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Conclusion: On Common Ground

By Andrew Walsh


In another time of change in New England, the nineteenth century worthy Oliver Wendell Holmes (the famous jurist’s father) gleefully compared the sudden collapse of the region’s old Calvinist “Standing Order” to the disintegration of a rickety old “one hoss shay,” underneath the parson driving it. It was, Holmes estimated, precisely 1855 when, after “first a shiver, and then a thrill” that New England’s old order “went to pieces all at once, —All at once and nothing first, — Just as bubbles do when they are burst.” It has been a long time since the homogeneous Yankee New England was supplanted by the long contention between Yankee and Catholic. And, as the twentieth-first century opens, there’s no denying that change is creeping into New England, encouraged by both immigrants from other parts of America and from the four corners of the world. What were once very sharply differentiated and competing identities rooted in religion and ethnicity have blurred to a significant degree. And yet, as the authors of this volume have tended to argue, New England’s long-running and distinctive regional public culture still seems pretty sturdy, as do its religious underpinnings.


The purpose of a conclusion is to pull the strings of an argument together. This book opened by arguing that to grasp New England’s distinctive regional culture one must factor in both the overwhelming demographic dominance of Catholics and the still-impressive stock of cultural capital controlled by mainline Protestant custodians. In truth, both Catholic demographic dominance and the mainline Protestant stock of various forms of capital—especially the human capital contributed by headcounts—have diminished measurably in recent decades. This is no longer a region when the Brahmin elite slugs it out with cardinals, Kennedys, and a surging cohort of third-generation of Irish-Americans. And yet the old order, if muted, still functions and no serious challengers are yet in sight.


In certain ways, the most surprising thing about this is the continuing importance of the mainline Protestant contribution to New England life. It is hard to shake 370 years of history, but Yankee dominance has been slipping for a long, long time. To understand the persistence of “Protestant” influence one must attend to several different matters.

New England’s Civil Religion Still Lives


First, Protestants still benefit enormously from their connection to the region’s institutional history and to its symbolic life. A New England variant of civil religion, complete with sacred landscapes, rites, and institutions, nourishes the region’s identity and remains closely tied to the civic style of mainline Protestantism. At the heart of this civil religion is the institution of the town, which gives form to local life and identity. Tiny Connecticut remains a commonwealth of 169 towns, each jealously asserting its right to home rule, no matter how far the state succumbs into suburb sprawl. Almost all of these towns remain demonstrably tied to a “First Church” and usually to some sort of town green, complete with a Civil War memorial and an ancient cemetery somewhere close at hand. The forms of local government crafted by Puritans in the seventeenth century—the boards of selectmen and annual town meetings—still endure.

These civic forms were shaped by and for Protestants, but others now inhabit them fully. Catholics, Jews, African-American Protestants, and soon, perhaps, Latino Protestants and Catholics have all made comfortable adjustments to a social and political geography mapped by town and by an ideal of very local democracy. The rhetoric of the New England town as a school for democracy still flourishes when speeches are given at Memorial Day celebrations. (That’s Memorial Day, with its roots in the Civil War, outranking July 4 in the New England mind.) It is worth emphasizing that the notion that the New England town is an organic, democratic entity that bestows a common local identity on residents and transcends their religious identities was developed by and for Protestants. The original New England town was designed to be exclusive, not inclusive. The town acquired its inclusive spin during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the descendents of the Puritans redefined its symbolic meaning in an attempt to persuade the Catholic hordes that the town—the public sphere—stood for democratic values that transcend the bounds of sectarian identity, for a realm where citizens meet together to work for the public good. When the suburbanization that followed World War II transformed New England, it took most New Englanders not into new or drastically re-organized local jurisdictions, but rather into long-established small towns, with structures and traditions shaped by the mainline Protestants.

At a second level, New England’s mainline Protestants still exercise social and political leadership because they arrived first in the location where everyone else would seek to follow them: into the suburban, middle class. They remain a highly mobilized group, who participate often in the political process. White New England mainline Protestants lead the nation in voter registration, with 93 percent registered according to the ARIS 2001 study. Further, according to exit polling from recent presidential elections, it is mainline Protestants (and secular voters) who do most to define the region’s distinctive voting patterns (with strong liberal preferences on social issues like abortion, gay rights, welfare spending, national health insurance, and environmental policy).

The above notwithstanding, New England mainline Protestants are also important because they cast a lot of votes for Republican candidates. Those whose acquaintance with New England’s voting patters is limited to presidential elections (where only New Hampshire cuts against a thoroughgoing tendency to vote Democratic) may be surprised, but Republicans regularly win certain kinds of elections in New England. In 2004, five of the six New England governors were Republicans, and five of the region’s 12 U.S. senators belong to the G.O.P. Outside of New Hampshire, few of these Republicans are conservatives by national standards. But New England voters often elect Republicans, especially as governors, to serve as check on the Democratic legislatures they also tend to elect. Neither Massachusetts nor Connecticut, for example, has elected a Democratic governor since 1986. Some of the Republicans elected statewide even hark back to the old days of Yankee dominance, such as Vermont’s governor Jim Douglas, a former moderator of the Vermont Conference of the United Church of Christ, and U.S. Sen. Lincoln Chafee of Rhode Island, the son of the late U.S. Sen. John Chafee, also of Rhode Island.

Surveys show that in a region where a plurality of voters are registered Democrats, mainline Protestants are still far more likely to be registered as Republicans or independents. Exit polls taken at recent presidential elections showed that 46 percent of New England’s mainline Protestants are registered as Republican and 29 percent as independents. Only 25 percent are Democrats. Even “low commitment” mainline Protestants (those who attend worship less than once a week) are considerably more likely than the regional average (42 percent versus 34.5 percent) to register as Republicans. Since New England’s mainline Protestants are, by and large, social moderates and liberals, their insistence on registering as Republicans remains a commentary on their persistent collective identity and disinclination to identify themselves as Democrats. 

Growing Out of the Catholic Ghetto


Catholic participation in New England’s public life, and particularly Catholic voting behavior, remains distinctive. And because of the overwhelming size of the Catholic population and electorate, the Catholic vote goes a long way toward deciding New England elections. As James O’Toole argued in Chapter Two, in the middle of the twentieth century Catholic voting patterns were quite clear. New England Catholics voters were overwhelmingly Democratic, they were enthusiastic supports of the New Deal, especially as it benefited them, and often quite they were responsive to the leadership of the Catholic clergy and hierarchy in public matters. 

In the early twenty-first century, there has been movement on many fronts. But New England Catholics, teamed with the region’s African-American Protestant, and Jewish voters, and its numerous secular voters, give the national Democratic Party one of its strongest, most reliable regional voting bases. Exit polling in presidential elections since 1992 shows that 47 percent of New England Catholics identify themselves as Democrats—a higher percentage than any other regional group of white Christians in the United States. A further 23 percent are independents.

One of the most surprising revelations contained in this data is that in New England “high commitment” Catholics—those who attend Mass at least once a week— are more likely to describe themselves as both Democrats and as liberals than Catholics who attend worship less frequently. Fifty two percent of New England’s “high commitment” Catholics are Democrats—far above the national average for high commitment Catholics of 45 percent. (In the region with the next highest percentage of high commitment Catholic Democrats, the Middle Atlantic, only 48 percent identify as Democrats. In most other regions the percentage is below 42 percent.) To heighten the contrast, only 42 percent of New England’s low commitment Catholics call themselves Democrats. In addition, 33 percent of the region’s high commitment Catholics describe their political ideology as liberal, in contrast to the national average of 29 percent.

New England Catholics—both high and low commitment—are slightly more likely than their national peers to support gay rights. The two groups are not divided on a number of ideological issues—half or more of both groups support liberal positions on national health insurance, more welfare spending, and environmental protection. Both are also lukewarm in their support for school vouchers. However, the two groups of Catholics diverge on the two most divisive social issues. Low commitment Catholics are far more likely to support gay rights (67 versus 56 percent) and abortion rights (61 versus 29 percent) than those who attend worship at least once a week. New England Catholics who attend Mass less than once a week are also far more likely to be pro-choice than low commitment Catholics at large, 50 percent of whom are pro-choice.  

In fact, the views of New England’s low commitment Catholics on these controversial issues align more closely with those of mainline Protestants and black Protestants than with their high commitment co-religionists. Interestingly, the region’s low commitment Catholics are also less liberal on economic issues, and often hold a mix of views strikingly similar to the views of mainline Protestant (with 32 percent of low commitment Catholic, 35 percent of low commitment mainline Protestants and 33 percent of high commitment mainline Protestants favoring less welfare spending. Forty three percent of low commitment Catholics describe their ideology as conservative, compared to 43 percent of low commitment mainline Protestants and 41 percent of high commitment mainline Protestants. (Only 37 percent of high commitment Catholics did so.) In most of the polls studied by political scientist John C. Green, the sample sizes for high commitment Catholics were slightly smaller than those for low commitment Catholics, which seems about right for contemporary New England.

While the exit poll cited here surveys do not provide all the information one might wish for, it seems reasonable to suggest that the high commitment New England Catholics who are such loyal Democrats are probably older and residents of core urban areas. Low commitment Catholics, whose opinions are liberal on issues of personal morality and more moderate to conservative on economic issues, seem to be moving toward the norms for New England’s educated, middle-class, suburban Protestants. This suggests that the overlap between mainline Protestants and upwardly mobile, loosely attached Catholics is growing and that a stable, middle ground is now shared by New England’s two old ethno-religious antagonists.

The exemplar of this evolution is arguably U.S. Sen. John Kerry of Massachusetts, the Democratic presidential candidate in 2004, whose Catholic identity, Brahmin social and educational credentials, and liberal politics are all familiar features of the New England scene, but are combined in ways that reflect change since 1970. Catholic but not Irish—his paternal grandfather was a Czech Jew who converted to Catholicism, a fact that Kerry himself was not aware of until recently—Kerry represents the style and perhaps the substance of the “low commitment” style of Catholicism that has become so important in New England. Educated at St. Paul’s School and Yale, a member of the elite undergraduate club Skull and Bones, Kerry encountered few of the barriers that hindered most ambitious New England Catholics growing up before the late 1950s. His movement into the higher realms of New England political life was straightforward. After service in Vietnam and a prominent role in the anti-Vietnam war movement, he enrolled at Boston College Law School—the Catholic law school that is the royal road to Massachusetts political life. He then served as a state prosecutor, district attorney, and as lieutenant governor of Massachusetts, before being elected to the U.S. Senate in 1982. Through his rise, no one connected him in any particular way with the Catholic Church or with its social teachings, nor has he ever been as engaged by public discourse about Catholicism as, say, Mario Cuomo, or Eugene McCarthy. And he has never been photographed surrounded by groups of Catholic hierarchs, clergy and religious, as many of the Kennedys were. But neither did anyone in Massachusetts question his genuine commitment to Catholicism. 

As is the case with many Catholics, Kerry does not say much publicly about his faith. Asked early in the 2004 campaign about his religious formation, Kerry alluded briefly to his service as an altar boy, and on Ash Wednesday he appeared on the campaign trail with a smudge of ashes on his forehead. His Catholicism is matter of fact, in the New England style. On his campaign web site, Kerry dealt characteristically with the religion issue in the first paragraph of his biography by stating: “John Kerry was raised in the Catholic faith and continues to be an active member of the Catholic church.” That’s it.

If Kerry’s Catholicism is important enough to be in the first paragraph of his campaign biography, that doesn’t mean that he—or the vast majority of other Catholic political figures—lines up often with the church hierarchy on such public policy matters as abortion, same-sex marriage, or even capital punishment. To do so would be to become unelectable in “Catholic” New England. Kerry has plenty of company in the Senate—Connecticut’s Christopher Dodd, Vermont’s Patrick Leahy, and, above all, Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts are all prominent pro-choice Catholic Democrats. It is only fair to observe that almost all the region’s prominent Catholic Republican elected officials—Connecticut Gov. John Rowland, and former Massachusetts governors Paul Cellucci and Jane Swift, for example—are also pro-choice.

How powerful can the Catholic Church be and how Catholic can those public officials be, if the church’s positions on matters like abortion and same sex-marriage are flouted so consistently? The answer is a bit complicated, but it goes to the heart of any explanation of the role of religion and public life in contemporary New England. The most direct response is that Catholic power in New England is limited, but quite real, and that the chief restrictions on Catholic power are enforced by the region’s Catholics themselves.

A fuller response begins by noting the force of Michele Dillon’s argument in Chapter Three about the internal diversity of contemporary Catholicism, in New England and in other places. “Regardless of the reasons why people chose to be Catholic,” she writes, “And no matter what kind of Catholic they are—whether liberal or conservative, traditional or progressive, mystical or social activist—the most certain statement that can be offered about Catholics is that they are relatively independent and self-assured about their Catholicism.”

Shaped by a regional history that has relentlessly pressed New England’s Catholics to think about who is inside and who is outside the community, and why, it seems likely that most New England Catholics give priority to the voluntary choice to be Catholic, rather than to the institutional church’s public policy statements, which are often framed by a “natural law” perspective that asserts that Catholic social teaching are rational and universally binding arguments, and not the dogmatic teaching of one religious group among many. So, at least for the moment, and especially among low commitment Catholics, Catholic identity is more about participation in the Catholic community, in the sacraments, in the life of the parish, than it is about public policy.

In addition, it seems indisputable that many of New England’s Catholics have accepted the argument about public life and religious culture that was advanced by the region’s Protestants as they attempted to divert a Catholic takeover of the region. In this local version of America’s pluralist ideology, Protestants stressed that the demands of free and democratic community life transcended the values of any one set of religious teaching or identities. This matter came into focus in 2004, during the very agitated Massachusetts debate over same-sex marriage. In late 2003, the state’s Supreme Judicial Court ruled that the restriction of marriage rights to heterosexual couples violated the rights of gay and lesbian couples to equal protection under the constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. For months, Massachusetts became the focal point of a national debate about single-sex marriage and civil unions. At this writing, the Massachusetts General Court—the state’s legislature—was in the middle of a lengthy political process intended to overturn the court’s ruling by putting a constitutional amendment on a statewide ballot. 

Any such vote could not take place before 2006, and in the meantime virtually all of the state’s religious actors were mobilized. The patterns revealed in this mobilization confirmed a familiar story of religion and public life in New England. Leading the vigorous opposition to the legalization of same sex marriage was Archbishop Sean O’Malley of Boston and the other Catholic bishops of Massachusetts. In the weeks preceding special constitutional conventions in February and March, the bishops attempted to activate their flocks to lobby the legislature to block gay marriage. They paid for a mailing to one million Massachusetts households and organized a huge network or rallies and meetings, from parish halls to the Boston Common. They also forged alliances with a variety of like-minded religious groups—most especially conservative Protestants and African-American Protestants, but also smaller bodies including Orthodox Jews, Orthodox Christians, Muslims, and others. Opposing them was a smaller, but very vocal group of mainline Protestants and Reform and Conservative Jews. And Gov. Mitt Romney, a Mormon.

Caught in the middle were the 199 members of the legislature, in their capacity as delegates to a state constitutional convention. During this period, the New England’s journalistic conventions about avoiding explicit discussion of the religious identities of lawmakers fell away. (Almost 70 percent of them, it turned out, were Catholics.) A two-day session of the convention that ended in deadlock in February of 2004 offered an interesting barometer of religious politics in the Bay State at the dawn of the new century. According to The Boston Globe and Boston Herald, the largest single group of legislators (about 80) were aligned with the Archdiocese of Boston’s position that neither same-sex marriages nor civil unions should be permitted. A group of 44 lawmakers, almost all of them Catholic, opposed same-sex marriage but wanted to send a measure legalizing civil unions to referendum. Another group of 55, including many mainline Protestants and all 13 of the Jews in the legislature, supported gay marriage.

During the debate, polls—supported by interviews in many news articles—suggested that opposition to gay marriage and/or civil unions was far stronger in the legislature than in the general Massachusetts population. Sen. John Kerry staked out a position against single-sex marriage, but in favor of civil unions, reflecting polling in Massachusetts that showed strong support for gay rights in most religious constituencies dating back to the early 1990s. Of 11 religious groups identified in presidential exit polls, only high and low commitment evangelical Protestants mustered even one-third of their New England adherents as anti-gay rights.  (These polls did not ask about marriage or same-sex unions.) Sixty percent of high commitment Catholics in New England favored gay rights, as did 69 percent of low commitment Catholics.

Mainline Protestants, and many Jews, rushed to exploit this division between the Catholic hierarchy and laity, often using a logic familiar from earlier battles to restrict Catholic influence. “We respect the right of the Catholic Church to set its own policies and its own definition of marriage, but the Catholic Church does not have the right to impose its religious beliefs on others,” Rabbi Devon A. Lerner, cochairman of the Religious Coalition for the Freedom to Marry,” told the Boston Globe on January 17. “Equal civil marriage will not force priests, or any clergy, to change their beliefs or practices—our laws of separation of church and state guarantee that. We call upon our legislators to represent all the citizens of the Commonwealth, regardless of their religion.”

During this discussion many Catholics, both inside and outside the legislature, frequently invoked Lerner’s distinction between what they believed as Catholics, and what should be civil law. The Hartford Courant, for example, followed canvassers for the “Love Makes a Family,” a pro-same-sex marriage advocacy group, as they knocked on doors in suburban West Hartford. “I’m Catholic, and that’s not in the belief structure, but if you’re talking about civil marriage, I don’t have a problem with that,” Jay Corbalis told the Courant on Feb.15. The same day, the Lowell, Massachusetts Sun interviewed Rep. Kevin Murphy, “a product of Catholic schools who attends Mass faithfully.” The Sun reported that Murphy would vote against constitutional amendments banning same-sex marriage because he understood the Supreme Judicial Court’s action as a civil rights decision. “I obviously weighed what my church felt, but I also have to understand that as a public official, I represent all of the constituents of my district. I have to do what I believe is the right thing for all my constituents.” 

Other Catholic legislators also applied “inside/outside” logic. The Associated Press noted that state Sen. Martin Montigny would vote for gay marriage, despite his church’s teachings. “As a Catholic, I would never vote to diminish the sanctity of the church sacrament of marriage. As a human being, I will never deny someone their equal rights. It is my belief that the only requirement of civil marriage is enduring love and respect.”

For many Massachusetts Catholic legislators and voters, it made a kind of local sense to express solidarity with Catholic understandings of sacramental marriage, while still voting to amend the constitution to permit civil unions for homosexuals, even if that left Archbishop O’Malley sputtering with frustration.

�   National Surveys of Religion and Politics 1992,1996, 2000, collected at the University of Akron by John C. Green, Principal Investigator.





