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Introduction 

 

 At the level of contemporary public discourse, religion galvanizes a polarized 

debate. On one hand a spate of recent anti-religious analysis and rhetoric exemplified by 

Sam Harris (End of Faith), Richard Dawkins (The God Delusion), and Daniel Dennett 

(Breaking The Spell), among others, decries the lingering influences of organized faith in 

all realms of life. Writes Harris, “the very ideal of religious tolerance – born of the notion 

that every human being should be free to believe whatever he wants about God – is one 

of the principal forces driving us towards the abyss” (2005: 15). As changing 

immigration patterns diversify Canada’s ethnoreligious landscape, the defense of secular 

values can carry xenophobic undertones, as the town council of Herouxville, Quebec, 

displayed recently in a warning to potential immigrants against trying to circumcise or 

veil their women. On the other hand, the religious right mobilizes to defend “family 

values” against the consequences of the sexual revolution, whether by threatening sitting 

Prime Ministers with eternal damnation should they support same-sex marriage 

legislation or pulling Snow Falling on Cedars off school library shelves for its sexual 

content. “Why are conservatives so obsessed with sex?” rhetorically asks former 

Pennsylvanian Senator Rick Santorum. “Sex outside a monogamous, life-long 

relationship,” he offers, “has consequences: teen pregnancy; out-of-wedlock births and 

the resulting consequences of teen parenting such as high school dropouts and welfare 

dependency; abortion and related issues of depression; sexually transmitted diseases, 

most notably AIDS; rape and sexual abuse; sexual addiction, especially to pornography, 

lack of self-respect and self-control; and divorce” (Santorum 2005: 313).  



 2

 Despite the dire prognoses of Comte, Spencer, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber, 

organized religion persists within a post-Enlightenment era built on empirical standards 

of evidence and the scientific method. Sociological research on religion has been slow, 

however, to address emergent forms of collective behaviour, such as political protest. 

Although a substantial literature outlines the relationship between religion and 

conventional modes of civic action such as volunteerism and charitable giving, 

comparatively little work addresses religion and contentious civic engagement, 

particularly as they relate over time or interact in a Canadian context. I will address this 

gap by analyzing the changing effects of religion on multiple forms of Canadian protest. 

My focus is twofold. Building on previous research that suggests a negative relationship 

between religion and Canadian protest participation, I will (1) explicate the religious 

determinants of Canadian protest behaviour and (2) measure whether their effects have 

changed over the last couple decades of the 20th century in response to structural 

transformations in Canadian religious life and public engagement. After outlining the 

nature of these transformations, I will formulate exploratory hypotheses on how they 

might influence the effects of religion on protest participation. My analysis will consist of 

logistic regression modeling of three waves of World Values Survey data (1981, 1990, 

and 2000, with a pooled sample size of 4915), in the context of a changing-parameters 

framework (Firebaugh 1997). The paper concludes by placing findings on protest in the 

context of similar effects observed of a dissimilar form of civic engagement, namely 

volunteerism.    
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Religion and citizen participation: liberal and communitarian models 

 

 Many reasonable theorists disagree on the extent to which religious ideals and 

practices ought to influence governance and political participation. Mainstream liberalism 

typically demarcates a relatively narrow public role for religion, heeding John Locke’s 

seminal separation of soulcraft and statecraft. Men’s lives, bodies, and property remain 

free from persecution, Locke argued, when “all the power of civil government relates 

only to men's civil interests, is confined to the care of the things of this world, and hath 

nothing to do with the world to come” (Locke 1689). Church-state separation suffuses the 

core liberal notion of state neutrality. Neutral states explicitly refrain from endorsing one 

group’s conception of the good life; instead of trying to manipulate people’s valuations of 

the merits of different ideas about the good they focus on safeguarding the capacity of 

individuals to decide for themselves by fairly distributing rights and resources (Rawls 

1993). Liberals, therefore, refrain from encoding the ethnoreligious or cultural heritage of 

the majority or ruling minority into public institutions to foster social cohesion and 

political legitimacy. Moreover, they do not see in religious institutions a significant 

seedbed of civic virtue, or site in which individuals can learn to justify their political 

demands in terms understandable and acceptable to people of different faiths and 

traditions. “Indeed, it would be unreasonable to expect churches to teach the virtue of 

public reasonableness” observes Kymlicka. “It would be absurd to ask church-goers to 

abstain from appealing to Scripture in deciding how to run their church” (2002: 306)1.  

                                                 
1 In explaining where people should learn how to become citizens who engage in collective action, for 
example, liberals far more frequently appeal to a secular democratic education capable of instilling the 
capacity to critically evaluate multiple modes of life rather than blindly obey one – including that of their 
parents or pastor (see Gutmann 1987, Callan 1997). 
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 Liberal neutrality and its privatization of religion, however, may increase the 

difficulty with which political authorities in liberal democracies can portray the demands 

they make on citizens as legitimate. Reliance on “difference-blind” institutions, argue 

critics, help precipitate a “legitimation crisis” in which citizens refuse to make material 

sacrifices for fellow citizens with whom they share less and less (Taylor 1985). 

Emphasizing the universal right of individuals to choose for themselves how to most 

meaningfully lead their lives, the neutrality model is faulted for neglecting the “social 

preconditions under which that capacity can be meaningfully exercised” (Kymlicka 2002: 

212). Communitarians, therefore, propose a role for the state in securing a particular 

cultural or religious context in which people are motivated to contribute to a shared 

conception of the good life. Religious legitimations for political order may be particularly 

effective at stimulating public engagement. By relating “the precarious reality 

constructions of empirical societies with ultimate reality,” Berger observes, they persuade 

people “that, in acting out the institutional programs that have been imposed upon them, 

they are but … putting themselves in harmony with the fundamental order of the 

universe” (1967: 27). Without connecting public institutions such as education to 

“ultimate reality,” argues Elshtain, we replace “a world of personal responsibility, with 

its characteristic virtues and marks of decency” with “whatever constitutes a culture’s 

overriding Weltanschauung at any given moment” (2003: 213).  

 Communitarian politics that enlarge the influence of religion on citizen 

participation may face as many problems, however, as liberal neutrality, most saliently its 

tendency to exclude groups outside of prevailing traditions and heritage2. Recently an 

                                                 
2 Religion provides a potent source of shared meanings and purposes. But religious communities rarely, if 
ever, eclipse the hard boundaries of political states, rendering the inflexible in-group/out-group fault lines 



 5

emphasis on civic engagement itself has emerged as a compromise between these two 

competing theories. Closely relating to both individual rights and community belonging, 

civic behaviours have captured the imagination of liberals and communitarians alike of 

all political stripes as a means to create healthy and stable democracy (Putnam 2001). 

How religion influences these behaviours thus constitutes a critical site for the study of 

faith, politics, and solidarity. Much of the recent empirical work on this relationship 

pertains to contributory or traditional modes of civic engagement, such as volunteerism, 

charitable-giving, and associational activity. A substantial body of evidence suggests a 

strong, positive relationship, correlating religious activity and values to heightened rates 

of these behaviours in Canada – in both religious and secular contexts (Reed and Selbee 

2000, Gidengil et al. 2004, Hall et al. 1998, Smidt 1999). A “civic core” of uniquely 

engaged Canadians, in fact, accounting for disproportionately high amounts of 

volunteering, giving, and associating – 29% of the adult population in 2000, responsible 

for 85% of volunteer hours, 78% of total charitable dollars, and 71% of associational 

activity – are defined in part by their atypical religiousness (Reed and Selbee 2001). 

Religion seems to help infuse their participatory worldviews with a commitment to 

                                                                                                                                                 
they can forge problematic for national solidarity. The shared ends or common way of life to which 
communitarians appeal often rest on romanticized memories of earlier societies wherein political 
legitimacy was ensured among all by excluding some from membership, especially women, atheists, 
indigenous peoples, and the propertyless (Kymlicka 2002: 258). The particular Judeo-Christian heritage to 
which former congressman Rick Santorum appeals in It Takes a Family: Conservatism and the Common 
Good, for example, goes as far as to exclude people who identify positive consequences of the sexual 
revolution (2005: 14). The rhetoric of common heritage and overarching civic identities, as Santorum 
makes clear, can provide a cover by which majorities or elites entrench the dominance of their institutions 
“in the name of turning supposedly ‘disloyal’ or ‘troublesome’ minorities into ‘good citizens’” (Kymlicka 
and Norman 2000: 11).  
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contributing to the common good while providing access to social networks through 

which to do so3.  

The influence of religion on Canadian protest behaviours, by contrast, has 

received much less scholarly attention. This gap persists despite the fact that many 

Canadians in recent decades, like citizens across most western societies, have in addition 

to traditional contributory and political activities engaged via a more direct and critical 

repertoire in political protest (more below). Part of the reason appears to be institutional. 

By the late 1960s the study of social movements became a bona fide sociological 

subfield, just as the study of new religious movements coalesced into its own recognized 

literature. Despite their shared interests in resource mobilization, recruitment and 

retention, identity formation, and movement framing, and notwithstanding the explicit 

religious dimensions of many prominent social movements (e.g. abolition, temperance, 

civil rights, right-to-life), both streams have underrecognized their common ground 

(Hannigan 1991, Zald and McCarthy 1987). Although this has started to change (see 

Kniss and Burns 2004), reliable findings remain sparse. Available evidence is 

nevertheless intriguing: in stark contrast to contributory activity, the influence of 

religious values and participation on protest behaviours, although substantial, appears to 

be negative (Gidengil et al. 2004: 140, Petrie 2004: 568). While many studies locate 

contemporary protest as predominantly a tactical phenomenon of the left (Dalton 2006: 

73, Schussman and Soule 2005, Inglehart and Welzel 2005), Canadian protest may be, 

more specifically, the preserve of the secular left. A secular worldview or social ethos 

                                                 
3 To put these findings in context, consider that, other than a curious connection between Catholic voters 
and the Liberal Party, formal political participation such as voting, interest group and party involvement 
appears to have very little to do with the religious/secular distinction (Gidengil et al. 2004, Belanger and 
Eagles 2006). 
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seems to distinguish protestors in Canada from other kinds of civic activists with which 

they share many characteristics, such as high levels of education and a high number of 

organizational affiliations (Gidengil et al. 2004: 139).   

 

Secularization and the rise of contentious civic engagement  

 

Recent transformations in Canadian religious life and citizen engagement 

highlight the need to examine their relationship over time. A one-time cross-sectional 

approach may miss the effects, for one, of secularization. The secularization thesis holds 

that over time processes of modernization precipitate a wide-ranging withdrawal from 

organized religion and a systemic collapse of post-war era attendance peaks. Critics 

highlight persistent American religious fervour, Western European New Age 

spiritualities, Latin America evangelical revivals, and pervasive Islamic fundamentalism. 

They also contest its tendency in past evolutionary models to teleologically posit a linear 

march away from collective worship that fails to resonate with more complex social 

realties (Hagopian 2000). But recent models far better address this complexity. Norris 

and Inglehart, for example, offer a persuasive probabilistic model of secularization 

(2004). On the basis of cross-national comparisons and longitudinal trends among a 

broad pool of poor and rich societies, they report a steady march among 

socioeconomically secure populations towards more secular attitudes and behaviours 

over the last half century. Religious orientations are globally on the rise, however, as 

birthrates in secular postindustrial societies plummet relative to more traditional and 

poorer populations. Furthermore, secularization can reverse in periods of sustained 
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socioeconomic insecurity, and varies among different cultural traditions (Norris and 

Inglehart 2004).  

Canada, as a relatively prosperous nation, is abandoning religion as it has been 

traditionally organized. Between 1946 and 2001 the proportion of Canadians over 15 

attending religious services weekly fell from 67% to 20% (Clark 2003). According to the 

General Social Survey, from 1985 to 2004 the proportion of Canadians 15 or older 

without a religious affiliation jumped 7 points to 19%, and the share of the affiliated who 

had not attended any religious services in the previous year climbed from 19% to 25% 

(Clark and Schellenberg 2006). Evidence points to a strong generational component, with 

younger, more secular cohorts poised to replace their more religious forbears. 2001 

census data showed, for example, about 40% of those who had reported no religious 

affiliation were aged 24 and younger compared to 33% of the total population (Statistics 

Canada 2001). Not all groups, however, have declined. Mainline denominations have 

incurred by far the brunt of withdrawal (Bibby 2004), and their “remarkable decline … 

especially the United Church, Anglicans, and Presbyterians, has occurred at precisely the 

same time that millions of Canadians have totally abandoned Christianity and tens of 

thousands of others are moving into the burgeoning conservative evangelical, and 

fundamentalist churches,” 16 percent by the mid-1990s4 (Rawlyk 1996: 36, 115). Not 

only has the “new religious right” bucked widespread religious disengagement, it 

abandoned a mid-century political taciturnity (Stackhouse 1993), expanding into social 

                                                 
4 A recent Ipsos-Reid put the number of Evangelical Protestants at around 12 percent, suggesting about a 
ten percent increase among their ranks over the last half-dozen years (Johnson 2005). Between 1991 and 
2000, for example, the Evangelical Missionary Church increased it ranks by 48% up to 66 700, Hutterites, 
up 22% to 26,300; Adventists up 20% to 62,900; Christian and Missionary Alliance up 12% to 66,300; and 
Baptists up 10% to 729 500.  Over the same time period, by contrast, Presbyterian ranks plummeted 36% to 
409 800, United Church adherents declined 8% to 2.8 million, and Anglicans 7% to 2 million (Statistics 
Canada 2001).   
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strata more apt to politically engage and disposing itself more to civic engagement in 

secular society (Putnam 2001: 162)5.  

 A one-time cross-sectional approach may not only miss the impacts of 

secularization, but also the effects of a shift towards critical forms of citizen participation. 

As mentioned above, protest tactics have become increasingly common across the west 

over the last several decades, as virtually all longitudinal research on the matter has 

shown (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995, Norris 2002, Dalton 2002, Gidengil et al. 

2004, Nevitte 1996, Dalton and Sickle 2005)6 – a pattern into which Canada generally 

fits7. Nevertheless, the dominant civic narrative within the social sciences has been of 

disengagement and social disconnection (Putnam 2001, Skocpol and Fiorina 1999, Goss 

1999, Wuthnow 1998). Rising public cynicism (Goldfarb 1991), declining trust in 

government and other institutions (Nye et al. 1997), declining respect for authority 

(Nevitte 1996), and declining formal participation in elections as well as political interest 

and knowledge (Gidengil et al. 2004) suggest to many an erosion of the democratic 

                                                 
5 In Canada the move of evangelicals towards greater self-consciousness and collaboration and away from 
the direction of their mainline cousins crystallized in 1981, when the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada 
(EFC) revised their constitution. Emphasizing a uniting of denominational and parachurch group 
leadership, multifaceted lobbying defense of Christians and Christian intuitions, and strategies to give more 
moral direction to public policy, the document set the stage for a professionalized and expanded ministry. 
The new outreach plied new publications such as Faith Today, book reviews, newsletters, conferences, 
constitutional interventions, task forces, government briefs, and television shows (Stackhouse 1993: 165-
170). With continued valence and uniquely intact grassroots networks, Canada’s religious right today 
reticulates through a diverse array of think tanks, political parties, educational institutions, lobby groups, 
and coalitions beyond the EFC (e.g. the Manning Centre for Building Democracy, Institute of Marriage and 
Family Canada, Institute for Canadian Values, Focus on the Family Canada, REAL Women of Canada, 
National House of Prayer, Canada Christian College, Defend Marriage Coalition, Canada Family Action 
Coalition, the Centre for Cultural Renewal, and the Conservative caucus (of which about 70 members are 
thought to be evangelicals)(McDonald 2006). 
6 They typically rely on a five item measure of protest ranging from petition-signing, boycotting, and 
lawfully demonstrating to illegally striking and occupying buildings, first applied by Muller (1972) and 
Marsh (1974) and later replicated in Barnes, Kaase, et al.’s Political Action study, World Value Surveys, 
national election studies, and General Social Surveys. 
7 According to the WVS, Canadians show a net increase between 1981 and 2000 of 11 percentage points in 
the number of citizens who have signed a petition, 5 and a half points in those who have joined a boycott, 
and 6 points in those who have attended a lawful demonstration (WVS 2006). 



 10

norms of citizenship necessary for self-governance. The dominant narrative, however, 

requires qualification. While certain kinds of elite-directed or “compliant” (Deutsch and 

Welzel 2003) engagement such as voting and party activity show signs of decline, other 

elite-challenging or “defiant” forms such as protest show signs of growth8.  

A shift towards more critical forms of citizenship reflects, not coincidentally, 

many of the same factors driving secularization. Religious participation shares much in 

common with many old-style, elite-directed organizations such as the Elks, the Moose, 

the Boy Scouts and Girl Guides, the PTA, or the League of Women Voters whose 

precipitous membership declines Putnam highlights in the second chapter of Bowling 

Alone (2001). Their passing does not necessarily point to an erosion of social capital, but 

rather a shift in its nature “from externally imposed ties based on social control 

mechanisms to autonomously chosen ties, which people create themselves. Church 

membership and trade-union membership are, to a large extent, determined by one’s 

religious heritage or social class; being engaged in an environmentalist group or a civil 

rights initiative usually reflects an autonomous choice” (Inglehart and Welzel 2005: 118). 

Both protest politics and secular orientations disproportionately manifest themselves in 

nations and sub-national sectors experiencing sustained human security – not only 

affluence but literacy, education, basic health services and welfare as measured by, for 

example, the U.N. Human Development and Gini indices and various other social welfare 

indicators (Dalton and Sickle 2005, Norris and Inglehart 2004). On an individual level, 

                                                 
8 Whether this shift produces predominantly negative or positive consequences for western democracy 
depends upon how you define democracy, as elite-directed and elite-challenging activities emphasize 
different norms of citizenship, each with their own benefits and costs for democratic governance. The 
optimal balance between critical mobilization and duty compliance remains, in part, a philosophical 
question, and beyond the scope of this paper.    
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both political disengagement and religiosity concentrate among less educated and less 

affluent Canadians (Rawlyk 1996: 54, Gidengil et al. 2004).  

The rise of protest and decline of traditionally organized religion, however, 

involves more than socioeconomic development. It requires a reimagination of belonging. 

As a “direct-access society” comprehensible from a “decentred view which is no one’s” 

replaced long chains of highly personalized dependence anchored by priests and kings, 

liberty no longer meant “simply belonging to a sovereign people, but personal 

independence” (Taylor 2004: 145-58). Modern individualistic societies emphasize self-

development within horizontal and impersonal configurations of loose social ties, flexible 

forms of association that sustain effective protest movements (Tarrow 1998: 133) but that 

starkly contrast with the strict hierarchy characterizing strong religious communities 

(Iannaccone 1994). A cultural shift from collective discipline and group conformity to 

expressive individualism and social diversity, Inglehart and Welzel observe, has reshaped 

“sexual norms, gender roles, family values, religiosity, … and their communal activities 

and political participation” (2005: 3). A rising population of “postmaterialists” challenge 

those conservative and religious authorities that proscribe deviations from the traditional, 

two heterosexual parent survival paradigm of the family – namely, homosexuality, 

divorce, euthanasia, abortion, and prostitution (Inglehart and Welzel 2005: 126). For 

example, Canadians who feel homosexuality is usually justified9 were 15% more likely 

to engage in two or more kinds of protest in 1981, 21% more likely in 1990, and 13% 

more likely in 2000 – with similar spreads exhibited for divorce, euthanasia, abortion, 

and prostitution (WVS 2006). In this way, a secular-left identity or value-content partially 

                                                 
9 “Usually” is defined as scoring a 6 or higher on a 10 point scale where 1 equals ‘never justified’ and 10 
equals ‘always justified.’ 
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fuses with protest tactics or elite-challenging means – a process encouraged by the 

countermobilization of Canadian evangelicals over the 80s and 90s around the same 

issues10 (Stackhouse 170).    

 

Hypotheses 

 

These developments in Canadian religious life and citizen engagement offer 

conflicting hypotheses about the effect of religion on protest participation over the last 

couple of decades. First, secularization and the rise of elite-challenging forms of civic 

engagement appear to exert a polarizing effect. On one side are secular-leftists who, 

through “impersonal networklike connective structures,” (Tarrow 2005: 133), 

disproportionately contest obstacles to gender equality and protest the perceived 

repression of legitimate sexual identities and modifications of the nuclear family. On the 

other side religious and social conservatives, “normally bashful when it comes to public 

protest” (Johnson 2005), mass mobilize through hierarchical congregations and 

conventional politics around the same issues. But they seek to defend the nation’s moral 

                                                 
10 In 1985, the Parliamentary Committee on Equal Rights report, Equality for All, which recommends that 
no organization discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation – “clearly a problem for the vast majority of 
evangelicals who saw homosexual intercourse as a sin” (Stackhouse 170) – spurred the EFC’s Social 
Action Committee to lock horns with the Mulroney government. Not long thereafter the EFC launched 
through various conferences and government briefs actions against pornography and, in particular, 
abortion, solidifying a shift away from the Social Gospel to individual proselytizing, or from a strategy of 
changing society and the environment to reforming individuals and “sinful lifestyles” (Rawlyk 1996: 133). 
Over the 1990s the political weight of Canada’s pro-family forces grew, shocking Canada’s largely secular 
mainstream media in 2000 when two evangelical Protestants took 80 percent of the first round vote in a 
members-only election to helm Canada’s official opposition, the Canadian Alliance. Stockwell Day’s 
victory brought into sharp relief how “over the past decade ‘pro-family’ evangelical Protestants together 
with some sympathetic Roman Catholics and non-Christians have become increasingly active in politics 
and public life as ‘social conservatives” (Hoover 2000). Stephen Harper moved to formally consolidate 
who he dubbed Canada’s “theo-cons.” “The real agenda and the defining issues have shifted from 
economic issues to social values,” he said in a speech to Civitas in 2003, “so conservatives must do the 
same. … The social-conservative issues we choose should not be denominational, but should unite social 
conservatives of different denominations and even different faiths” (quoted in McDonald 2006: 4). 
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constitution and sense of shared purpose from activist courts and degenerative, 

fragmenting lifestyles. As organized religion through secularization becomes increasingly 

bastioned among conservative evangelicals with attitudes opposed to those of a secular 

left largely responsible for the spread of protest, we should expect a deepening secular-

protestor/religious-nonprotestor divide. On this basis I will hypothesize the strengthening 

of a negative relationship between religion and protest. 

On the other hand, polarizing secular-liberal protestors and conservative 

evangelical non-protestors risks reductionism. The range of contentious social issues on 

which they divide is suggestive of a prominent fault line. But to attribute Canadian 

cultural conflict to variations of clashes between two internally consistent belief systems 

locked into a deepening “culture war” overlooks important countervailing evidence. It 

ignores the presence of crosscutting cleavages, and the “considerable sociological 

research that indicates that religion can provide a great deal of motivation, energy, and 

solidarity in social movements, but that the same religious tradition can have left-wing 

and right-wing manifestations” (Kniss and Burns 2004: 707). Both liberal and 

conservative religious groups protest. Consider the anti-free trade and anti-poverty 

activism pursued by the Church of the Holy Trinity in Toronto (Conway 2004), or 

unprecedented demonstrations among conservatives – “in front of courthouses, in parks, 

at legislatures” (Johnson 2005) - triggered by debate over same-sex marriage. Indeed, 

protest has become more institutionalized since the late 1960s and early 1970s11, 

                                                 
11 Its growth, argues Dalton, likely “reflects a general increase in small demonstrations over highways, 
schools, neighborhood issues, and other specific concerns, rather than a few large-scale movements,” and 
the creation through citizen lobbies, activist groups, advocacy networks, and other NGOs of “an 
institutional basis for organizing future protests” (Dalton 2006: 67). Some social movement scholars 
highlight signs of a “movement society” in which protest tactics, legible and transferable across 
geographical and cultural lines, help comprise the standardized repertoire with which citizens pursue a 
politically diverse range of interests (Meyer and Tarrow 1998). 
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diffusing among an ideologically varied range of activists. As protestors “normalize” 

(Van Aelst and Walgrave 2001), or come to look like any man or woman in the street 

rather than the “stage-army of mostly left-wing students of hirsute appearance who 

represent no one but themselves” once thought to account for protest activity (Barnes, 

Kaase, et al. 1979: 58), hitherto substantial effects of religiousness on protest may 

become less relevant. On this basis I will hypothesize the weakening of a negative 

relationship between religion and protest participation.  

Given the lack of any straightforward pattern regarding the influence of religion 

on protest over time and presence of competing explanations, my hypotheses will adopt 

an exploratory nature: 

 

H1. The negative relationship between religiousness and protest participation has  

strengthened over time.  

H2. The negative relationship between religiousness and protest participation has 

weakened over time.  

H3. The negative relationship between religiousness and protest participation has 

remained constant.  

 

 

Data and Methods 

 

 The hypotheses are tested on data pooled from the three waves of the World 

Values Survey in which Canada participated. Nationally representative random samples 
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of Canadians 18 and over were drawn using face-to-face interviews in 1981 (N=1254), 

1990 (N=1730), and 2000 (N=1931), resulting in a pooled sample size of 4915. The data 

thus offers an adequate time range, generally overlapping the rise in protest behaviour, 

period of secularization, and political mobilization of Canadian evangelicals discussed in 

the literature review. Each wave collects information from respondents on whether they 

have engaged in any of five protest behaviours, namely sign a petition, join a boycott, 

attend a lawful demonstration, attend an illegal strike, or occupy a building. I code 

respondents as protestors if they reported having engaged in at least two different forms. 

Some studies operationalize protest as having engaged in only one form (e.g. Schussman 

and Soule 2005, Petrie 2004), but they typically are using questionnaires that specify a 

time range within which the engagement must have occurred (such as in the last one or 

two years), whereas the WVS data does not. Moreover, setting the bar at two forms of 

protest makes the important qualitative distinction between a subpopulation made up of 

many who have only engaged in the relatively undemanding act of signing a petition (the 

most common form), to one in which everybody engaged in at least one other, more 

demanding, form. This coding qualifies 21% of Canadians as protestors in 1981, 32% in 

1990, and 28% in 2000. Because of the binary nature of the dependent variable, logistic 

regression is used, using the maximum likelihood method of estimation.    

 In each wave a set of items on respondents’ religious behaviours and values were 

also measured. Because of the complexity of this variable, separate logistic regression 

runs are undertaken to compare the effects of a derived scale of “religiousness” with the 

effects of its constituent elements entered separately. Following Clark and Schellenberg 

(2006), the scale sums respondent scores on items measuring the frequency with which 
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they attend religious services, religiosity (importance with which they hold God in their 

life), and denominational affiliation12. Additionally, I incorporate into the scale level of 

tolerance for homosexuality, abortion, divorce, euthanasia, and prostitution13. The 

inclusion of these variables in the scale is meant to focus on a conservative and political 

brand of religiousness which the literature highlights as in conflict with a secular-liberal 

protestor identity. Because I aim to determine whether the effects of religion on protest 

participation change over time, logistic regression is applied within a changing-

parameters analysis (Firebaugh 1997). The key elements in this framework are interaction 

terms between religiousness measures and time that formally measure any statistically 

significant change in their effects between sampling points. Finally, a number of control 

variables are introduced in net effects models. Following the literature on the social 

dynamics underlying multiple forms of protest behaviours in Canada, level of education, 

organizational affiliation and participation, political interest, income, gender, age, and 

place on the political spectrum are included as theoretically relevant covariates14. Before 

reporting logistic regression results, I will briefly describe the association between 

religiousness and protest participation.    

 

 

 

 
                                                 
12 Religious affiliation is arguably a weak indicator of religiousness, exemplified by the fact that while 
religious attendance rates have markedly declined over the last several decades, rates of denominational 
affiliation have remained virtually unchanged (Bibby 2004). Consequently the analysis focuses more on 
service attendance and religiosity.  
13 For descriptions of all variables including the derived religiousness scale, see Appendix A. A reliability 
analysis of the scale yielded an alpha of .79, beyond the conventional .7 threshold, reported in Appendix B. 
14 Although ethnicity has been identified as a potentially significant variable within the dynamics protest 
participation (Gidengil et al. 2004: 140), data limitations unfortunately prevent its inclusion in this analysis.   
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Analysis 

 

 Table 1 reports the percentages and odds of religious and secular respondents who 

engage in political protest. Religiousness denotes frequent religious ceremony attendance 

(weekly or more), holding God to be “very important” in one’s life, and withholding of 

full moral support from homosexuality, abortion, divorce, euthanasia, and prostitution 

(see Appendix A). The results suggest that a religiousness gap persists over the 1980s and 

1990s, but with remarkable stability, wavering only within a percentile between 8 and 9 

points. That is to say, secular Canadians in 1981 were about 9% more likely to protest 

than their religious counterparts, with 22.4% reporting having done so compared to 

13.6%, and this spread declines by less than a point by 2000. Put another way, the odds  

 
TABLE 1 

Religious Differences in Protest Participation, 1982, 1990, 2000  
 

  Percentages Odds 
Orientation 1981 1990 2000 1981 1990 2000
Religious 13.6 24.4 21.7 0.157 0.323 0.277
Secular    22.4 33.0 29.8 0.289 0.493 0.423
Percentage Difference/ Odds ratio -8.8 -8.6 -8.1 0.543 0.655 0.655
1982-1990 change in value difference: based on percentages: -8.6-(-8.8)=.2 
 based on odds: .655/.543=1.21 
1990-2000 change in value difference: based on percentages: -8.1-(-8.6)=.5 
 based on odds: .655/.655=1 
Net change in value difference: based on percentages: .2+.5=.7 
 based on odds: .655/.543=1.21 
N=4907, Missing=3 
 
 

that a religious person was also a protestor doubled from .16 in 1981 to .32 in 1990, then 

fell back marginally to .28 in 2000; the odds that a secular respondent is also a protestor, 

by contrast, jumped to .49 in 1990 from .54 a decade earlier, before dropping to .42 in 



 18

2000. The odds ratios tell a similar story as the percentage differences. The ratio of the 

odds that religious respondents are protestors to the odds that secular respondents are 

protestors rises from .543 in 1981 to .655 in 1990, but remains exactly there 10 years 

later. Being religious, in other words, multiplies the odds of protest by .543 in 1981 and 

by .655 in 1990 and 2000; the likelihood of protest is significantly less among the faithful 

than the lapsed, but the religious difference became slightly less pronounced over the first 

time interval. Specifically, being religious in either 1990 or 2000 rather than 1981 

multiplies the odds of protest by 1.21 (Table 1). 

Regression analysis conveniently determines the statistical significance of the 

religiousness gap (logit coefficients are reported). Table 2 displays both the gross effect 

of religion on protest involvement in a comparison of 1990 and 2000 to 1981, and, in the 

columns on the right, those effects in a comparison of 1990 and 200015. In 1981, each 

additional point on the 14 point religiousness scale comprised of attendance, affiliation, 

religiosity, and a conservative basket of social views multiplies the odds of protest by 

.8816. This values differs little from the odds-ratio for religiousness without controlling 

for time (.89). The closeness of the logit coefficients in the first row of Table 2 suggest 

that a significant negative effect of religiousness on protest varies little with each 

repeated sample. Looking to the interaction of religiousness and time in this model 

confirms this. Both the ‘Religious x 1990’ and ‘Religious x 2000’ terms, which measure, 

                                                 
15 This extra step is taken in each logistic run because, although we can glean important  information about 
the influence of religion in 1990 and 2001 by comparing their samples to the 1981 group, it is possible that 
the magnitude of its influence in 1981 lies between the magnitude of its influence in 1990 and 2000. In 
other words, while the effects of religiousness in 1990 and 2000 may both insignificantly differ from its 
effects in 1981, the effects of religiousness in 1990 and 2000 may nonetheless significantly differ from 
each other.  
16 I.e. the antilog of -.12; the coefficient for religiousness in the model that controls for time corresponds to 
that variable’s effect for the reference category, namely 1981.  
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respectively, the estimated difference of the 1990 and 2000 slopes with that of 1981, fail 

to reach statistical significance, indicating that the effect of religiousness remains stable 

 

TABLE 2 
Religious Differences in Protest Participation, 1981-2000:  

Regression Results for a Gross Effects Model (Religious Composite)   
 1990 and 2000 vs. 1981 1990 vs. 2000 
Independent Variable Gross Effect Time Gross Effect Time 
Religiousness      -.11***      -.12***      -.10***      -.10*** 
 (.01)  (.02) (.01)  (.01) 
1990  .30  - 
   (.21)   - 
2000  .05  .25 
   (.21)   (.16) 
Religiousness x 1990   .02  - 
   (.02)  - 
Religiousness x 2000  .03  .01 
   (.02)   (.02) 
Constant  -.23  -.18 
   (.18)   (.18) 

N1=4907, 3 missing; N2=3655, 1 missing; numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
*p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 
 

across all three time points. Indeed, reversing the coding for time confirms the statistical 

significance of this variable in 2000 (not shown). Finally, consider the effects of 

religiousness when 1990 and 2000 are compared directly. Each additional unit on the 

religiousness scale multiplies the odds of protest participation by .91 in 1990 and this 

factor remains virtually unchanged 10 years later as shown by both the identical gross 

effect and its insignificant interaction with time (Table 2).   

It is possible, nevertheless, that changes in the negative influence of religiousness 

on protest participation in this model are suppressed or masked by the influence of 

alternative explanatory variables. To test for this possibility, it is necessary to move to 

multivariate analysis, or introduce controls for theoretically important variables such as 
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socioeconomic resources and political values. While an effort is made at parsimony, the 

range of covariates deemed necessary to control and their subsequent significance reflects 

the general finding that religiousness constitutes only one of many factors shaping protest 

participation; the social dynamic underlying multiple protest behaviours in Canada is 

complex, consisting of a qualitatively disparate range of factors including values, 

cognitive resources, and social capital. Before describing the net effect of religiousness in 

detail, I will briefly discuss the effects of these covariates.  

Consistent with Brady, Verba, and Schlozman’s resource model of political 

participation (1995), socioeconomic capital in the form of both middle or high income 

levels and educational attainment positively influence protest across the three time points. 

Corroborating past findings on the role of political consciousness (Putnam 2001: 35) and 

liberal values (Dalton 2002, Inglehart and Welzel 2005), respondents who report a high 

level of interest in politics, can identify a place on the political spectrum with which they 

relate, and lean to the left side of that spectrum have significantly higher odds of 

protesting than politically disinterested and right-leaning Canadians. For example, in all 

three years respondents who identify with the right and those who could not locate 

themselves politically were about 54% and 63%, respectively, less likely to protest than 

those on the left (Table 3). Supporting findings that emphasize the facilitating role of 

‘loose’ or affinitive social ties over ‘stronger’ or more formally participatory ties within 

protest (Inglehart and Welzel 2005: 118), each additional organizational affiliation 

Canadians report over the last couple of decades of the 20th century multiplies their odds  

of protesting by 1.42 (p<.001), while conducting unpaid work for any number of 

organizations fails at any point to achieve a statistically significant influence. Similarly,  
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TABLE 3 
Religious Differences in Protest Participation, 1981-2000:  

Regression Results for a Net Effects Model (Religious Composite)  
 1990 and 2000 vs. 1981 1990 vs. 2000 
Independent Variable Net Effect Time Net Effect Time 
Religiousness -.11*** -.13*** -.10*** -.11*** 
 (.01) (.02) (.01) (.02) 
Political Interest .65*** .64*** .63*** .62*** 
 (.08) (.08) (.09) (.09) 
Education .18*** .18*** .16*** .16*** 
 (.03) (.03) (.04) (.04) 
Gender .30*** .18 .38*** .24* 
 (.07) (.15) (.08) (.12) 
Organizational Affiliations .35*** .35*** .35*** .35*** 
 (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) 
Organizational Participation .06 .05 .06 .06 
 (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05) 
Income: Missing -.32** -.34** -.37** -.39** 
 (.12) (.12) (.14) (.14) 
Income: Low -.40*** -.42*** -.41*** -.40** 
 (.10) (.10) (.12) (.12) 
Income: Middle -.13 -.18* -.21* -.22* 
 (.09) (.09) (.10) (.10) 
Spectrum: Missing -.99*** -.99*** -.90*** -.92*** 
 (.14) (.14) (.16) (.16) 
Spectrum: Middle -.61*** -.63*** -.66*** -.67*** 
 (.10) (.10) (.11) (.11) 
Spectrum: Right -.78*** -.78*** -.83*** -.83*** 
 (.11) (.11) (.13) (.13) 
Cohort: Prewar -.37*** -.37*** -.34** -.34** 
 (.09) (.09) (.10) (.10) 
Cohort: XY -.42*** -.44*** -.42*** -.40*** 
 (.09) (.09) (.10) (.10) 
1990  -.05  - 
  (.26)  - 
2000  -.01  -.03 
  (.26)  (.21) 
Religiousness x 1990   .03  - 
  (.03)  - 
Religiousness x 2000  .02  .01 
  (.03)  (.02) 
Gender x 1990   .31  - 
  (.19)  - 
Gender x 2000  .05  .26 

 
 



 22

Table 3 (continued) 
  (.19)  (.16) 
Constant  -.42  -.37 
  (.25)  (.22) 

  N1=4792, 118 missing; N2=3568, 88 missing numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
  *p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 
 
 
the finding that middle-aged citizens consistently account for most protest activity 

corroborates a near-consensus in the literature (Norris 2002: 202, Gidengil et al. 2004: 

138-39, Putnam 2000: 164-65, Deutsch and Welzel 2004: 13-14). Only gender 

contradicts past findings, which suggest a narrowing gender gap (Petrie 2004, Schussman 

and Soule 2005, Gidengil et al. 2004): the pooled males prove 36% more likely to protest 

than females (p<.001), and yet the two groups are statistically indistinguishable in 1981. 

This implies that a gender gap may widen either over the 80s or 90s, but the interaction 

terms in Table 3 that were subsquently included to test for these possibilities fail to reach 

significance (more below).     

Turning to religiousness, the results in Table 3 furnish two principal findings. 

First, the net effect of religiousness is the same as the gross effect. In 1981, a one point 

increase in religiousness, controlling for political consciousness, socioeconomic 

resources, and other important factors, multiplies the odds of protest, again, by .88 

(p<.001) (Table 3), or by the same factor as a point increase in the scale without relevant 

controls. Similarly, while a one unit increase in religiousness in 1990 multiplies the odds 

of protest by .91 without controls (Table 2), once we take into account other explanatory 

variables that factor remains virtually the same, at .90 (Table 3). The insignificance of 

relevant interaction effects suggests, secondly, that the net effect of religiousness, as in 
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the case with the gross effect, does not significantly vary over either the 80s or 90s17. 

That the logit coefficients for interaction terms in these two tables never climb higher 

than .03 translates into decreases in the odds of protest for every unit increase of 

religiousness that never vary more than 3 percentage points. Specifically, every one point 

increase in the religiousness scale translates into a 12% decrease in the odds of protest in 

1981, a 10% decrease in 1990, and a 9% decrease in 2000 (all p<.001) 18.    

In short, the composite influence of religiousness remains remarkably consistent 

over the sampling time frame. It is possible, however, that this consistency in the size and 

direction of the religiousness gap may be an artifact of the religiousness scale. The scale 

may mask change or differential influence within its components, not all of which may be 

accurate indicators of religiousness (e.g. religious affiliation and social conservatism). To 

explore these possibilities, religiousness is decomposed into attendance at religious 

ceremonies, religiosity, and social conservatism and entered as separate covariates. Prior 

to relevant controls, the consistency of their effects across the sampling points remains. 

The effect of regular religious ceremony attendance, interestingly, fails to achieve 

statistical significance. By contrast, the gross effects of religiosity and social 

conservatism are substantial and negative (these results are reported in Table 6, Appendix 

C). Social conservatism bears a somewhat stronger influence than religiosity, reducing 

the odds of protest by 55% in 1981, 50% in 1990, and 38% in 2000 (all p<.001). 

                                                 
17 The logits displayed for the interaction terms constitute the increments which you can add to or subtract 
from the slope for religiousness in one time period to calculate its influence in either of the others. For 
example, the logit coefficient for ‘Religious x 1990’ in Table 3, as the estimated difference in the 1981 and 
1990 slopes, can be added to the coefficient for religiousness in the same column, as the effect if 
religiousness in 1981, [.03 + (-.13)] to produce the logged odds of protest participation in 1990, which is 
reported at the top of the fourth column (with rounding error). 
18 The statistical significance of this difference and all subsequent percentages taken from the odds ratios 
addressing values in 2000 are, again, derived by reversing the coding for time (not shown).   
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Statistically insignificant interactions among conservatism and religiosity and time, 

furthermore, suggest that these individual effects are also stable over time.     

To comprehensively measure whether the effects of the constitutive elements of 

religion have evolved, however, requires an estimation in which the various resources 

critical for protest participation are held constant. Table 4 reports the net effects of 

ceremony attendance, religiosity, and social conservatism and differences in these effects 

over time. It shows, to begin with, that religious attendance does, in fact, exert a 

substantial negative influence on protest. It only does so after controlling for the number 

of organizational affiliations Canadians belong to (see Tables 7.1, 7.2, Appendix C). 

Because religious participation itself strongly correlates with additional organizational 

affiliations, only after the strongly positive influence on protest of number of 

organizational affiliations is kept constant is the negative impact of religious attendance 

detected. Furthermore, the results suggest that the suppressing factor of ceremony 

attendance predominantly manifests itself in 2000. While its effect fails to reach 

significance in 1981 or 1990 (as evidenced at the top of the second and fourth columns in 

Table 4), adding the relevant increments estimated in the interaction terms to determine 

its 2000 effect (and reversing the coding for time to determine the logit’s significance) 

reveal a shift: weekly or more frequent attendance to religious ceremonies in 2000 

reduces the odds of protest by 42% at the .001 alpha level. Although the net effect of 

attendance in 2000 is highly significant and statistically insignificant prior to that, it 

interactions with the time variables prove insignificant, suggesting the difference of effect 

is nevertheless sufficiently small that it could have happened by chance.   
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TABLE 4 
Religious Differences in Protest Participation, 1981-2000:  

Regression Results for a Net Effects Model (Religious Decomposed)   
 1990 and 2000 vs. 1981 1990 vs. 2000 
Independent Variable Net Effect Time Net Effect Time 
Attendance -.38*** -.32 -.40*** -.28 
 (.10) (.19) (.11) (.15) 
Religiosity -.26** -.54** -.20* -.07 
 (.09) (.19) (.10) (.15) 
Social Conservative -.56*** -.83*** -.47*** -.66*** 
 (.08) (.20) (.09) (.14) 
Organizational Affiliations .33*** .33*** .34*** .34*** 
 (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) 
Political Interest .66*** .66*** .64*** .63*** 
 (.08) (.08) (.09) (.09) 
Education .19*** .19*** .17*** .17*** 
 (.03) (.03) (.04) (.04) 
Gender .35*** .12 .44*** .56*** 
 (.07) (.16) (.08) (.12) 
Organizational Participation .05 .05 .05 .06 
 (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05) 
Income: Missing -.31* -.32** -.36* -.37** 
 (.12) (.12) (.14) (.14) 
Income: Low -.45*** -.46*** -.45*** -.45*** 
 (.10) (.10) (.12) (.12) 
Income: Middle -.13 -.19* -.21* -.23* 
 (.09) (.09) (.10) (.10) 
Spectrum: Missing -1.03*** -1.04*** -.93*** -.97*** 
 (.14) (.14) (.16) (.16) 
Spectrum: Middle -.65*** -.67*** -.69*** -.71*** 
 (.10) (.10) (.11) (.11) 
Spectrum: Right -.82*** -.83*** -.86*** -.87*** 
 (.11) (.11) (.13) (.13) 
Cohort: Prewar -.37*** -.37*** -.35** -.36** 
 (.09) (.09) (.10) (.10) 
Cohort: XY -.46*** -.47*** -.46*** -.43*** 
 (.09) (.09) (.10) (.10) 
1990  .11  - 
  (.18)  - 
2000  .26  .13 
  (.18)  (.16) 
Attendance x 1990   .03  - 
  (.24)  - 
Attendance x 2000  -.22  -.25 
  (.24)  (.21) 
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Table 4 (continued) 
Religiosity x 1990   .47*  - 
  (.24)  - 
Religiosity x 2000  .31  -.16 
  (.23)  (.20) 
Gender x 1990   .44*  - 
  (.20)  - 
Gender x 2000  .15  -.28 
  (.19)  (.17) 
Conservative x 1990   .17  - 
  (.24)  - 
Conservative x 2000  .48*  .30 
  (.23)  (.18) 
Constant  -.57  -.56** 
Cox and Snell R²=.16, Chi-square model test (.000) (.24)  (.21) 

     N1=4740, 170 missing; N2=3535, 121; missing numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
     *p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 
 
 

The net negative effects of religiosity, by contrast, appear to concentrate within 

the 1981 sample. In that year, a high level of religiosity, controlling for all else, decreases 

the odds of protest participation by the same margin that frequent religious attendance 

does 20 years later, or 42% (p<.01). That margin, however, becomes statistically 

insignificant by 1990 (7%) and remains that way in 2000 (21%). Unlike the case of 

religious attendance, the estimated difference of slopes is sufficiently great so as to rule 

out chance factors. The interaction term ‘Religiosity x 1990’ in Table 4 is significant 

(p<.05) and positive, or has an opposite sign of the religiosity coefficient, suggesting a 

significant weakening of religiosity’s negative net influence between 1981 and 1990. At 

the same time, the difference in 1981 and 2000 slopes is not statistically significant 

(Table 4). The change of effect within the first interval may, in other words, have 

partially if not fully reversed itself by 2000. The odds ratios hint at the former possibility, 

as suggested by the percentages above. To formally adjudicate among these two 

scenarios we can look to the difference in 1990 and 2000 slopes in the fourth column of 
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Table 4. This difference fails to achieve significance, suggesting that, indeed, while the 

weakening of the negative effect of religiosity appears to reverse course after 1990, it 

does not regain the extent of its 1981 influence but, rather, falls somewhere in the middle.  

In contrast to both religiosity and attendance, the negative net effect of social 

conservatism remains significant and substantial across the three sampling points. In 

1981, keeping other relevant covariates constant, withholding full moral support from 

homosexuality, divorce, abortion, euthanasia, and prostitution decreases the odds of 

protest by 57% (p<.001). The margin decreases to 48% (p<.001) 10 years later and 30% 

10 years after that (p<.01). The observable linear decrease in these percentages hints at a 

potential weakening of the net, negative influence of social conservatism. The interaction 

term ‘Conservative x 2000’ reaches, in fact, an acceptable level of probability where we 

can rule out the likelihood of chance factors (p<.05), suggesting the difference of 1981 

and 2000 slopes is significant. Its positive sign denotes, again, a weakening of influence 

over the two decade span. Unlike the sharp drop in net effect we observe of religiosity, an 

increasing irrelevance of social conservatism for protest participation does not manifest 

itself until accounting for change over both the 80s and 90s. Indeed, the statistically 

insignificant difference of 1981 and 1990 as well as 1990 and 2000 slopes (Table 4) 

confirms such an interpretation. In sum, social conservatism bears the most influence on 

protest participation, exerting a significant effect in each sampling year, while religious 

ceremony attendance and religiosity exert such an effect in only one year, 2000 and 1981 

respectively. Significant changes in the effects of social conservatism and religiosity, 

finally, were only detected in the expanded net model, suggesting the utility of a 

decomposed measure of religiousness in a multivariate analysis.      
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 As discovered above regarding the net models for the religiousness scale (Table 

3), in contrast to the narrowing gender gap thought to characterize protest and some other 

forms of political participation such as voting over the last several decades (Gidengil et 

al. 2004), the data here point to the possibility of a widening gap. While in 1981 the net 

effect of gender is statistically insignificant, being male in 1990 exerts a substantial 

positive effect, increasing the odd of protest by 76% (p<.001)(Table 4). The gender gap 

then narrows somewhat by 2000, when being male multiplies the odds of protest by 1.32, 

or increases them by 32%. The substantial difference of 1981 and 1990 slopes represents, 

in fact, a statistically significant difference, as indicated by the ‘Gender x 1990’ 

interaction variable (p<.05) in Table 4. The findings here of the effect of gender net of 

other resources, behaviours, and values as well as disaggregated indicators of 

religiousness considerably revise the conventional wisdom on the matter. A narrowing of 

the gender gap may have occurred between 1990 and 2000, but evidence for this 

contention is lacking as the change reported above could simply reflect the sample rather 

than the population (i.e. ‘Gender x 2000’ in Table 4 fails to achieve significance). What 

appears far more probable is a broadening of the gap between males and females in terms 

of protest participation between 1981 and 1990.  

 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 

 

 My central goal in this paper was to measure whether an observed negative 

influence of religion upon Canadian protest participation either remained static over the 

last couple of decades of the 20th century or evolved in some significant way. This time 
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period includes dramatic and sometimes contradictory changes within both religious life 

and citizen participation, which led to the formulation of exploratory hypotheses. On the 

one hand, the political mobilization of conservative evangelicals who have successfully 

retained their memberships and concomitant institutionalization of protest tactics and the 

“normalization” of the protestor suggests that the negative link between religion and 

protest should weaken over time. On the other hand, the consolidation of a socially 

conservative identity among many religious Canadians around certain “family” values 

that also help unite – in an opposing direction – a secular-left demonstrably more apt to 

protest than other kinds of Canadians suggests the link should strengthen over time. Upon 

testing these propositions, the former interpretation receives more support. In important 

ways the negative effect of religiousness wanes over this time period. Religiosity, for 

example, or the importance with which Canadians hold God in their lives, displays a 

sharp drop between 1981 and 1990 in influence. The effect of social conservatism also 

weakens, although only over the broader expanse of time between 1981 and 2000. 

Religious attendance, by contrast, shows no statistically significant difference of effect. 

Generally speaking, the analysis shows the importance of examining the evolving 

relationship between religion and protest with a keen attention to the complexity of these 

phenomena. Other variables influence protest participation in different ways than 

religion; only after controlling for these influences and decomposing religiousness into its 

constitutive elements did any significant change in parameters emerge.  

 A useful way of placing these findings in a larger context of public engagement is 

to compare them with findings on another form of citizen involvement. As mentioned 

above, previous research on volunteerism highlights a robust, positive link between 



 30

religiousness and volunteerism (Reed and Selbee 2000, Gidengil et al. 2004, Hall et al. 

1998, Smidt 1999). A consensus also emerges around the finding that protest and 

volunteerism are related modes of engagement engaged in by similar kinds of Canadians 

enjoying high levels of human and social capital (Gidengil et al. 2004, Norris 2002, 

Putnam 2001). Indeed, these patterns echo findings presented in Table 5, a changing-

parameters analysis of Canadian volunteerism19 with the same pooled set of WVS data. 

Weekly or more frequent religious attendance, for example, multiplies the odds of 

volunteering by 3.1 in 1981, 3.3 in 1990, and 4.2 in 2000 (all p<.001), a strong, positive 

net effect that does not significantly vary across the sampling points. High religiosity, 

however, while increasing the odds of volunteerism substantially in 1981 (222%, p<.001) 

net of other relevant covariates, fails to exert a statistically significant effect in either 

1990 or 2000. Moreover, as evidenced by the significance of religiosity’s interaction 

terms with time (Table 4), the 1990 and 2000 slopes are both significantly different from 

the 1981 slope, suggesting the sharp change between 1981 and 1990 was not simply a 

short term fluctuation but one with more permanence.  

 The evolving influence of religiosity on Canadian volunteerism mirrors its 

influence on protest in important respects. Although religiosity exerts opposite effects on 

these nevertheless related forms of civic engagement, its influence in both cases is 

weakening; each slope converges towards zero during the first sampling interval. One 

implication of this similarity suggests the weakening of influence observed in the case of 

protest is not a process unique to elite-challenging tactics but, rather, reflects a broader 

                                                 
19 Volunteerism is operationalized as performing unpaid work for at least two different kinds of 
organizations, as measured from a battery including a social welfare group or working with the elderly, a 
religious organization , an education, arts, music or cultural group, labor union,  political party or club, 
human rights organization, professional association, and youth-oriented group.    
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pattern implicating multiple forms of civic engagement. Religiosity is becoming less 

relevant to whether citizens participate or not, and there may be nothing at all intrinsic to 

protest that increases its irrelevance. The weakening negative effect of religiosity on 

protest participation may also reflect the expansion of protest. The difference among  

 

TABLE 5 
Religious Differences in Volunteerism, 1990 vs. 1981, 2000 vs. 1981: Regression Results 

for a Net Effects Model (Religious Decomposed)   
Independent Variable Net Effect Time Net Effect Time 
Attendance 1.23*** 1.12*** 1.32*** 1.20*** 
 (.10) (.22) (.12) (.17) 
Protest  .67*** .68*** .68*** .70*** 
 (.10) (.10) (.11) (.11) 
Religiosity .32** .80*** .20 -.05 
 (.10) (.22) (.12) (.19) 
Social Conservatism .05 .11 .04 .07 
 (.12) (.12) (.13) (.13) 
Political Interest .32** .33** .33** .35** 
 (.10) (.10) (.11) (.11) 
Education .34*** .32*** .29*** .28*** 
 (.06) (.06) (.07) (.07) 
Gender -.28** -.25*** -.24* -.21 
 (.09) (.10) (.11) (.11) 
Income: Missing -.26 -.26 -.29 -.26 
 (.15) (.15) (.18) (.18) 
Income: Low -.45** -.48*** -.57*** -.59*** 
 (.13) (.13) (.15) (.15) 
Income: Middle -.18 -.19 -.20 -.18 
 (.11) (.12) (.13) (.13) 
Spectrum: Missing -.41* -.35 -.29 -.24 
 (.18) (.18) (.20) (.21) 
Spectrum: Middle -.01 .02 -.07 -.03 
 (.13) (.13) (.14) (.14) 
Spectrum: Right -.03 .02 -.20 -.17 
 (.15) (.15) (.17) (.17) 
Cohort: Prewar .10 .12 -.05 -.03 
 (.11) (.11) (.13) (.13) 
Cohort: XY -.25* -.31* -.32* -.36** 
 (.12) (.13) (.13) (.13) 
1990  .50*  - 
  (.20)  - 
2000  .61**  .11 
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Table 5 (continued) 
  (.20)  (.15) 
Attendance x 1990   .03  - 
  (.28)  - 
Attendance x 2000  .26  .23 
  (.27)  (.23) 
Religiosity x 1990   -.88**  - 
  (.28)  - 
Religiosity x 2000  -.56*  .31 
  (.27)  (.24) 
Constant  -3.69***  -3.00*** 
  (.28)  (.28) 
  N=4740, 170 missing; N=3535, 121 missing; numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
  *p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 
 

protestors at each sampling point between those with high and low levels of religiosity 

remains stable at about 10%, for example, but the proportion of protestors as part of the 

overall population jumps from a fifth to about a third. Similarly, the weakening effect of 

social conservatism may reflect in part the dramatic decline – a net decrease of 20% 

(WVS 2006) - of these attitudes over the 1980s and 1990s. By becoming less ideological 

over time, protest is becoming more like volunteerism, which does not significantly 

correlate with any particular set of political values (Table 5). That the negative influences 

of social conservatism and religiosity on protest both decline over the same period also 

undercuts “culture wars” arguments in which secular-liberals face off through protest 

politics with religious-conservatives mobilizing from the pews. Nevertheless, Canadian 

protestors remain in spite of such shifts substantially more likely than either 

nonprotestors or volunteers to hail from the left side of the political spectrum.  

   The principal contribution of this paper stems from its formal testing of social 

change. “Changing-parameter models provide direct tests for a change in a variable’s 

effects,” notes Firebaugh. “[R]esearchers who want to draw conclusions about changing 

effects should employ such direct tests, because change in the statistical significance of 
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the effect of X is no guarantee of a statistically significant change in the effect of X” 

(1997: 56). The paper also identifies, however, several fruitful avenues for further 

research on the relationship between religion and contentious civic engagement. WVS 

data, for example, lends limited insight into the effects of ethnicity. As immigration 

patterns shift emphasis from Europe to Asia and the Middle East, increasing the 

ethnoreligious diversity in Canada – the largest gains in religious affiliation in the 1990s, 

for example, were Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism (Statcan 2001) – the ethnicity-based 

dimensions to Canadian protest may become more prominent. The data also stops at 

2000, before the unprecedented foray into public protest by conservative evangelicals 

galvanized by the same-sex marriage debate (Johnson 2005). An unexpected widening of 

the gender gap within the social dynamics of protest also requires further exploration. 

Finally, the findings presented here speak to, crucially, protest participation, which is not 

necessarily synonymous with social-movement participation. An expanded knowledge in 

this field must account for the ways in which evolving forms of religion and other factors 

influence unconventional forms of political action ill-captured by measures addressing 

generic tactics.             
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Appendix A: Description of Variables: WVS 1982, 1990, 2000 (N=4910, five cases 
deleted with standardized residuals over 4) 
 
 
Dependent Variables 
 
1. Protest Participation: Coded 1 if respondents reporting having participated in at least 2 
modes of protest from a five-item battery consisting of petition-signing, boycotting, 
legally demonstrating, illegally striking, and occupying buildings (29%, 0 cases missing). 
 
2. Volunteerism: Coded 1 if performed unpaid work for at least two different kinds of 
organizations from an eight-item battery consisting of a social welfare group or working 
with the elderly, a religious organization, an education, arts, music or cultural group, 
labor union,  political party or club, human rights organization, professional association, 
and youth-oriented group (13.2%, 0 cases missing). 
 
Independent Variables 
 
3. Religious Attendance: Coded 1 if weekly or more frequent (28%, 13 missing). 
 
4. Importance of God in Your Life: Coded 1 if very important (34.2%, 43 missing) 
 
5. Social conservatism: Coded as 1 if reported homosexuality, prostitution, divorce, 
abortion, and euthanasia all as not always justifiable, or 1 to 9 on a scale where 1 is 
always unjustifiable and 10 is always justifiable (76.1%, 0 missing) 
 
 “Always justifiable” is treated as “some manifestation of X is always justifiable” rather 
than “all manifestations of X are justifiable” (in part because of the way responses cluster 
around 1, 5, 6, and 10 – suggesting generalized levels of support rather than attention to 
each phenomena’s complexity, e.g. 6 conveys not support for only certain kinds of 
abortions but rather weak or hesitant support for abortion). 
 
Questionnaire wording: “Please tell me for each of the following statements whether you 
think it can always be justified, never be justified, or something in between, using this 
card.” (Pg.24) 
 
6. Religiousness (derived scale): Sum of religious affiliation (1=yes), religious attendance 
(1=once a year, 2=on specific holy days, 3=once a month, 4=at least weekly), importance 
of god in your life (1=unimportant, 4=very important), and social conservatism 
(1=scoring from 1 to 9 on a 10 point scale on the justifiability of homosexuality with 10 
being ‘always justifiable’; same for abortion, euthanasia, prostitution, and divorce) 
(Mean=8.4, Std. Dev.=3.8, 1 missing) 
 
7. Time: Coded as dummies, with time 1, or 1982 (N=1254), as the reference group and 
time 2 (1990, N=1728) and time 3 (2000, N=1928) entered in models 
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8. Political Interest: Coded 1 if very or somewhat interested in politics (52.4%, 0 
missing) 
 
9. Political Values: Self-positioning on political scale coded as dummies: Don’t Know 
(16.7%), Left (14.3%), Middle (47.8%), and Right (21.2%) (66 missing)  
 
10. Income: Coded as dummies: Low 27.5% (<$20,000 in 1982, <$25,000 in 1990, and 
<$27,000 in 2000); Middle 28.7% ($20,000-$29,999 in 1982, $25,000-$49,999 in 1990, 
and $27,501-$50,000 in 2000); High 29.4% (>$30,000 in 1982, >$49,999, and >$50,000 
in 2000), and 710 Missing (14.5%) 
 
12. Education: Coded ordinally with each category denoting years of education (derived 
from age when finished education): 1=<12 (35.9%), 2=12 (16.1%), 3=13-14 (13.3%), 
>14 (34.7%) (115 missing) 
  
13. Gender: Coded 1 if Male (46.1%, 3 missing) 
 
14. Age: Coded as dummies: born before 1945 (37.3%), born between 1945 and 1959 
(32.9%), and born in 1960 and after (29.7%) (8 missing) 
 
15. Number of Organizational Affiliations: Coded as a scale of 8 kinds of organizations 
respondents were asked if they belonged to (0 missing) 
  
16. Number of Organizations Participating in: Coded as a scale of 8 kinds of 
organizations respondents were asked if they conducted unpaid work for (0 missing) 
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Appendix B: Building an index of religiousness 
 
 
  R E L I A B I L I T Y   A N A L Y S I S   -   S C A L E   (A L P H A) 
 
 
 
                    Correlation Matrix 
 
                RELIATT5    GODIMPT3    F024        HOMOSEX7    
PROSTIT7 
 
RELIATT5        1.0000 
GODIMPT3         .5067      1.0000 
F024             .4793       .4250      1.0000 
HOMOSEX7         .2369       .2192       .1867      1.0000 
PROSTIT7         .2875       .2812       .1918       .4751      1.0000 
ABORT7           .3589       .3643       .2425       .4788       .4862 
DIVORCE7         .2876       .2662       .1940       .4821       .4154 
EUTHASA7         .3139       .2839       .2000       .3751       .3573 
 
 
                ABORT7      DIVORCE7    EUTHASA7 
 
ABORT7          1.0000 
DIVORCE7         .5893      1.0000 
EUTHASA7         .4709       .4222      1.0000 
 
 
 
        N of Cases =      4518.0 
 
Inter-item 
Correlations         Mean    Minimum    Maximum      Range    Max/Min   
Variance 
                    .3528      .1867      .5893      .4026     3.1570      
.0132 
 
 
 
Reliability Coefficients     8 items 
 
Alpha =   .7933           Standardized item alpha =   .8135 
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Appendix C: Regression Tables 
 
 

TABLE 6 
Religious Differences in Protest Participation, 1981-2000:  

Regression Results for a Gross Effects Model (Religious Decomposed)   
 1990 and 2000 vs. 1981 1990 vs. 2000 
Independent Variable Gross Effect Time Gross Effect Time 
Attendance -.09 -.21 -.05 -.05 
  (.08) (.18) .10 .13 
Religiosity      -.44*** -.57**      -.43***     -.38** 
  (.08) (.17) .09 .13 
Social Conservative       -.61*** -.79***      -.52***    -.69*** 
  (.07) (.18) .08 .13 
1990       .43***  - 
  (.12)  - 
2000   .31*  -.12 
  (.13)  .11 
Attendance x 1990   .16  - 
  (.22)  - 
Attendance x 2000  .14  -.02 
  (.22)  .19 
Religiosity x 1990   .19  - 
  (.22)  - 
Religiosity x 2000  .17  -.02 
  (.21)  .18 
Conservative x 1990   .10  - 
  (.22)  - 
Conservative x 2000  .32  .22 
  (.21)  .17 
Constant  -.44**  -.11 
  (.17)  .11 

N1=4855, 55 missing; N2=3620, 36 missing; numbers in parentheses are standard errors     
*p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 38

TABLE 7.1 
Religious Differences in Protest Participation, 1990 vs. 1981, 2000 vs. 1981:  

Regression Results for a Net Effects Model (Religious Decomposed)   
 

Independent Variable Gross Effect (Net of 
Org. Affiliations) 

Net Effect Time 

Attendance -.50*** -.38*** -.32 
 (.09) (.10) (.19) 
Religiosity -.46*** -.26** -.54** 
 (.08) (.09) (.19) 
Social Conservative -.62*** -.56*** -.83*** 
 (.08) (.08) (.20) 
Organizational Affiliations .48*** .33*** .33*** 
 (.03) (.04) (.04) 
Political Interest  .66*** .66*** 
  (.08) (.08) 
Education  .19*** .19*** 
  (.03) (.03) 
Gender  .35*** .12 
  (.07) (.16) 
Organizational Participation  .05 .05 
  (.05) (.05) 
Income: Missing  -.31* -.32** 
  (.12) (.12) 
Income: Low  -.45*** -.46*** 
  (.10) (.10) 
Income: Middle  -.13 -.19* 
  (.09) (.09) 
Spectrum: Missing  -1.03*** -1.04*** 
  (.14) (.14) 
Spectrum: Middle  -.65*** -.67*** 
  (.10) (.10) 
Spectrum: Right  -.82*** -.83*** 
  (.11) (.11) 
Cohort: Prewar  -.37*** -.37*** 
  (.09) (.09) 
Cohort: XY  -.46*** -.47*** 
  (.09) (.09) 
1990   .11 
   (.18) 
2000   .26 
   (.18) 
Attendance x 1990    .03 
   (.24) 
Attendance x 2000   -.22 
   (.24) 
Religiosity x 1990    .47* 
   (.24) 



 39

     Table 7.1 (continued) 
Religiosity x 2000   .31 
   (.23) 
Gender x 1990    .44* 
   (.20) 
Gender x 2000   .15 
   (.19) 
Conservative x 1990    .17 
   (.24) 
Conservative x 2000   .48* 
   (.23) 
Constant   -.57 
Cox and Snell R²=.16, Chi-square model test (.000)  (.24) 

     N=4740, 170 missing; numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
     *p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 
 
 

TABLE 7.2 
Religious Differences in Protest Participation, 2000 vs. 1990:  

Regression Results for a Net Effects Model (Religious Decomposed)   
 

Independent Variable Gross Effect (Net of 
Org. Affiliations) 

Net Effect Time 

Attendance -.51*** -.40*** -.28 
 .11 .11 .15 
Religiosity -.42*** -.20* -.07 
 .09 .10 .15 
Social Conservatism -.50*** -.47*** -.66*** 
 .09 .09 .14 
Organizational Affiliations .49*** .34*** .34*** 
 .03 .04 .04 
Political Interest  .64*** .63*** 
  .09 .09 
Education  .17*** .17*** 
  .04 .04 
Gender  .44*** .56*** 
  .08 .12 
Organizational Participation  .05 .06 
  .05 .05 
Income: Missing  -.36* -.37** 
  .14 .14 
Income: Low  -.45*** -.45*** 
  .12 .12 
Income: Middle  -.21* -.23* 
  .10 .10 
Spectrum: Missing  -.93*** -.97*** 
  .16 .16 
Spectrum: Middle  -.69*** -.71*** 
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     Table 7.2 (continued) 
  .11 .11 
Spectrum: Right  -.86*** -.87*** 
  .13 .13 
Cohort: Prewar  -.35** -.36** 
  .10 .10 
Cohort: XY  -.46*** -.43*** 
  .10 .10 
2000   .13 
   .16 
Attendance x 2000   -.25 
   .21 
Religiosity x 2000   -.16 
   .20 
Gender x 2000   -.28 
   .17 
Conservative x 2000   .30 
   .18 
Constant   -.56** 
Cox and Snell R²=.16, Chi-square model test (.000)  .21 

     N=3535, 121 missing; numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
     *p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 
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