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The Formation of U.S. Catholic Conservative Voters

Saho Matsumoto

Abstract:

The United States was founded by the Puritans and other Protestants, and thus
Catholics have always been a minority. During and after the Irish Potato Famine of 1845,
due to the influx of Irish Catholic immigrants into the U.S., the Protestant majority felt
threatened, and thus Irish Catholics were subjected to social discrimination. However, this
tendency began to change after Pope Leo XIII's Encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891,
which was delivered to support working-class rights and to counter Marx’s Manifesto of
1848. When the Russian Revolution of 1917 led to the foundation of the Soviet Union,
non-Marxist social democracy became an important political ideology within the Anglo-
Saxon world as an alternative to Marxist revolutionary ideas. Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’
policies were favorable to the Irish, Italian and Polish Catholic working class in the U.S.,
and they helped to reduce discrimination against Catholics in the U.S. However, when an
Irish Catholic, Al Smith, who had managed to become governor of New York, stood for
the presidency he was subjected to bitter slander. The U.S. had to wait until the height of
the Cold War, and the 1960 election of John F. Kennedy as president, for this
discrimination to pass. At this point, the Catholics as a minority supported the Democratic
Party, but this tendency soon changed.

In order to understand the Catholic vote in the US, it is important to acknowledge
what has happened in the Catholic Church as a whole and the Vatican since the 1960s. The
most significant thing to note is that the Catholic Church has been split since the end of
the Second Vatican Council in 1965. Also known as Vatican 1I, this assembly was in
session from 1962 to 1965, as one of the most important councils in Christian Church
history, and it led to profound changes in the structures and practices of the church. As
Pope John XXIII declared, ‘aggiornaménto,” in other words, ‘the church needs to be
updated,” and many of the Council’s decrees did bring the church into the modern world.
Although these reforms were welcomed by many people and priests, it led to internal
disruption within the hierarchy, a conflict said to be greater than any other in the history
of the Catholic Church since the Protestant Reformation. Some argued that the Council
did not go far enough, while others maintained that its reforms went too far, too fast. In
the decades following the Council, liberal and conservative Catholics were divided over
interpretation of its decrees.

These divisions between pro-Vatican II liberals and anti-Vatican II conservatives
within the Catholic Church also overflowed into the political world, particularly into US
politics. A number of influential US Catholic figures such as William F. Buckley Jr.,
Russell Kirk, and Antonin Scalia were anti-Vatican II Catholic conservatives, and the
political conservatism that they espoused had a considerable influence in the periods from
Goldwater to Reagan and from George W. Bush to Donald Trump.

Keywords:
Catholic, Conservatives, Irish, Swing Votes, Religious Lobby
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