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Studies Center at the University of Oklahoma, based on the 
papers of Albert, a former Speaker of the House. If these 
centers were to pool resources with the smaller repositories 
and universities around the country,  the study of Congress 
could be greatly facilitated.

Much work can be done from the comfort of one’s 
home university. Interlibrary loan can yield offsite primary 
sources, including unpublished congressional oral 
histories, diaries, and memoirs. Unpublished dissertations 
and theses can also prove useful, once unearthed with 
the help of dedicated university librarians. Congressional 
documents are also becoming available online. Committee 
hearings and the Congressional Record are now just a few 
clicks away, with keyword searches eliminating daunting 
forays into the dusty basements of official U.S. government 
repositories. Ultimately, however, given the primacy 
of hands-on archival research, a Congress-U.S. foreign 
relations topic might be determined by what archival 
material is available at the historian’s home or nearby 
university.  

The biggest help congressional scholars can receive is 
in terms of methodology and funding. Scholars of Congress 
and U.S. foreign relations must work with their advisers 
to devise a research plan that is reasonable, yet also path-
breaking; advisers must help their graduate students do 
work that is fulfilling but also helps them get the coveted 
tenure-track job. Also, congressional archives need to 
entice scholars monetarily to come and do research. Most of 
the NARA presidential archives have competitive research 
grants. The Dirksen Center, to its credit, has offered grants 
to scholars for decades. The Oregon Historical Society 
has a fellowship to support a multi-week residency. More 
universities and historical societies should step up and help 
scholars, and not just scholars of congressional history. 

The money is not going to appear overnight, of course. 
But whether or not we are able to get financial assistance to 
go to congressional archives, we should consider it doing it 
anyway, as it should be apparent to us now that Congress 
matters. We have the tools to be able to access at least some 
congressional records relevant to our projects. Let’s go and 
do the work.
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Religion as Domestic Politics in American Foreign  
Relations

Daniel G. Hummel

While the role of religion in the twentieth-century 
American foreign affairs has been the subject 
of a slew of studies in the past decade, the role 

of religion in domestic politics has received less direct 
attention. Treating religion as part of politics casts light on 
the more pragmatic dimensions of religion in American 
foreign policy: the influence of religio-political coalitions 
in elections, the role of party platforms and grassroots 
organizations in shaping policy agendas, and the role of the 
media in shaping perspectives on American religion.

Andrew Preston’s recent survey on religion and foreign 
affairs provides some insights into how religion’s role in 
domestic politics might play a more prominent part in the 
field. As he writes in the introduction to Sword of the Spirit, 
Shield of Faith, politics has historically been the arena where 
“popular religion and elite diplomacy” meet. “Religious 
communities and elites spoke to each other in a continual 
effort to try to convince one another of what should be done 
in U.S. foreign policy. The religious influence [in foreign 
policy], then, was the product of continual dialogue. It was 
at heart a political process.”1 Viewing religious influence as 
a political process highlights the structural power of the 
United States’ largest religious communities (for much of 
the twentieth century Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish), 
which have been enduring fixtures of American politics 
and foreign affairs. It also expands the scope of the analysis 
of religion, taking us beyond the religious language that 
bolstered manifest destiny, beyond the religious imagery of 
American exceptionalism, and beyond discussions of how 
religious beliefs influenced particular policymakers. 

Preston’s original call in 2005 for historians to “bridge 
the gap” between religion and American foreign relations 
and “to take religion seriously” was succeeded by a robust 
body of literature.2 This new literature builds upon the 
work of an influential group of scholars who had been 
exploring themes of religion in American foreign affairs 
for a long time.3 But as Preston observes, the way these 
diplomatic historians understand religion and religious 
motivation varies. For some, religion approximates a sort of 
ideology rooted in beliefs, while for others it dictates social 
structures and cultural patterns. This central problem of 
definition has made its role in the study of domestic politics 
and foreign affairs more difficult to assess. 

For many diplomatic historians, religion has functioned 
primarily as a source of American idealism.4 Periods of 
intense nationalist sentiment—World War I, the first two 
decades of the Cold War, the Vietnam War—have proven 
fertile ground for the study of religion in American 
foreign affairs.5 Much of the recent boom in the study of 
religion and foreign affairs has likewise centered on how 
the beliefs of individual policymakers (such as Woodrow 
Wilson) or more abstract notions of civil religion and 
American exceptionalism have shaped American policy.6 

Recent works by William Inboden, Seth Jacobs, and Melani 
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McAlister have demonstrated the ideological linkage 
between religious understandings of the world and views 
on American foreign affairs.7 

The difficulty of linking the issue of religion in politics 
to diplomatic history is at least twofold. First is the basic 
problem of the role of religious convictions in shaping 
American attitudes toward foreign affairs. One important 
insight from scholars of religion is that the link between 
religious beliefs and political action is constantly contested.8 
When there is a link, it has to be constructed, as religious 
actors themselves often lament.9 Furthermore, as Kenneth 
D. Wald and Allison Calhoun-Brown show in a recent 
sociological study, religious affiliation cannot reliably 
predict public opinion of foreign policy.10 In some specific 
cases, such as President Bush’s handling of the Iraq War, 
evangelicals and Latter-day Saints were more supportive 
than other religious groups. But on other issues, such as the 
ideal level of defense spending, there were no statistically 
significant differences between Catholics, evangelicals, and 
Jews. Thus, it is hard to link the mass of data available on 
American religious affiliation to voting 
preferences, and it is even harder to trace 
alleged linkages as they filter through 
foreign policymakers’ calculations of 
their importance.

The second difficulty is 
understanding the precise ways in 
which policymakers and elected officials 
respond to religiously motivated 
politics. As with all domestic issues, 
election cycles, party coalitions, and 
media coverage can directly influence 
how an official or policymaker responds 
to religious lobbying. This fluidity is 
especially acute when it comes to the roles 
of domestic lobbying groups. Important 
questions arise over how the domestic 
politics of religion have influenced U.S. 
policy toward the state of Israel, for example, or Palestinians, 
or Arab states. Historians outside of diplomatic history have 
offered convincing cultural arguments for the enduring 
American interest in the concept of Israel. Yet for the most 
part these cultural approaches do not address domestic 
politics or policymaking. 11 

Diplomatic historians, on the other hand, have largely 
avoided forays into the beliefs of religious actors not directly 
involved in policymaking.12 Even among policymakers, 
religious conviction is usually treated only as a supporting 
factor.13 The difficulty in assessing what role domestic 
politics played in President Truman’s decision to recognize 
Israel in 1948, for example, is compounded by the difficulty 
of establishing, as I have already mentioned, the actual role 
of religious convictions in shaping political attitudes.

These problems are in many ways integral to the 
study of religion and probably deter a number of scholars 
and graduate students from studying the intersection of 
religion, domestic politics, and foreign affairs. Even so, 
there is much potential in the treatment of religion as a 
domestic political factor that has influenced—sometimes 
decisively—the direction of American foreign affairs. 
Recent works by Markku Ruotsila, Paul Chamberlin, and 
Caitlin Carenen provide some important examples. These 
diplomatic historians have found religio-political issues 
with powerful domestic implications at the center of 
debates over key American policies.14

A number of historians in the field of American religious 
history have also explained more general American foreign 
policy attitudes by emphasizing religious beliefs. Matthew 
Sutton emphasizes the role of prophecy belief in anti-
fascist and anti-communist politics among conservative 
Protestants in the 1930s.15 Axel Schäfer shows how the 
politics of the Cold War led conservative evangelicals to 

embrace public funding for religious institutions.16 Mark 
Edwards finds the traditional “liberal” and “conservative” 
political labels to be unsatisfactory in explaining the appeal 
of Christian Realism to the Protestant establishment in the 
1940s and 1950s, and instead focuses on intellectual and 
theological discourse.17

These works in diplomatic history (and the more 
unfamiliar religious history) point to a research agenda 
for approaching the role of religion in politics. By focusing 
on religious institutions (and anchoring studies in their 
archives), historians can chart the fluid relationship 
between policymakers and religious institutions. Indeed, 
by focusing on the nexus of religion and power—a focus 
of religious history that has recently been revitalized in 
studies on the Protestant establishment—we may better 
understand how religious institutions factor into domestic 
political calculations and why their influence fluctuates so 
widely.18

Complementing this institutional focus is our growing 
understanding of “bottom-up” and grassroots political 

activism in the United States. Consider, 
for example, the religious right and 
the late twentieth-century culture 
wars. While the culture wars are rarely 
discussed in the context of diplomatic 
history, their relevance can be seen in 
such issues as Reagan’s military build-
up in the 1980s or American responses 
to 9/11.19 Insofar as the GOP has become 
“God’s Own Party” and a stronghold for 
conservative Protestant, Catholic, and 
Jewish thinkers, the growing influence 
of religious coalitions in shaping and 
influencing the parameters of debate 
or the policies of the U.S. government 
promises to be a rich area of study.20 In 
addition, as Mark Edwards has recently 
observed, with all the scholarly 

attention to religious beliefs and foreign policy, the notably 
secular basis for most American foreign policymaking in 
the twentieth century becomes an interesting question in 
and of itself.21 How does the political influence of religion at 
the grassroots level become dispersed at the policymaking 
level? Hopefully, addressing such questions will produce 
new methodological approaches in the field.

The new prominence of religious topics in SHAFR 
provides an unprecedented opportunity to advance our 
knowledge of religion in domestic politics. Although 
serious research and methodological limitations will 
always exist, and although historians should always guard 
against the risk of overloading one factor in explaining U.S. 
foreign affairs, recent works show the promise of treating 
religion as part of domestic politics. Especially in an era of 
growing religious pluralism, questions about the roles of 
religio-political coalitions in foreign policymaking need 
answers.
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The Domestic Politics of U.S. Human Rights Policy

Rasmus Sinding Søndergaard

Recent historical research on the relationship between 
domestic politics and foreign policy has examined a 
broad range of actors inside and outside government. 

As is evident in this roundtable, these actors have engaged 
an even broader range of policy issues, one of which is 
human rights. This essay surveys recent historical research 
on the role of human rights in American foreign policy—
research that directly or indirectly addresses the role of 
domestic politics. It shows that historians have already 
benefited from adopting a domestic perspective in the 
examination of the role of human rights in American 
foreign policy and argues that this is an avenue that should 
be pursued further.

In recent years the study of human rights has emerged 
as a thriving subfield within the historical discipline.1 Part of 
this subfield has been devoted to the role of human rights in 
American foreign policy, making human rights a buzzword 
within the field of U.S. diplomatic history. Sarah Snyder’s 
review essay in the April 2013 edition of Passport, “Human 
Rights and U.S. Foreign Relations: A Historiographical 
Review,” demonstrates this development. In her review 
Snyder notes that after having long been neglected by 
historians of America foreign relations, human rights 
has now “finally arrived.”2 If proof of the validity of that 
statement is necessary, one need only look at the program 
for this year’s SHAFR meeting, which contained a myriad 
of panels dealing with human rights. In fact, the phrase 
‘human rights’ figured no less than eighteen times in the 
program. The role of human rights in American foreign 
relations is thus clearly a historiographical topic that 
animates the SHAFR community.3

The human rights policies of presidential 
administrations have naturally received significant 
attention from diplomatic historians. Elizabeth Borgwardt 
contends that the international human rights regime 
came about as an American attempt to globalize the New 
Deal ideas rooted in Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Four 
Freedoms.4 In recent years, several historians have taken 
advantage of the declassification of archives to examine 
the human rights policies of Jimmy Carter and, to a lesser 
extent, Ronald Reagan.5 This scholarship indicates a clear 
domestic component to presidential human rights policy. 
For both Carter and Reagan the use of human rights 
language offered a way to mobilize public support for 
foreign policy agendas.6 

However, when the dissonance between rhetoric and 
policy became too great, human rights could also become 
a public relations problem. As the American public became 
increasingly more concerned with human rights issues, 
it became necessary for presidents to at least appear to 
support human rights. Reagan, for example, met with a 
massive public outcry when he attempted to downgrade 
human rights early in his administration.7 The examination 
of human rights, therefore, can offer insights into the 
relationship between domestic public opinion and foreign 
policy. In turn, looking at the relationship between public 
opinion and presidents can enhance our understanding of 
U.S. human rights policy.

An approach to the study of human rights policy that is 
arguably even more directly domestic can be found in the 
scholarship examining Congress. This research confirms 
that Congress forced human rights onto the political 
agenda in the 1970s through its hearings and passed 
legislation that tied foreign assistance to the human rights 
records of recipient countries and institutionalized human 
rights concerns in the State Department.8 Once established, 
this human rights infrastructure proved remarkably 


