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NEWSPAPER COVERAGE

OF FUNDAMENTALIST CHRISTIANS,

1980-2000

By Peter Á. Kcrr and Patricia Moy

In light of evidence indicating that political attitudes are driven in part
by attitudes toward fundamentalist Christians, this study examines
the potential role of media coverage in influencing these attitudes. A
content analysis of a probability sample of 2,696 articles drawn from
Lexis-Nexisindicatesa relatively stable and slightly negative portrayal of
fundamentalist Ghristians since 1980. The amount and type of depict ions
differed by geographical region as well as by type of newspaper article.
Also emerging from the data was a trend toward the meshing of religion
and politics. Implications of such coverage are discussed.

Introduction Despite survey data indicating that Americans have long felt
strongly about separation of church and state,' there is evidence that
citizens' attitudes toward religious groups have a bearing on their
evaluations of politicians, political parties, and policies. Using data from
the American National Election Studies (ANES), Bolee and de Maio
conclude that public antipathy toward fundamentalist Christians has
"joined ideology as a predictor of presidential vote choice, and its impact
surpasses the effects of traditional economic variables, such as attitudes
toward government activism and retrospective assessments of the
economy."-'

What are the sources of such sentiment toward fundamentalist
Christians? Obviously, personal experience through religious beliefs or
interaction with fundamentalist Christians can have an impact on atti-
tudes toward this particular group. But the media presumably play an
equally, if not more, important role in shaping public understanding and
attitudes by virtue of their framing of fundamentalist Christians.

After all, journalists' frames provide audience members a
predefined perspective on news topics that they then can employ in
processing information. By employing a perspective based on
recognizable cultural cues, journalists offer their audiences familiar
"road maps" by which to process and integrate new and potentially
complex information. As "heuristics," frames offer a "basic tool kit" for
"thinking and talking about [a given topic]."^ In other words, frames
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provide readers and viewers a shorthand method to process informa-
tion.

Because little, if any, research has addressed how the media have
framed fundamentalist Christians, this study examines how newspapers
have covered this religious group from 1980 to 2000. We begin by
presenting the literature on media framing and providing an overview
of Christian fundamentalism. We then present the results of an extensive
content analysis of newspaper coverage of fundamentalist Christianity
and discuss the implications of such coverage.

Prevailing journalistic standards dictate that news be presented as
objectively as possible.'' Even though news is understood to be a "social
construction of reality," to maintain its credibility, news must be re-
ported with as little intentional bias and framing as possible."* Eacts are
verified not only to prevent libel litigation, but also to maintain credibil-
ity. Journalists also maintain credibility by questioning sources and
cross-checking witness accounts. Furthermore, realizing not all facts can
be confirmed, journalists use attribution when information reflects a
viewpoint and not objective fact. When statements are made that run
counter to other observable facts, the counter position should be men-
tioned and sources cited.^

Objectivity "implies being truthful, unbiased, fair and balanced,"
but at the same time should not detach the journalist from an issue.''
Some scholars see objectivity itself as a negative "ideology" that favors
the status quo and "undermines the personal integrity of journalists who
are required to set aside their consciences."'* Reporters are trained to
understand the issue of objectivity, in the hopes that awareness of the
difficulties may in itself prevent some of the abuses.'̂  The seeking of an
objective journalistic standard can be seen as a professional norm estab-
lished to combat framing effects. Still, journalists' objective stance has
been criticized and even called "strategic ritual protecting newspaper-
men from the risks of their trade.""^

According to Tuchman, framing in a journalistic context is broadly
defined as organizing events due to personal subjective involvement
with them." This means framing is inevitable, and it "ignores the
possibility that order is an intrinsic characteristic of the everyday world."
Frames can turn "amorphous talk into a discernibleevent," and while the
frame organizes everyday reality, it is itself "part and parcel of everyday

The meta-concept of framing can best be understood as occurring
in four cyclical stages, described by Scheufele's process model. '̂  "Frame
building" occurs as journalists construct stories, followed by "frame
setting," when those frames are "set" upon the public by mass dissemi-
nation. These frames enter our cognitions in a stage called "individual-
level effects framing," which results in the final stage, dubbed "societal
frames." Societal frames in tum act upon journalists' frames and influ-
ence their constructions at the original "frame building" stage. This
model links micro- and macro-level effects, as individuals interpret
media messages and societal norms shape these media messages.

Media
Framing
and
Standards
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Media frame building occurs as journalists "select some aspects of
a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text,
in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for
the item described."'^ This is accomplished in a text by the "presence or
absence of certain keywords, stock phrases, stereotyped images, sources
of information, and sentences that provide thematically reinforcing
clusters of facts or judgments."''' Erames provide context that is commu-
nicated with the text, and also can shape the way text is received. While
frames typically have a common effect on large portions of the receiving
audience, their effects are not necessarily universal; they may be subtle
and difficult to locafe,"'

In fact, journalists may even unwittingly construct frames when
they seek expert opinion and advice. Looking to enhance their stories,
journalists will often rely on quotes, insight, and analysis from "indi-
viduals eager to promote a certain perspective to a broader public
audience."'^ At the same time, journalists may have an agenda they wish
to propagate, and while such an agenda may be acceptable and even
lauded when it is for things such as world peace or to combat hunger, it
can be deceptive when subtly applied to news as a frame.

Because frames typically diagnose, evaluate, and prescribe, they
are capable of exerting great social power when encoded in terms or
phrases, and once the term or phrase is widely accepted,
communicatorscannotuseother words without risking being misunder-
stood or lacking credibility.'^ In this way a frame can actually influence
language. Indeed, "the power of a frame can be as great as that of
language itself."'"*

The media may exert tremendous power in shaping public percep-
tions of fundamentalist Christianity. Syndicated columnist Cal Thomas
has lamented "the incorrect, and often pejorative, use of the word
'fundamentalist,' which has come to mean anyone behaving in a fanatical
manner."-"

Fundamen-
talism:
The Past
and the
Present

Eundamentalism began in America immediately after World War
1 as an effort to defend traditional Protestant Christianity against chal-
lenges posed by liberal theology, higher (textual) criticism, and Darwin-
ism. Eundamentalism wasnotanewsect, but an entrenching of belief in
historic mainline Protestant theology. Christian leaders from around the
globe, such as R.A. Torrey from Chicago and James Orr from Glasgow,
set about deflning what is essential to the Christian faith, eventually
publishing the twelve-volume The Fundamentals.-^

Fundamentalist sentiments gained adherents, and by the 1940s
many mainline Protestant denominations had to deal with fundamental-
ist views within their circles. The fundamentalists refused to "succumb"
to liberal theology and rejected Karl Barth's "new orthodoxy," As a
result, many fundamentalists distanced themselves from their parent
organizations,-- In this way the General Association of Regular Baptists,
the Presbyterian Church of America, and many other organizations were
formed. An unrelenting commitment to resist liberal interpretation of the
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Bible contributed to the perception that fundamentalists were intolerant
and anti-intellectual.-^-*

As this stereotype arose, many within the fundamentalist groups
tried to distance themselves from the fundamentalist title and to regain
strong ties with mainstream Protestant Christianity. Beginning in the
1940s, they began calling themselves "evangelicals," and while they
shared the same beliefs and promoted the same values as the fundamen-
talists, they were more tolerant of liberalism in the mainline Protestant
denominations.-'' Fundamentalists are often now considered a subset of
evangelical Protestants,-'^ but many fundamentalists would resist being
associated with the "new evangélica Is. "•̂ ''

By the 1970s and 1980s, fundamentalism arose more prominenfly
on the political scene. To take a stand against secular humanism, funda-
mentalists fought against evolution, "loose" personal morality, sexual
"perversion," and communism. Leaders attempted to pool Christian
resources to influence politics toward a more conservative stance. For
example, in 1980, the Reverend Jerry Falwell's Moral Majority, totaling
four million members,^'' rallied support and finances to assist in electing
morally conservative politicians in local, state, and national elections. As
the political clout of fund a mentalist Christians grew, even Ronald Reagan
was seen as pandering to its leaders in his 1984 bid for reelection.-'" As one
enthusiast in 1984 put it: "In 1980 we were a fringe. If we are a fringe now,
it is a mighty big fringe." '̂'

In 1989, a slightly more eclectic organization called the Christian
Coalition was formed. Founded by Marion G. (Pat) Robertson, it calls
itself a "pro-familycitizenaction" group, with membership of more than
1.7 million.'"' One key acrtvity is sending its members "voter informa-
tion" reports detailing congressional votes in areas considered germane
to Christian morality.

Other events have cast an unfavorable light on fundamentalist
Christians. Most notably, David Koresh led a fifty-one-day stand-off
against the govemment in Waco, Texas, in 1993. This conflict resulted in
the fiery death of nearly eighty Branch Davidians and several FBI agents,
and has been termed the "apocalypse in Waco."^' Although the Branch
Davidians adhered more to Seventh Day Adventist doctrines, the group
was often mistaken as being in the theologically fundamentalist Chris-
tian camp. Thesiegeand tragic ending left an indelible mark on America's
perception of cults.̂ ^

More recently, concerns over the Y2K millenium bug drew atten-
tion to fundamentalist Christians. The speculation about Y2K ignited
debate about the return of Christ and tho events predicted in the book of
Revelations. While many Christian books warned about the imminent
rise of the anti-Christ and the poiiticai unification oí the earth, others
downplayed the event and offered a more Biblically based view of the
end-times.''^

Such recent events point to the potential for fundamentalists to be
confused with cults and viewed as, among other things, intolerant,
conservative, violent, and suicidal. Correlated perceptions may include
the questioning of fundamentalists' intelligence, their patriotism, and
willingness to abide by the laws of the land. Similarly, fundamentalists'
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strict stand on tenets of the Bible may lead to charges of intolerance.
These possibilities raise the question of how the media have portrayed
fundamentalists.

Methods The sampling frame for this content analysis comprised the popu-
lation of articles generated by Lexis-Nexis based on a search of the term
"Fundamentalist" or "Fundamentalism" in combination with the term
"Christian." A systematic sample of articles (N = 2,696) was coded by
five trained, advanced undergraduates and graduates; intercoder reli-
ability was .82.̂ ''

Each article was coded for various stereotypes (intolerance,
intelligence, responsibility, sincerity, law abiding, patriotism, racism,
forcing views on others, potential to be suicidal, political involvement,
and violent nature) that potentially arise from mediated coverage of
fundamentalists, and many of which appeared in recent American
National Election Studies. ANES respondents were asked, for example,
the extent to which fundamentalist Christians should live peacefully
without imposing their beliefs on others, and the extent to which they
are untrustworthy, intolerant, and extremely conservative.-''̂  When
violence was identified, coders also indicated whether it was presented
as provoked or unprovoked. In addition, a 0-100 thermometer rating
question, also derived from ANES measures, was included in the content
analysis to gauge the article's overall impression of fundamentalist
Christians.

Coders also coded each article for the newspaper in which it
appeared, its placement in the publication, the type of article (e.g., news
story, editorial, letter to the editor, columnist), and general focus of the
article (e.g., economic, social, political, religious). The coding scheme is
illustrated in Appendix 1 and variable definitions are presented in
Appendix 2.^

Results

58

Of the 2,696 articles in our sample, 453 (or 16.87fi) included the
terms "Fundamentalist/ism" and "Christian" but did not address fun-
damentalist Christians. TTie majority of the 453 referred to Christians
clashing with fundamentalist Muslims in the Middle Fast. All analyses
therefore are based on a final sample of 2,243 articles.

As shown in Figure 1, the number of articles increased almost
steadily between 1980 and 2000, with substantial gains between 1983 and
1984,1991 to 1994, and 1997 to 2000.

While Figure 1 depicts overall trends. Table 1 provides a more
finely nuanced picture. Specifically, the data reflect a higher frequency of
articles in Southeastern and Western newspapers (30.7'/o and 36.7%,
respectively) than either Midwestern (10.1%) or Northeastern newspa-
pers (22.5%) during the last two decades.

Coverage of fundamentalist Christians varied by region, as shown
in Figure 2. Between 1984 and 1995, Western newspapers published
more than newspapers in other geographic regions. Not until 1996 did
coverage in the Southeast exceed that in the West. Despite mild fluctua-
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FIGURE 1
Frequency of Articles, 1980-200Ü
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tions. Southeastern newspapers have maintained higher levels of cover-
age of fundamentalist Christians since then.

The articles appeared more often in the main section of the news-
paper (34.9%) than in the local section (21.8%), and a non-negligible
proportion was found in the church/religion section of the newspaper
(7,4%).

Of the articles coded, a majority (55.3'^) were news stories, Eeature
stories and letters to the editor accounted for 13.77» and 11.6%, respec-
tively. Editorials amounted to 8.9% of the articles, and "other" types of
articles (such as listings and round-ups) made up 7.4%. Einally, weekly
columns generated 2.9% of the articles. The focus of the articles tended
to be religious (34"-̂ .), social (30.1%), or political (24,3%).

As shown in Table 2, sampled stories' portrayal of fundamentalist
Christians averaged 2.45 (S.D.=.75) in overall favorability, somewhere
between the rating scale's "balanced" and "somewhat negative." Eewer
than 5% of the articles implicated fundamentalist Christians in their
headlines, and the average favorability rating in headlines was 2.68
(S.D. = .62).

During the two decades studied, newspapers have portrayed
fundamentalist Christians as somewhat intolerant (M = 1.96, S.D. =.71)
and somewhat criminal-minded (M = 2.16, S.D. =.83). However, these
stories depicted fundamentalist Christians in a nearly neutral manner in
termsofpatiiotism(M = 2.62,S.D. =.95), intelligence (M = 2.48,S.D. =.90),
and responsibility (M = 2.48, S.D. =1.04).

On average, this religious group was shown as being somewhat
forceful in imposing its views on others (M = 2.84, S.D. =.82), somewhat
involved in politics (M = 3.10,S.D. =.78),andsomewhatviolent(M = 2.78,
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TABLE 1
Newspaper Coverage of Fundamental Christians, 198()-2()0()

Variable

Region in which the Newspaper Article Appeared
Midwest
Northeast
Southeast
Western

Section in which the Article Appeared
Main Section
Local Section
Church/Religion Section

Type of Article
News Story
Editorial
Letter to the Editor
Weekly Coltimnist
Feature
Other

Focus of Article
Economic
Social
Political
Human Interest
Religious
Other

10.1
22.5
30.7
36.7

34.9
21.8
7.4

55.3
8.9

11.6
2.9

13.7
7.4

.6
30.1
24.3
7.0

34.0
3.9

(N) (2,243)

S.D. =.84). The violence wasoften unprovoked (61.5 "/« of the cases where
violence was observed). The average thermometer rating given to
fundamentalist Christians by newspapers over the last two decades fell
on the "cool" side, at 41.80 (S.D. = 11.70).

Differences over Time. Of the various dimensions of fundamental-
ist Christian coverage coded, most were relatively neutral and stable
over time, had insufficient numbers to warrant comparisons over time,
or both (e.g., portrayals of the group as racist, suicidal, law-abiding). But
two dimensions warrant mention. First, newspaper coverage of funda-
mentalist Christians consistently depicted them as "somewhat intoler-
ant" over the course of the past two decades (see Figure 3), even as the
amount of coverage had increased.

Second, there was no clear trend in portrayals of fundamentalist
Christians as politically involved. As reflected in Figure 4, newspaper
coverage showed this group to be somewhat involved between 1980 and
1986, and again between 1992 and 1994.

Differences by Region. One-way analysis of variance results show
that newspapers in the four regions differed significantly in their
favorability rating (F = 3.72, d.f.-2,242, p = .01) and thermometer rating
(F = 4.40, d.f.=2,242, p = .004) of fundamentalist Christians. Post-hoc
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FIGURE 2
Coverage by Region
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Scheffé tests on the two criterion variables reveal that Western newspa-
pers were signiflcantly less favorable and "cooler" than Midwestern
newspapers. In addition. Western newspapers were significantly cooler
than Southeastern newspapers in their coverageof fundamentalist Chris-
tians, Eigures 5 and 6 depict the differences in coverage. Similarly,
Western and Southeastern newspapers differed in the extent to which
they portrayed fundamentalist Christians as imposing their views on
others; the former portrayed this group as being more forceful.

Differences by Article Type. Significant differences in portrayals of
fundamentalist Christians emerged across article type, as noted in Table
3, Specifically, editorials, letters to the editors, and pieces by weekly
columnists were significantly more negative toward fundamentalist
Christians tban feature stories or "other" articles, comprising round-ups,
lists, etc. Compared to newsand other types of stories, letters fo the editor
described this religious group as less tolerant; similarly, compared to
news and other stories, weekly columnists tended to paint them as less
intelligent. News and feature stories (as well as "other" types of stories)
portrayed fundamentalist Christians as signiflcantly less forceful in
imposing their views on others. Editorials and weekly columnists were
the types of article to depict this group as being most politically involved,
significantly higher than any of the other four types. No differences
emerged among article types with respect to fundamentalist Christians'
levels of violence.

The study undertaken here is rooted in the striking juxtaposition of
religion and politics in contemporary society and the role that religious
attitudes have on political evaluations.^^ While a large corpus of litera-
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TABLE 2

Portrayals of Fundamentalist Christians, 1980-2000

Variable % Mean S.D. N*

Overall Favorability toward FC in Headline (1-5) 2.68 .62 (110)

Overall Favorability toward FC in Article (1-5) 2.45 .75

Portrayals of FC
Tolerant (1-5) 1.96 .71 (1,091)
Intelligent (1-5) 2.48 .90 (442)
Responsible (1-5) 2.48 1.04 (520)
Law-abiding (1-5) 2.16 .83 (167)
Patriotic (1-5) 2.62 .95 (192)
Forceful in Imposing Their View on Others (1 -4) 2.84 .82 (857)
Suicidal (1-4) 2.50 .76 (8)
Politically Involved (1-4) 3.10 .78 (810)
Violent (1-4) 2.78 .84 (92)
Unprovoked Violence 61.5 (92)

Thermometer Rating (0-100) 41.80 11.70

Note: All figures, unless otherwise noted, are based on a full sample of 2,243 articles. Possible ratings
are noted in parenthesis: 1-5 scales are Likert-type items; 1-4 scales range from "not at all" to "very."

FIGURE :i
Portrayals of Tolerance

3-

80 82 84 86 88 90 92 94 96 98 2000

Year

1-Very intoleranf; 2-Somewhat intolerant; 3-Balanced;
4-Somewhat tolerant; 5-Very tolerant
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FIGURE 4
Portrayals of Political Involvement
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1-Not at all politically involved; 2-A little politically involved; 3=Somewhdt politically
involved; 4-Very politically involved

ture has documented the vast array of media effects on political attitudes,
the process by which this occurs differs greatly depending on the content
and orientations of audience members.-"*

The results of our content analysis indicate that newspapers in the
United States consistently have been slightly cool, but not cold, toward
fundamentalist Christians, with much of the stronger antipathy (specifi-
cally regarding general favorability and tolerance) found in letters to the
editors and weekly columns. Features, on the other hand, have tended to
take a less negative stance, perhaps because they appear more often in
religious sections of newspapers. Individuals motivated enough to write
letters to the editor may be prone to express more extreme—and poten-
tially negative—opinions, while weekly columnists may focus on nega-
tive aspects of fundamentalist Christians, perhaps to engage their audi-
ences. News stories tended to fall "in between" in their portrayal of this
group.

This particular finding may very well be grounded in journalists'
professional norm of objectivity, dictating stories be balanced by report-
ing more than one side of an issue. This notion is bolstered by the fact that
the level of antipathy is mild and constant even though the number of
articles mentioning fundamentalist Christians is increasing. Further-
more, journalists' perceptions of the "watchdog" role may be one reason
editorials most frequently paint fundamentalists as politically involved.
In this case editorialists may be patrolling the much-contested "wall of
separation" between church and state.

These findings, taken as a whole, suggest that news stories by
journalists tend to be balanced, with more divergent or extreme views
presented by readers and weekly columnists and, to a lesser extent,
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FIGURE5
Favorability Rating by Region
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l=Very negative; 2-Somfwhiit negative; 3-BaIanced/neutral; 4=Somewhat positive;
5-Vcry positive

editorials. Thus newspaper readers who read "just the news" presum-
ably are less likely to be exposed to inflammatory language used to
describe fundamentalist Christians, e.g., as "anti-intellectual bumpkins
from a bygone era,"-'"'

Regional differences that emerged in the data may be grounded in
historicevents, as America's "Great Awakening" religious revival was in
the Northeastern states in the mid 1700s, and the "Second Awakening"
greatly impacted the "Bible belt" south and Midwest in the middle of the
nineteenth century. The Western states were mostly untouched by these
sweeping movements and have not experienced a large-scale religious
revival of their own.^"

Variations in newspaper portrayals of patriotism reflect a steady
pattern, with fundamentalist Christians rated slightly negative in odd-
numbered years and a bit more negatively in even-numbered years. This
pattern presumably is due to presidential and congressional election
years occurring in the even-numbered years, but additional research
would be needed to further confirm this effect.

Particularly noteworthy is the preponderance of articles relating
fundamentalist Christians to politics, with nearly a quarter of all articles
having a political orientation. The number of articles more than tripled
between 1983 and 1984, when the presidential re-election of Ronald
Reagan prompted speculation about the power of fundamentalist Chris-
tians. Indeed, some articles even portrayed Reagan as pandering to the
right in order to be endorsed by fundamentalists.'" One article character-
ized Reagan's presidency as being pro-fundamentalist, stating: "In 1984,
they [fundamentalist Christians] are vociferously supporting the re-
election of Ronald Reagan because he has for four years consistently
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FIGURE 6
Thermometer Rating by Region
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used the Oval Office to advance their religious and governmental
views."•*- Labeling a political topic as "fundamentalist" may effectively
labei that viewpoint as extremist, thereby delegitimizing it.

The second substantial increase in articles occurred between 1991
and 1992, when another presidential election was at the forefront. One of
the more frequent issues discussed in 1992 involving fundamentalist
Christians was the debate over acceptance of homosexuality in society,
indeed, this issue was brought to a prominent position especially after
Bill Clinton took office and took steps toward allowing homosexuals (but
not homosexual activity) into the military with his "don't ask, don't tell"
policy.

The steep rise in the number of articles about fundamentalist
Christians between 1993 and 1994 is noteworthy. Much poiitical news
coverage in 1994 focused on Republicans' "Contract with America,"
which was labeled "pro-family" and endorsed by the Christian Coali-
tion. Of the Christian Coalition efforts to rally the Christian vote, one
article stated: "The Christian Coalition will distribute 33 million election
guides to voters this weekend and already is facing criticism from
Democrats who say their views are being distorted in an effort to help
Republicans."^-* Other prominent debates that year centered around the
pro-life movement vs. abortion,'*'* fear of the new age movement,'*'' home
sciiooiing,'*'' and whether evolution should be taught in schools."*̂

Whether "political involvement" of fundamentalist Christians is
interpreted positively (e.g., as political engagement) or negatively (e.g.,
as religion trying to influence the political process), the fact remains that
there is a "diminishing divide" between church and state.''" Since the
formation of the Moral Majority in 1978, the "Religious Right" has
included a large number of fundamentalist Christians, making the terms
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TABLE 3
Differences in Portrayals by Article Type

News Editorials Letters Weekly Features Other
Stories to Editor Columnists

(a) (b) <c) (d) (e) (f)

Favorability Rating in Article*

Tolerance

Intelligence

Forcefulness of Views

Political Involvement

Violence

Thermometer Rating

2 Ab

2.00

2.52

1.64̂ .'̂

1.79^

1.08

42.15

2,34^-'

1.86

2.32

1.88

2.15

1.06

39.29^'f

2.23^,e,.

1.7 '̂f

2.46

2.00

1.67^

1.07

38.19" ̂ •'

2.17̂ -̂ ^

1.76

1.89"*

2.18

2,08

1,09

38.2r-f

2,62

2,15

2.67

1.6()'- '̂

1.61b

1,06

44,49

2,63

2.00

2.57

,.46b,c,d

137,-,,b,d

1.06

44.33

N()/f;*The favorability rating of Fundamentalist Christians as portrayed by headlines was deleted from
this analysis due to a small N.

Superscripts denote significantly different means from: (a) news stories; (b) editorials; (c) letters to the
editor; (d) weekly columnists; (e) features; (0 other.

inseparable in many minds. There is evidence that Evangelicals (includ-
ing fundamentalists) are stronger proponents of mixing religion and
politics than the general public. While 73% of evangelical Christians
reported thinking laws and policies would be better if the "elected
officials were deeply religious/' only 47% of the general public con-
curred."'''

Our study lends support to the notion that news coverage has the
potential to influence poiiticai attitudesby virtue of influencing attitudes
toward fundamentalist Christians. The larger picture shows a consistent
increase in the number of articles mentioning fundamentalist Christian-
ity during tbe past two decades, despite a relatively mild but constant
level of antipathy found in the media. This phenomenon may stem from
the fact that as America continues to move toward a post-modern
pluralistic society, more values of fundamentalist Christians are being
challenged, and, as a result, this group is mentioned more often as it
pleads its case for the more traditional value structure. A good example
of this would be homosexuality. In 1977, 56% of the United States said
homosexuals should have equal rights in the work place, whereas in2001
85% agree with this notion.'̂ " As new issues in contention with funda-
mentalists' religious values enter the public sphere, they in turn generate
debate, with seemingly lingering effects. These value debates are of
course quickly subsumed into the political arena, and thus election years
tend to have slightly more coverage of fundamentalists than nonelection
years.

In general, the media are successful in bringing to the fore various
issues to be incorporated into public discourse. Certainly additional
research could broaden our understanding by examining how religious
groups are portrayed in other forms of media and making specific links
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between media content and public attitudes. Our study shows that in
newspapers alone, coverage of fundamentalist Christianity has been
rising steadily, increasing more dramatically in presidential election
years. Candidate and party positions on moral issues are associated with
ÍLindamentalists and their positions in the press. Moreover, fundamen-
talist Christianity appears to be encompassing an increasing number of
issues—issues that may continue to appear on the American political and
social agenda.

Appendix 1, Appendix 2, and Notes follow.
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APPENDIX 1

Overall, how are Fundamentalist Christians portrayed:

A. In Ihe headline B. In the article
1 Very negatively 1 Very negahvely
2 Somewhat negatively 2 Somewhat negatively
3 Balanced/Neutrally 3 Balanced/Neutrally
4 Somewhat positively 4 Somewhat positively
5 Very positively 5 Very positively
6 Not portrayed 6 Not portrayed

IF "6" [NOT PORTRAYFD] TO BOTH la AND lb, THFN CO TO NFXT ARTiCLF.
For each dimension noted below, mark the answer that best reflects how this article
portrayed Fundamentalist Christians.

a. Very Somewhat Balanced Somewhat Very DID NOT
intolerant intolerant tolerant tolerant MENTION

b. Very Somewhat Balanced Somewhat Very DID NOT
unintellig. unintellig. intellig. intellig. MFNTION

c. Very Somewhat Balanced Somewhat Very DID NOT
irresponsible irresponsible responsible responsible MENTION

Ftc.

k. Not at all A little Somewhat Very DID NOT
violent violent violent violent MFNTION

If "a tittle" to "very" violent, was this violence portrayed as:

provoked OR unprovoked?

Overall, how does the article "feel" toward Christian Fundamentalists? Use a scale from
0 to 100, where 0 means "extremely unfavorably/negatively" and 100 means "extremely
favorably/positively."

What is the general focus of this article?

1 Economic 2 Social 3 Political 4 Human interest 5 Religious 6 Other
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APPENDIX 2
Conceptual Definitions

Tolerance: The ability to sympathize for beliefs contrary to one's own. Scale does not
measure the level of disagreement with other viewpoints, but the ability to accept
such differences in a respectful/rational manner (including the ability to "agree to dis-
agree").

Intelligence: Implicitly or explicitly stated by the citation of education level, derogatory
labels (e.g., "backwards/backwater"), or the highlighting of irrational behaviors.

Negligent: Not capable of sufticiently handling the responsibilities already given them.
This may include, but is not limited to, care of children, need to seek medical attention, and
laziness in community affairs. See Responsible.

Responsible: Ability to handle obligations and own up to one's opinions and actions. Also
look for accusations of blame shifting. See Negligent,

Sincerity: Perception of trustworthiness, dependability, or reliability

Criminal-Minded: Wishing to break or bend the laws, or having done so. Does the article
suggest this group to he more apt to break laws than other groups? Is a specific law or
guideline mentioned and described as being more frequently violated by Fundamentalists?

Law Abiding: Supporter of law and order in America. Are Fundamentalists seen as
following the laws of the country, and agreeing with the laws in action? Does the article hint
that this group would prefer to break the law/accepted norms?

Patriotic: Proud of country and what it stands for; supporter of the democratic system and
the U.S. Constitution. Look for suggestions that they are against the government, or against
taxes, etc. (Please note that taxes may be coded under "law-abiding/criminal-minded" if the
article specifically mentions breaking the law.)

Racist: Belittling others due to their cultural or ethnic background (e.g.. Fundamentalist
Christians have often been associated with Nazis, skinheads, and the Ku Klux Klan).
Conversely, are they portrayed as uniting the races, trying to mend past harms or trying to
diversify churches?

Forcing Views on Others: Tliis does not include proselytizing, but rather the imposition of
views on others (not just sharing of those views).

Suicidal: Prone to behave or engage in dangerous behaviors where there is a high likelihood
of harm to self; described as mentally unstable and capable of harming themselves;
described as bent on killing themselves.

Political Involvement: Includes actions related to politics, such as lobbying, attempting to
influence a vote, supporting a particular party or candidate.

Violent: Desiring/capable of rendering destruction to persons or objects; prone to damage
people or things more than an average person.
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