has a similar 

uncertainty issue, however it suggests a negative impact on agreement with the CFCE 

for a respondent who is not religiously committed and treated with Condition A (no 

religious cues). Religious Commitment Score, by contrast, remains statistically 

significant and positive in its own right for a Condition A respondent who is religiously 

uncommitted, non-Christian respondent. 
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Figure 10. Probability that an average Christian respondent would "agree," 

"disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE 
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Figure 11. Probability that an average Non-Christian respondent would 

"agree," "disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE 

Again, the marginal effects plots shed more light on how the three factors 

interact to impact a respondent’s likelihood to agree with the CFCE’s position. Figure 10 

does not uncover any new substantive effects for Christians under Condition B, though 

the difference in the probability of agreement between a completely uncommitted 

respondent and a highly committed respondent increases to 0.12 (from 0.08) when 

taking Christian affiliation into account, with a higher probability of agreement at the 

maximum than in Model 1 (0.38 versus 0.35). The Christian respondent with the highest 

level of religious commitment also maintains a higher probability to agree than disagree 

under Condition C, at 0.43 and a difference from a Religious Commitment Score of 0 to 3 

in probability to agree of 0.21. 

Far more interesting, however, are the effects of the affiliation and rhetorical 

treatments on respondents belonging to non-Christian religious traditions. Religious 
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commitment clearly matters for respondents under the control condition, with the 

average non-Christian respondent having about a probability of 0.63 to agree with the 

CFCE—up from less than a 25% chance of agreement at the lowest level of religious 

commitment. The average non-Christian respondent looks to be turned off, however, by 

having intervention in the crisis suggested by a CFCE comprised of Christian leaders, 

with a slight downward trend as religious commitment increases and consistently lower 

probabilities of agreement than either disagreement or neutrality. The direction of the 

trend is reversed when the Christian CFCE uses religiously-charged language to justify 

its call for an intervention—agreement becomes slightly more likely over the range of 

religious commitment scores, for a difference of +0.07—and probabilities for each 

response outcome converge. 

These patterns indicate that it is not just a targeted religious audience that 

processes religious cues. Rather, members of the untargeted population also appear to 

process those cues—in a negative way. Though there is a somewhat more positive 

probability that religiously committed non-Christians will agree with the CFCE when it 

uses religious rhetoric, the difference between the views expressed under Condition A 

and those under both Conditions B and C shows a trust-undermining impact. It may be 

that the more specific religious rhetoric of Condition C helps the non-target audience to 

better discern the elites’ type, as well. 

There are some important caveats to these observations, however. First, upon 

closer examination, the substantially higher probabilities to agree with the CFCE at the 
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highest two levels of religious commitment reflected for the non-Christian under 

Condition A are actually driven by a single respondent at each level of commitment—

hence the lack of confidence interval. While these particular estimate is very precise, 

there is also a high likelihood that it is idiosyncratic. Second, each probability estimate is 

surrounded by a great deal of uncertainty, as are the coefficients in the model, so all 

conclusions are ultimately tentative—with the exception of the consistent effect of 

religious commitment across conditions, which is both statistically significant and 

evident from its variation in the marginal effects plots. 
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Figure 12. Probability that an average Evangelical respondent would "agree," 

"disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE 
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Figure 13. Probability that an average Catholic respondent would "agree," 

"disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE 
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Figure 14. Probability that an average Mainline Protestant Christian 

respondent would "agree," "disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE 
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Figure 15. Probability that an average "Other" Christian respondent would 

"agree," "disagree," or "neither agree nor disagree" with the CFCE 

Figures 12 through 15 show a further disaggregation of Christian respondents 

into some more specific subgroups of affiliation with marginal effects. Included here are 

predicted response probabilities for an average respondent who is Evangelical (Figure 

12), Catholic (Figure 13), Mainline Protestant (Figure 14), and who wrote in an “Other” 

response classified as falling under the umbrella of Christianity (Figure 15).66 

Taken together, these figures first reinforce the broader results revealed in 

Figures 8 and 10: higher levels of religious commitment are consistently associated with 

higher probabilities of agreement with the CFCE’s recommendation for intervention in 

the hypothetical crisis, regardless of whether members of the CFCE are described as 

having a religious affiliation or using religious language. Also consistent is the lack of 

impact that the CFCE’s affiliation alone appears to have in garnering support, under 

                                                      

66 A coefficient plot is not included for this additional disaggregation as it becomes unwieldy and adds little 

by way of new insights. 
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Condition B, as well as the highest probabilities for agreement, across Christian 

subgroups, remaining associated with Condition C and the use of religious rhetoric. 

The Christian subgroup to which an average respondent belongs appears to into 

the impact of being exposed to a religiously charged call for crisis intervention 

(Condition C), if only slightly. The most religiously-committed Evangelical respondent, 

for example, shows the least substantial response to the CFCE’s religious rhetoric 

(probability 0.40 of agreement), while the “Other” Christian respondent shows the 

greatest (probability 0.45 of agreement). The “Other” Christian respondent also shows 

the highest baseline likelihood to agree, however, with a Religious Commitment Score of 

0; the difference in probability to agree over the range is 0.22, which is the same as for 

the Catholic respondent and only one point below the Mainline respondent (at 0.23). 

This comparison demonstrates a rhetorical resonance across Christian 

subgroups, but it also raises questions about their differences. What about the rhetoric 

employed by the CFCE might resonate more strongly with a Mainline Protestant? What 

about “Other” Christians? While Evangelicals tend to be popularly associated with more 

interventionist views on foreign policy— particularly during and following the 

presidency of George W. Bush—they are among the least strongly convinced that 

foreign intervention would be the correct course of action in this scenario. Perhaps we 

see here the fruit of Yankelovich’s prediction about the learning of religious constituents. 

The United States’ most high profile foreign interventions under President Bush—Iraq 

and Afghanistan—went on to be incredibly costly, long-lasting, and unable to ultimately 
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achieve their objectives. Perhaps, as a consequence, Evangelicals, who were the most 

supportive Christian subgroup for the Iraq invasion at first, have experienced some trust 

erosion with elites advocating conflict involvement abroad. The displayed differences 

between the groups are not very large and also surrounded by uncertainty, so perhaps 

ultimately very little can be said about subgroup variation, but the possibility of 

Evangelical trust erosion is interesting. 

4.5 Discussion 

These results ultimately present mixed support for the hypotheses identified in 

Part 2, in terms of their general effects. In terms of their specific effects, a great deal of 

uncertainty surrounds the estimates, so neither null hypothesis can be truly rejected. In 

terms of the overall directions of effects and the greater trends that they might indicate, 

however, Hypothesis 1 is unsupported by the findings surrounding Condition B. 

Attribution as being a group of “Christian” leaders does not appear to have generated 

any type of shared bond between the CFCE and more religiously committed 

respondents. This finding, if statistically stronger, might discount the importance of 

shared identity as a sufficient opinion connection between religiously committed 

citizens and the foreign policies advocated by elites. If the challenge for religious elites is 

to distinguish their type as true believers, being identified as sharing the same religion 

may not be enough. It may be that “Christian” is not a specific enough identity to do the 
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heavy lifting of type differentiation, particularly in the United States, where so many can 

fit under the umbrella. 

Hypothesis 2, however, fares better. Across the board, more religiously 

committed individuals showed higher estimated probabilities of agreeing with the 

CFCE when it had used religiously-charged rhetoric in its justification for crisis 

intervention. Even among non-Christians, when such rhetoric was used, the probability 

of agreement corresponded to higher religious commitment scores. While shared 

identity may not have been enough of a cue for differentiating type, religious rhetoric 

sends a more specific signal with what are, quite literally, “passwords.” This, when 

considered in light of the lack of any support for Hypothesis 1, raises a consideration for 

how broadly this finding might be found to apply. Consider the specificity of the words 

used in the rhetorical treatment: “greatly blessed nation,” “weak and downtrodden of 

the earth,” and “evil.” These word choices go a step beyond “God bless America” and 

other phrases that are rooted in religion, yet ubiquitous in both society and political 

speech. Just as the CFCE being made up of “Christian leaders” was not enough to 

convince highly religious Christians to support its policy prescription, all religious 

rhetoric is not – to use a hackneyed yet religious phrase – created equal. Indeed, the 

results of a pilot study for this project used much more intensely charged language, 

alluding to the judgment of “the court of divine justice” for states that might fail to 

intervene in the vignette crisis. Highly religiously committed respondents were almost 

never more likely to agree with the CFCE than disagree when such rhetoric was used. 
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Clearly, dialing in rhetoric to a particular audience is crucial for it to have a convincing, 

rather than polarizing, impact. Future research could attempt to categorize types and/or 

intensities of rhetoric and observe their effects in a similar research design.  

Looking beyond the hypotheses, the one thing the results of this study can 

confidently posit is that the findings of Kellstedt et al. (1996), Smidt (2005), Guth (2009), 

and others that religious commitment is a relevant factor in influencing public opinion—

and, even more specifically, public opinion about foreign policy—are correct. Across 

conditions, the average highly religiously committed respondent demonstrated higher 

probabilities of agreement with the elites featured in the survey experiment than the 

average uncommitted respondent. This pattern suggests that, while the cues provided 

by elites’ religious rhetoric may play a role in moving the needle on a committed 

individual’s foreign policy opinion, if dialed in correctly, there are also baseline 

differences between religiously committed individuals and their uncommitted 

counterparts that are not solely attributable to responsiveness to religious rhetoric. 

Indeed, based on the uncertainty surrounding so many of this study’s tentative 

conclusions, it may be that other factors, not accounted for at this time, make religious 

rhetoric most strongly resonate with individuals. Religious framing by elites may 

account for some differences in foreign policy opinion between religiously committed 

and uncommitted individuals, but our understandings of what it means to be religiously 

committed, how commitment informs foreign policy opinions, and how religious 

rhetoric may be used as a tool of elite influence are certainly not yet complete. 
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4.6 Conclusion 

This project demonstrates the continued relevance as well as the complexity of 

the relationship between religious commitment and public opinion about foreign policy. 

The results suggest that political elites may not be able to cue religiously committed 

constituents to support policies by simply identifying as religious. Rather, in order to 

garner credibility with citizens to whom religion is most important in their lives, 

“walking the walk” may require expertly “talking the talk.” And yet, public declarations 

of religious affiliation are also not without consequence when it comes to non-members 

of the targeted religious audience, even when religious rhetoric is not in play. While 

members of a religious group may not be more likely to support a policy justified by an 

elite who belongs to their tradition, non-members of the group appear be less likely to 

support it when faced with the same information. 

Religious rhetoric is a given in the American political landscape, but its 

application to foreign policy in this study tentatively suggest that it resonates best with 

highly religiously committed individuals, especially those who belong to the same 

tradition as whoever is offering the rhetoric, and even, to a certain extent, those who do 

not. Receiving the same rhetoric whilst belonging to a different tradition and/or having 

low levels of religious commitment, however, might even have the opposite of an elite’s 

desired effect, driving down the probability that such citizens will go along with a policy 

endorsement. The overall potential for religious rhetoric to influence public opinion, 

therefore, could be dampened, or even cancelled out, depending on possible backlash 
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effects. This could condition previous claims that precisely-targeted religious rhetoric 

passes unnoticed by outgroup members (Calfano and Djupe 2009). 

As the next wave of research on religion, public opinion, and foreign policy 

gathers momentum, the results of this study present a strong case for ensuring that 

religious commitment continues to be explored as a factor of interest in future work, 

since the depths of its effects have clearly only just begun to be understood. And, despite 

the preliminary conclusions reached here about the persuasive powers of religious 

rhetoric, such rhetoric should continue to be examined as part of the conversation, as 

well, as religious signaling is such an ubiquitous feature of so many political landscapes 

around the world. Individual religious commitment, elite identities, and religious 

signaling should all continue to be evaluated as part of a holistic approach to 

understanding religion’s significance to the public’s views on foreign affairs. 
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5. Conclusion 

This dissertation project has uncovered many facets of the ultimate answer to 

the question of, “What, if any, impact does the prevalence of religious salience 

within a country’s population have upon that country’s conflict behavior?”   

First of all, results from all three articles indicate that the phrase “if any” can 

be removed from the question. Beginning with the exploratory cross-national study 

in Article 1, it is clear that religious salience—measured as religious commitment—

matters for interstate conflict. Higher levels of religious commitment within state 

populations are associated with higher likelihoods of conflict initiation overall, and 

states with such levels are most likely to initiate against states like them. Article 2 

predicts similar behaviors. 

Both articles offer a bargaining explanation for this empirical finding. Article 

1’s argument centers on the possibility of more conflict-acceptant preferences among 

religiously committed people, based on longer time horizons and discounting of the 

present. These preferences make states less likely to back down in a crisis, and thus 

more likely to follow through on crisis escalation. The more detailed theorizing 

provided in Article 2 also focuses on interstate bargaining dynamics, but it 

emphasizes the domestic costs to leaders for backing down—that is, audience 

costs—rather than the actual preferences of states within bargaining. These 

theoretical discussions do not contradict one another, but rather may be viewed as 
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complementary. The explanation provided in Article 1 suggests a role for religious 

commitment in bargaining over something a state—i.e. its leader and/or their 

selectorate—actually wants, whereas Article 2’s exploration of the audience costs 

dynamics that can go with religiously committed populations specifically notes that 

it is likely to result in unwanted bargaining scenarios with stakes not worth the cost 

of backing down. Article 3 provides evidence that supports both arguments. It 

suggests that religiously committed people are more likely to offer elites a “rally-

round-the-sacred-symbol” effect when prompted by religious signaling, as Article 2 

assumes. It also shows that religiously committed people maintain a higher level of 

support overall—regardless of whether they have been prompted by religious 

signaling—for a costly foreign policy action.67 While this finding does not directly 

corroborate Article 1’s theoretical expectations, it does offer some indication that 

there may be more to the foreign policy preferences of religiously committed 

individuals than what they are told to believe by elites. Further study can unpack 

those preferences further.  

There is a great deal to explore with future work, based on these conclusions. 

For example, one might categorize the conflicts of one or more states by severity, 

intensity, and endgame importance and interrogate whether each explanation 

                                                      

67 That is, intervention abroad. This is not exactly equivalent to the conflict initiation predicted by the 

scenarios of Articles 1 and 2; future work can more precisely test individuals’ responses to interstate 

bargaining scenarios and the possibility of conflict initiation. 
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indeed explains different kinds of conflicts. Both arguments would also likely 

benefit from formal modeling to determine where conflict and concession equilibria 

fall relative to various domestic pressures, opponent types, information 

environments, and even religious beliefs. 

A second facet to the answer shows the importance of religious commitment 

being prevalent within countries’ populations.  All three articles place an emphasis on 

publics. Article 1 primarily shows that religious commitment within state 

populations matters, while Article 2 outlines the conditions under which such 

populations become consequential to foreign policymaking processes: when they 

are necessary members of a leader’s selectorate. Article 3 shows some of the ways in 

which leaders can relate to and persuade their religiously committed publics: by 

using carefully dialed-in religious rhetoric. 

In terms of publics, as well, there is much for future research to do. An 

obvious next step would be to run a revised version of the survey experiment 

analyzed in Article 3. The religious outbidding in Article 2 that Article 3 is meant to 

further disentangle is predicated on leaders having particular incentives to bid into 

the realm of foreign policy, as well as on them having special pull with their 

audiences in creating “rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” effects by virtue of their 

position. Article 3 does not directly test the receptivity of religiously committed 

audiences to the outbidding of leaders, however—rather, it uses a proxy via a group 

of elites. While this was designed to evade potential issues with muddying the 
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waters of persuasion with partisan signals, it may have diluted the hypothesized 

effect, as well. The experiment also has a weakened ability to speak to Article 2’s 

assumptions because it is not actually directly testing them. 

Additional inquiry might look into whether highly religiously committed 

publics matter even in countries with particularly closed regimes due to selection 

effects. Are religiously committed populations, under certain conditions, more likely 

to yield religiously committed selectorates made up of elites? Are they any predictor 

about whether a leader will themselves be religiously committed? 

The religious commitment of leaders themselves, and how that commitment 

interfaces with both committed and uncommitted populations and/or selectorates, is 

another potentially fruitful avenue for exploration. How are uncommitted leaders 

perceived by religiously committed constituents? Can such leaders appease a 

committed selectorate by offering enough religious cues? Do certain domestic 

political scenarios make religiously committed selectorates more open to an 

uncommitted leader, such as perceived culture wars? The U.S. presidency of Donald 

Trump could be interesting to explore in this vein, as well as the political career of 

Vladimir Putin. What about committed leaders who have largely uncommitted 

populations? Do their personal convictions carry them through decision making? 

Do certain domestic conditions make them more or less likely to keep their 

convictions to themselves for the sake of ensuring that their career continues? 
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Finally, a third facet of the larger answer concerns religious signaling, and its 

importance in connecting both religiously committed populations (and smaller 

selectorates) to leaders, and vice versa. Signaling is crucial for leaders in Article 2, for 

effectively outbidding and for generating “rally-round-the-sacred-symbol” effects. It 

also matters in Article 3, helping to persuade religiously committed people to support a 

policy. Article 1 is less concerned with leaders signaling to publics than to publics 

signaling to leaders; somehow, the preferences that it identifies as being consequential 

for bargaining behaviors must reach the upper echelons of foreign policymaking. What 

kinds of signals might publics send that communicate such preferences? Do they only 

do so at certain times, such as during elections? Are their preferences more likely to be 

mediated through elites than directly transmitted through means like public opinion 

polls and media coverage? 

For leaders, are some kinds of signals more effective than others? How much 

does religious homogeneity help or hinder leaders who use religious signaling? Perhaps 

more precise signals are needed in more homogenous societies, in order to differentiate 

type, while broader signals help to avoid alienating out-group members in more diverse 

societies. Do all leaders use religious signaling for the same reasons? Do they all suffer 

more severe audience costs if they back down from religious signaling, or do only 

certain audiences punish to great extent? While religious signaling/religious rhetoric is 

ubiquitous in political contexts all over the world, there is a lot of work to be done to 

understand its causes and effects cross-nationally. Further case studies, like that 
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presented in Article 2 about Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, could be useful 

for such work, looking at additional leaders known for religious rhetoric but who 

operate in very different political atmospheres—for example, Vladimir Putin of Russia, 

Viktor Orban of Hungary, Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel, Narendra Modi of India, and 

multiple U.S. presidents. 

This dissertation may open many more research doors than it closes, but it 

strongly communicates one conclusion in order to have done so: religious commitment 

matters for international affairs. If there is much more to uncover, it is because these 

future avenues now have an established theoretical and empirical foundation from 

which to launch. This project has laid that foundation and, in the process, contributed to 

our wider understanding of how religious factors impact international relations and 

how interstate conflicts arise. 
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Appendix A: [Article 1] Point Estimates of Cross-
Sectional Models 

 

Table 2. Model 1: Monadic cross-sectional 
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Table 3. Model 2: Dyadic cross-sectional (same/different religion interaction) 
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Table 4. Model 3: Dyadic cross-sectional 2 (target state RCPP interaction) 
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Appendix B: [Article 1] Coding Procedures for 
Religiously Committed Population Proportion (RCPP) 
Variable—From Survey Questions 

1. Do you belong to a religious denomination? 

• Any affiliation – “Yes” (1) 

• “No, not a member,” “None,” “No denomination given,” “No religion,” 

“Not religious,” “I believe in God, but I do not feel close to any religion” 

– “No” (0) 

• “Don’t know,” “DK,” – “Don’t Know” (0) 

• “Not asked,” “NA,” “Missing; Not asked by the interviewer” – “No 

answer” (NA) 

2. How often do you attend religious services? 

• “Once a week,” “At least once a week,” “More than once a week,” 

“Several times a week”—“At least once a week” (1)  

• “Once a month,” “2-3 times a month,” – “At least once a month” (1) 

• “Once a year,” “Several times a year,” “Only on special holy days,” 

“Less frequently,” “Never, practically never” – “Less often” (0) 

• “Don’t know,” “No answer” “Not asked,” “DK,” “Missing; Not asked 

by the interviewer,” “Missing; DE,SE: Inapplicable Inappropriate ” – 

“No answer” (0) 

• “Not applicable (no religious denomination),” “NA” – “Not applicable” 

(NA) 

3. Would you say you are a religious person? 

• “A religious person,” “Somewhat religious,” “Very religious,” 

“Extremely religious” – “Yes” (1) 

• “Atheist,” “Not a religious person,” “Neither nor,” “Somewhat 

not/non religious,” “Extremely not/non religious,” “Very not/non 

religious” – “No” (0) 

• “Don’t know,” “DK,” – “Don’t Know” (0) 

• “Missing; Not asked by the interviewer,” “Not asked,” “Other 

answers,” “NA,” “No religious denomination” – “No answer” (NA) 

4. Do you take some moments of prayer, meditation or contemplation or 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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something like that? (WVS) OR How often do you pray? (ISSP) 

• “Every day,” “Often,” “At times,” “More than once a week,” “Once a 

week,” “Several times a week,” “Nearly every week,” “2-3 times a 

month,” “Several times a day,” “Once a day,” “Every week” – ”Yes” (1) 

• “At least once a month,” “Less often,” “Rarely,” “Several times a year,” 

“About once a month,” “Once or twice a year,” “Crisis,” “Never,” “Less 

than once a year,” “About once or twice a year” – “No” (0) 

• “Don’t know” (0) 

• “Not asked,” “NA” – “No answer” (NA) 

 

Respondents received a “point” toward a maximum possible score of 4 

(highest religious commitment) for each following answer: 

• “Yes” to belonging to a religious denomination 

• “At least once a week” or “At least once a month” for frequency of 

attendance at religious services 

• “Yes” to being a religious person 

• “Yes” to taking time for prayer/Praying often 

 

The number of respondents scoring 4/4 in each country was then divided by the 

total number of country respondents, yielding a proportion of total respondents 

with “high religious commitment.” This is the “religiously committed population 

proportion” variable (or “RCPP”) used in the statistical analysis. 

• 

• 
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Appendix C: [Article 1] Additional Substantive Effects 
Plots 
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Figure 16. Supplemental Plot 1 (State B Min. RCPP) 
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Figure 17. Supplemental Plot 2 (State B Max. RCPP) 
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Appendix D: [Article 1] Robustness Checks 

D.1 Point estimates and 95% confidence intervals with and 
without clustering standard errors on a state’s region (monadic 
model) 
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As this coefficient plot demonstrates, clustering standard errors on “region" for 

the analysis does not substantially increase the uncertainty around most of the estimates. 

Most importantly, there is very little increase in uncertainty around the terms of the 

most interest for this study, namely RCPP and its interactions. Overall, the confidence 

intervals do somewhat increase for many coefficients, but only one is increased to a 
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point where it crosses zero when it did not under the original model specifications, and 

it is for a religion-state relationship (multi-tiered preferences) that is not central to the 

theoretical arguments or conclusions. 

D.2 Correlations between RCPP components (individual level) 

 

D.3 Comparing RCPP to measures of “High Social” commitment 
and “High Personal” commitment 
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Figure 18. Comparison of RCPP to alternative measures 

The above table and figure present empirical justifications for relying on the 

composite RCPP measure as a whole, rather than emphasizing highly social 

commitment (religious attendance, belonging to a religious tradition) or highly personal 



162 

 

 
162 

commitment (identifying as religious, taking time for personal prayer and 

contemplation). The plot demonstrates that using a measure of highly social religious 

commitment or highly personal religious commitment rather than the overall composite 

measure used in the study (RCPP) produces almost identical substantive results (shown 

for Model 1). The theoretical justification for using the entire RCPP composite measure 

can be found in the Data subsection of the paper’s Methodology section. The modest 

correlations between the RCPP components in the table indicate that each component 

also contributes something unique, making a composite measure a better indication than 

any one or two on their own. 
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D.4 Addressing endogeneity concerns 
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Figure 19. OLS regression of count of MID involvements/initiations on RCPP 

in following 10 year period 
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Figure 20. OLS regression of count of MID involvements/initiations on change 

in RCPP observed from 1990-99 period to 2000-2008 period 
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Appendix E: [Article 2] Types of religious signals 
employed by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan employs a wide repertoire of religious signals. These 

include: historical reference, religiously charged language, appeals to religious 

values/beliefs, emphasis on religious group membership and/or shared religious 

heritage, and symbolic staging. Table 5 offers examples of each of these signal types (in 

italics) with context.  

Table 5. Typology of religious signals used by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 

Signal Type Example 

Historical Reference “Turkey’s president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, strode onto a 

stage a month ago looking down upon a sea of a million 

fans waving red Turkish flags. They were celebrating the 

15th-century conquest of Istanbul by the Ottoman sultan 

Mehmed II, the golden moment of Turkey’s Muslim 

ancestors triumphing over the Christian West. ‘The conquest 

means going beyond the walls that the West thought were 

impervious,’ Mr. Erdoğan said as the crowd roared. ‘The conquest 

means a 21-year-old sultan bringing Byzantium to heel.’” 

(Tavernise 2016) 

Religiously Charged 

Language 

“[R]ecently…Erdoğan—who ascended from prime minister 

to president in elections in August and enjoys a level of 

authority comparable only to that of Turkey’s founder, 

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk—has spoken more openly of his 

desire to recast the country along conservative lines. ‘We 

want to raise pious generations,’ he told an assembly of AKP 

youth members in 2012.” (Christie-Miller 2014) 

 

“Cellphone users making calls on the first anniversary of 

Turkey’s failed coup heard a message from the nation’s 

president conveying them his good wishes...Erdoğan is 

heard saying in his message: ‘As your president I 
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congratulate you on the July 15 Democracy and National 

Unity Day, I wish God’s mercy and grace for our martyrs68 and 

good health for our veterans.’” ("Erdogan opens" 2017) 

Appeals to 

Values/Beliefs 

“[In 60 Minutes interview about 2016 coup attempt:] 

Steve Kroft: Were you afraid for your life and the lives of 

your family members? 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan: Steve, in our faith there is a concept. 

We surrender ourselves to death. If you’re the leader you have to 

communicate the message of immortality to your people. Because 

I believe if a leader hides behind a rock, then the people will 

hide behind a mountain.” (Kroft 2016) 

Emphasis on group 

membership/heritage 

“The AKP leadership clearly views the party as a model for 

other Muslim countries. On June 12, 2011, Erdoğan told 

thousands who had gathered to celebrate the AKP’s 

landslide victory, ‘Sarajevo won today as much as Istanbul. 

Beirut won as much as Izmir. Damascus won as much as Ankara. 

Ramallah, Nablus, Jenin, the West Bank, [and] Jerusalem won as 

much as Diyarbakir.’” (Taşpınar 2015) 

Symbolic Staging “Mr Erdoğan's government has decided to seek approval 

from parliament next week for a major military operation in 

northern Iraq. Speaking outside a mosque in Istanbul after 

Friday prayers, Mr Erdoğan said he wanted to secure 

parliament's approval now to avoid delay in future should 

a cross-border operation be decided upon.” (Tran 2007) 

 

“Erdoğan opened the “Martyrs’ Memorial” just after 

dawn…following morning prayers at a mosque inside the 

complex. The president said in address to thousands 

attending the ceremony: “Even if we have buried our 

martyrs in the ground, they will always live in our hearts. 

(The coup-plotters) will die over and over again every day 

while they fester behind prison walls.” ("Erdogan opens" 

2017) 

 

                                                      

68 The word used for the 2016 coup attempt’s “martyrs”—“şehitler”—specifically refers to martyrs for Islam 

("Coup bid 'martyrs'" 2017). 
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Appendix F: [Article 3] Experimental Vignette, Treatment 
Conditions, and Religious Questions 

Instructions: 

There is a lot of current discussion about U.S. involvement abroad. In the 

following sections, we are going to describe a scenario that the United States could 

feasibly face at some point in the future. Please read the scenario and answer the 

questions that follow. 

Scenario: 

A country in (Sub-Saharan Africa/Eastern Europe/the Middle East) has recently 

deployed its military to invade a neighboring country. The invasion appears to be an 

attempt by the (democratically elected/non-democratic) government of the attacking 

country to (acquire material resources from/settle a long-time regional feud with) its 

neighbor. A victory for the invading country, which is majority (Christian/Muslim), 

would most likely (have little effect on/do harm to) America’s broad economic and 

security interests. Ac- cording to expert analyses, if the United States undertook 

unilateral military action in response to the invasion, it would require (minimal/major) 

effort to repel the attacking country’s forces. While no official U.S. government 

statements have yet been released regarding the crisis, many civil society groups have 

begun to speak out about what they believe would be an appropriate response by the 

United States. 

Treatment: 
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[A - Secular/Secular] 

One such group, called Citizens for Civic Engagement (CFCE)–a bipartisan 

organization made up of prominent community organizers from across the country–has 

been particularly vocal in supporting American involvement in the unfolding crisis. 

According to their most recent press release, “This act of violence must be met with a 

strong response. It is our charge as a great nation to defend states that cannot defend 

them- selves, and therefore we cannot allow aggression such as we are witnessing now 

to operate unchecked. The United States must act to put an end to this violation of 

international sovereignty.” 

OR 

[B - Religious/Secular] 

One such group, called Citizens for Civic Engagement (CFCE)–a bipartisan 

organization made up of prominent Christian leaders from across the country–has been 

particularly vocal in supporting American involvement in the unfolding crisis. 

According to their most recent press release, “This act of violence must be met with a 

strong response. It is our charge as a great nation to defend states that cannot defend 

themselves, and therefore we cannot allow aggression such as we are witnessing now to 

operate unchecked. The United States must act to put an end to this violation of 

international sovereignty.” 

OR 

[C - Religious/Religious] 
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One such group, called Citizens for Civic Engagement (CFCE)–a bipartisan 

organization made up of prominent Christian leaders from across the country –has been 

particularly vocal in supporting American involvement in the unfolding crisis. 

According to their most recent press release, “This act of violence must be met with a 

strong response. It is our charge as a greatly blessed nation to defend the weak and 

downtrodden of the earth, and therefore we cannot allow evil such as we are witnessing 

now to operate unchecked. The United States must act to put an end to this violation of 

international sovereignty.” 

Questions: 

1. Do you agree or disagree with the position of Citizens for Civic Engagement 

(CFCE) that the United States should become involved in this crisis? 

• Strongly disagree 

• Somewhat disagree 

• Neither agree nor disagree 

• Somewhat agree 

• Strongly agree 

2. How would you describe your religious affiliation? 

• Christian - Roman Catholic 

• Christian - Protestant 

• Christian - Evangelical 

• Christian - Eastern Orthodox 
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• Jewish 

• Muslim 

• Hindu 

• Buddhist 

• Other [write in] 

• Not religious 

3. Apart from weddings and funerals, about how often do you usually attend 

religious services? 

• More than once a week 

• Once a week 

• Once a month 

• Only on special holy days 

• Once a year 

• Less often 

• Never, practically never 

4. Independently of whether you attend religious services or not, would you say 

you are: 

• Not religious at all 

• Not very religious 

• Somewhat religious 

• Very religious 
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Appendix G: [Article 3] Manipulation Check 
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Figure 21. Coefficient plot for conditions regressed on agreement that CFCE 

"religiously motivated" 

In general, respondents appear to have been less likely to describe the CFCE as 

“Religiously Motivated” under Condition B than under Condition A, while marginally more 

likely to do so under Condition C than under Condition A.  

Perhaps this counterintuitive finding for a manipulation check (for Condition B and the 

only tiny advantage of Condition C) can be explained by taking Religious Commitment Score 

into account; perhaps religious commitment impacts an individual’s likelihood to correctly 

interpret the manipulation. Highly religiously committed people appear to have been most likely 

to agree that the CFCE was “Religiously Motivated,” overall. Puzzlingly, this can be observed 

across conditions, including Condition A, embedded in which there was no overt religious 
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signaling. As the regression coefficients themselves suggest, Condition B is also the Condition 

under which they are least likely to see religious motivation in the CFCE. 
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Figure 22. Probability that an average respondent would "agree," "disagree," or 

"neither agree nor disagree" that the CFCE could be described as "religiously 

motivated" 

One potential explanation for this phenomenon is that religiously committed people are 

more susceptible to acquiescence bias than uncommitted people. Perhaps religious people are 

overall more interested in preserving the status quo and/or coming across as agreeable to others. 

This could be the case; if so, then this finding would itself make a contribution to our knowledge 

about the preferences and behaviors of religiously committed people. 

Perhaps a more likely explanation, however, could be that religiously committed people 

are more likely to attribute “religious” credit to people with whom they agree. Knowing that 

religiously committed people were more likely to agree, across treatment conditions, with the 

CFCE, it could be that the positive feelings that come with agreement shaped committed 

respondents’ assumptions about the group they heard about. Members of identity communities 

(like religious communities) tend to assume that good things go together when it comes to 

members of those communities (Herrmann 2013, 345). Under Condition B, where religiously 
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committed people were least likely to agree overall—perhaps for the reason outlined in the study, 

that “Christian” was not enough of a trust-building signal for committed Christian respondents 

(who made up a significant majority of religiously committed respondents in the sample). 

With all of this said, it could also be that agreeing that the CFCE was “religiously 

motivated” was not itself a particularly effective manipulation check, because it could be 

interpreted in the different ways described above, and/or because the word “motivation” could 

have muddied the waters and invited various respondent considerations and interpretations. 

Future experimental research in this area would likely benefit from more directly attempting to 

test respondents’ reception of a treatment.  

Another caveat to consider is that, like the other results reported in this study, none of the 

effects observed are particularly strong—except that of religious commitment on its own. This 

may lend some support to the second explanation, but it also leaves a number of questions open. 

As was mentioned in the body of the paper, the differences between the treatment conditions may 

not have been strong enough to administer the intended treatment and, therefore, not strong 

enough to cue clear “religious” differences between the conditions. 
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