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Abstract: The subjective correlates of abortion attitudes for six different
religious traditions (Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, Eastern Orthodoxy,
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam). For all six groups, attitudes toward sexual
morality exhibit the strongest relationship with abortion attitudes, followed by
the effects of attitudes toward human life. Gender role attitudes are much less
powerful predictors of abortion attitudes. Further, the multivariate models
which explain abortion attitudes are remarkably similar across religious
traditions, with inter-religious differences largely being attributable to
differences in the marginal distributions of the independent variables.

INTRODUCTION

Among the most important issues of the late 20th century, and the first
decades of the 21st has been the continuing controversy over abortion.
The ability of women to control their own fertility has been increasingly
contentious in a number of different nations and international settings as
well. Globally, the general trend has been toward increasing liberalization
and ease of access to legal abortion, although there has been substantial
resistance to government policies which render abortion easier to obtain,
and certain nations have made changes in abortion policies which have
had the effect of restricting abortion access (Rossi and Triunto 2012;
Tuman et al. 2014). Abortion is an unusual issue that can have important
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implications in a variety of national settings, as well as in international
politics.

SUBJECTIVE SOURCES OF OPPOSITION TO ABORTION

A number of studies (Adamczyk 2013; Fisher 2011; Jelen and Wilcox
2003; 2005) have shown that religiosity is associated with disapproval
of abortion. There are important differences and similarities across reli-
gious traditions in both the extent of opposition to legal abortion and to
the rationales underlying such support or opposition. Both the “behaving”
and “belonging” aspects of religion (Green 2010; Ben-Nun Bloom and
Arikan 2012) appear to have independent effects on approval or disap-
proval of the practice of abortion. The abortion issue poses a number of
ethical questions. Indeed, Staggenborg (1994) has characterized the
issue as a “condensational symbol,” which invokes several very basic atti-
tudes toward human life, sexuality, and gender roles.
The most common antiabortion rationale represents the label favored by

most opponents of legal abortion in the United States: Pro-life. To the
extent that most religious traditions can be characterized as having “a”
position on abortion, the most frequently invoked rationale is respect for
the human life represented by the embryo, and later, the fetus. For
example, the contemporary Roman Catholic position holds that abortion
involves the taking of a human life, since “ensoulment” begins at the
moment of conception (Cook et al. 1992; Connery 1977; Noonan
1970). Further, this position is based on the Catholic doctrine of natural
law. Conversely, the opposition to legal abortion among some evangelical
Protestants is based on a biblical heuristic.
Although Protestant leaders have not neglected the importance of

concern for human life in the abortion controversy (see especially
Schaeffer 2005), the humanity of the fetus has been but one consideration
in the antiabortion rhetoric of some Protestants (at least in the United
States). Concerns for sexual morality and appropriate gender roles also
permeate the abortion discourse of many Protestants (particularly those
with evangelical orientations). Some prominent evangelicals have sug-
gested that the demand for legal abortion is an inevitable and unfortunate
consequence of the “sexual revolution” which was thought to characterize
the 1960s and 1970s (Falwell 1981; see Williams 2010, for a review).
Reciprocally, legal abortion was often characterized as a source, as well
as a consequence, of sexual promiscuity. Jelen (1984) showed that, in
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the period immediately following the Roe v. Wade decision in the United
States, doctrinally conservative Protestants were more likely to oppose
legal abortion for reasons of sexual morality, rather than basing their anti-
abortion positions on respect for human life. However, as time passed, and
the abortion issue entered the realm of political controversy, the antiabor-
tion rationales of US Catholics and evangelicals largely converged (Jelen
1988; see also Dillon 1995).
Identifying the subjective sources of Muslim attitudes is somewhat

more complex. Some Muslim authorities have suggested that ensoulment
does not occur until much later in pregnancy, but that the potential ensoul-
ment of fetuses at earlier stages of development and the role of children
and women in organic conceptions of the family must also be considered
(see, for example, Abdul Hussain 2005; Aramesch 2007; Sekaleshfar
2008; Alamri 2011; and Hedayat, Shooshtarizadeh, and Raza 2006).
That is, among many Muslim theologians, the ontological status of the
fetus is a vital component in the construction of a rationale for opposing
abortion, but is by no means the only one. Concerns with the structure of
family life and the role of women in the family, as well as the importance
of chastity, are all important considerations in evaluating the morality of
abortion, and providing rationales for the legal restriction of the practice.
A similarly complex set of concerns permeates the Hindu perspective

on abortion. Indeed, the extent of decentralization in the theology and
practice of Hinduism makes a characterization of “a” Hindu position prob-
lematic. Nevertheless, analysts of Hinduism have suggested that abortion
is inappropriate for both moral and social reasons. The fetus does, in most
accounts, possess attributes (unrealized) of a life distinct from the mother
(Jain 2003). However, abortion is also regarded by some as a disruption of
family continuity and generational replacement (Damian 2010; Lipner
1989).
By contrast, both Eastern Orthodox and Buddhist traditions place

primary emphasis on the humanity of the fetus in formulating reasons
for opposing legal abortion. Indeed, some analysts have argued that, in
Buddhist theology, there is no moral distinction between an unborn
fetus and a living person (Florida 1991; Damian 2010). However, a few
analysts have suggested that abortion is a violation of appropriate ethical
and social roles for women, as the practice indicates selfishness on the
woman seeking to terminate a pregnancy (Harvey 2000; Florida 1991).
The Eastern Orthodoxy tradition is similarly decentralized, owing to the
organization of Eastern Orthodoxy into national churches. However,
there appears to be a strong emphasis on the “human life” aspect of
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abortion (see Garvey 1996). Indeed, the Orthodox Church in the United
States submitted an amicus curiae brief in the case of Webster v.
Planned Parenthood (1988) in which the humanity of the fetus was the
sole moral issue raised (Orthodoxy Christian Information Center 1988).
Thus, for spokespersons of a number of religious traditions, abortion is

indeed “a matter of life and death” (Baker et al. 1981). However, some
religious leaders have emphasized other considerations, such as the main-
tenance of traditional standards of sexual morality or the importance of
specialized gender roles for family and social life.
Religious traditions vary not only in doctrine, but in organizational

structure and scope as well. The obvious limiting case here is Roman
Catholicism, in which an international, hierarchical organization permits
the existence of an “official” position and rationale on the abortion
issue. Analogously, although Islam does not exhibit the same organiza-
tional structure of Catholicism, both faiths have strong missionary tradi-
tions (Jelen and Tamadonfar 2011), which render cross-national
socialization possible. In contrast, Eastern Orthodoxy is organized
around national churches, while the three other religious traditions consid-
ered here (Protestantism, Hinduism, and Buddhism) are stubbornly
decentralized.
Although abortion attitudes, and abortion policies, differ across diverse

global regions, there are important centripetal forces which have made
abortion policies the subject of international politics as well. For
example, the International Conference on Population and Development
in Cairo in 1994 presented an excellent case study of the opportunities
for, and limitations of, Roman Catholic/Muslim cooperation with
respect to issues of reproductive freedom and population control
(Bowen 1997; Cowell 1994; Waldman 1994; Al-Sharq al-Awzat 1994).
Abortion politics have been a source of contention among member
states of the European Union, with national policies having been modified
by the acts of the European Union (Lyall 2010; New York Times 2007),
and in Latin America (Economist 2013). Such internationally focused
attention to abortion politics may increase the effect of transnational reli-
gious traditions.
Although there are obvious differences in the extent to which citizens of

various nations approve or disapprove of abortion, this study is focused on
the rationales by which citizens and adherents of different religious tradi-
tions may reach or justify their abortion stances. The specific purpose of
this study is to compare the subjective bases of attitudes toward abortion
across a variety of religious-defined groups. The effects of three possible
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bases for support for or opposition to legal abortion are considered. First,
the relationship between a general respect for human life and abortion atti-
tudes will be considered.
Second, in this study, I will examine the effects of attitudes toward

sexual morality on attitudes toward abortion. For many activist opponents
of legal abortion, a prohibition against legal abortion may increase the risk
of non-marital sex (Luker 1985; Cook et al. 1992; Falwell 1981) and thus
may be an effective means of discouraging sex outside of marriage. It is
hypothesized that respondents who hold more traditional attitudes
toward sexual morality will hold less permissive attitudes toward abortion.
Finally, I hypothesize that respondents who hold egalitarian attitudes

toward the appropriate social and economic roles of women will be
more likely to regard abortion as justified. Reproductive freedom, and
the resultant control over one’s fertility, is often regarded as important pre-
requisites to full female equality in politics and in business (Luker 1985;
Cook et al. 1992). One might anticipate that respondents who hold more
traditional expectations about gender roles will be less likely to approve of
abortion. As will be described below, a distinction is made between
“public” and “private” feminism: In the case of the former, attitudes
toward paid labor versus homemaking are measured. With respect to the
latter, the independent variable under consideration deals with attitudes
toward the role of woman as mother, in relationship to her children.
My specific task in this study is to compare the effects of these three

sets of attitudinal variables across six religious traditions. I anticipate
that considerations of human life, sexual morality, and gender roles will
all exhibit significant relationships with abortion attitudes for all groups.
However, based on other scholarly accounts of the theological positions
taken by religious elites, I would also hypothesize that considerations of
other than human life would be most prominent among Muslims,
Hindus, and Protestants, in which considerations of family life and sexu-
ality may be more explicit. Because of the transnational character of the
traditions, I also hypothesize that relationships among predictor variables
will be stronger for Roman Catholics and Muslims.

DATA AND METHOD

Data for this study were taken from the World Values Study for 1999–
2007.1 The main analytic strategy is to compare abortion attitudes, and
multivariate models explaining such attitudes, for members of six
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religiously-defined groups: Roman Catholics, Protestants,2 Muslims,3

Eastern Orthodox, Hindus, and Buddhists.4 Of course, while all traditions
would contain some theological diversity, “Protestantism” is an unusually
theologically diverse category, and the results for this group should thus
be interpreted with caution. The estimation strategy is to assess the relative
importance of the three attitudinal sources of abortion attitudes across reli-
gious traditions. Does support for, opposition to, abortion have similar
meanings across different religious affiliations, or are there important dif-
ferences in the importance of distinct sources of abortion attitudes?
The main dependent variable is a 10 point scale, in which respondents

are asked to place themselves on a continuum, on which 1 represents a
belief that abortion is “never justified,” and 10 indicates a stance in
which abortion is “always justified.” This is a 10 point scale, on which
respondents are ask to place themselves. No cues as to the meaning of
intermediate responses were provided.
In this study, the most important independent variables are the subject-

ive bases on which respondents may choose to support or oppose legal
abortion. One such variable is, as noted, a measure of respect for
human life. Such a concept poses a difficult and intriguing measurement
problem. Following earlier work (Jelen 1984; 1988; Cook et al. 1992),
respect for human life is operationalized as a 10 point scale (in the
same format as the abortion item) measuring respondent attitudes
toward euthanasia. A score of 1 indicates that the respondent believes
that euthanasia is “never justified,” and 10 suggest that the respondent
believes that euthanasia is “always justified.” This measure is both indirect
and controversial. It is difficult to imagine a survey item which directly
taps a general respect for human life and more specific applications of
such respect (such as Cardinal Bernardin’s [1988] “consistent ethic of
life” has some difficulties. Moreover, at least in the United States, previous
research has shown that very few respondents (even devout Catholics) take
consistently “pro-life” positions on issues such as euthanasia, military
spending, capital punishment, and abortion. Given the apparent empirical
independence of these attitudes (see especially Jelen 1990), the choice of
attitudes toward euthanasia as a surrogate for a more general respect for
human life seems defensible. In the cases of abortion and euthanasia,
the “person” whose life is ostensibly being taken is presumably innocent,
and not deserving of her/his fate. This feature of euthanasia stands in con-
trast to other “life attitudes,” in which possible “victims” include con-
victed murderers or enemy soldiers, whose demise may be considered
justified. This is not to suggest that respondents who provide high
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scores on this item do not respect life, but that such respondents may have
a more qualified or nuanced view of the circumstances under which
human life should be preserved. Moreover, as the findings reported
below suggest, the euthanasia item exhibits a substantial level of construct
validity.5

Another subjective predictor of abortion attitudes in this study is the
respondent’s attitude toward sexual morality. Here, this concept is opera-
tionalized as the mean of two “justification” scales, similar to the abortion
and euthanasia items, tapping attitudes toward homosexuality and prosti-
tution. Again, this measure is controversial, but these items appear to
tap a more general attitude toward acceptance of sex outside of monogam-
ous heterosexual marriage. Further, these items are empirically related
quite strongly.6

Finally, the effects of two items measuring attitudes toward appropriate
gender roles are considered. A measure of “public feminism” is a Likert
scale which reads “Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for
pay.” An item which taps attitudes toward “private feminism” (see
Cook et al. 1992 for a discussion of the distinction between public and
private feminism) reads: “A working mother can establish just as warm
and secure a relationship with her children as a mother who does not
work.”7 Again, these attitudes are conceptually and empirically distinct,
and the effects of these variables are considered separately.8

The multivariate models which are the focus of this study include two
controls for religiosity: attendance at religious services9 and frequency of
private prayer.10 The models also include controls for respondent gender,
age, and education.11 Because the dependent variable is nearly continuous,
themodels presented beloware estimated usingOrdinary Least Squares (OLS).

THE SUBJECTIVE BASES OF ABORTION ATTITUDES:

COMPARISONS ACROSS RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS

Differences in abortion attitudes across religious traditions are shown in
Figure 1. As the data presented in this graph indicate, there are substantial
variations in the extent to which members of different religiously-define
groups consider abortion justified. Muslims are the least likely to regard
abortion as justified, followed by Protestants, Hindus, Roman Catholics,
Buddhists, and Eastern Orthodox respondents.12

The main findings of this study are reported in Table 1. What is most
noteworthy about this table is that the statistical models which account
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for variation in abortion attitudes are quite similar for all six groups. In all
models, the most important predictor is the index of sexual morality. In all
seven OLS models, the effects of this measure are strong, significant, and
in the expected direction. Similarly, the effects of the euthanasia variable
are also quite robust. However, the effects of attitudes toward sexual mor-
ality are about twice as strong as the effects of the euthanasia item for each
comparison group. Indeed, the most striking feature of Table 1 is the uni-
formity of effects of sexual traditionalism and respect for life across very
different religious traditions.13

By contrast, the effects of the items tapping aspects of gender role atti-
tudes are much weaker and less consistent. The measure of public femin-
ism (Housewife fulfilling) has significant effects on abortion attitudes
among all three Christian groups (Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern
Orthodox) and among Hindus. The effects of the “working mom” item
(tapping private feminism) are significant only for Eastern Orthodox
respondents. Moreover, this somewhat surprising “non-finding” does not
appear to be dependent on variations in model specification. The relation-
ships between the gender role items and the measures of sexual morality
and euthanasia are quite weak (typically, r < 0.10), and are often of mar-
ginal statistical significance. It is perhaps of interest to note that the rela-
tionships between both gender items and the abortion scale are strongest
for adherents of the Eastern Orthodox tradition.

FIGURE 1. (Color online) Mean abortion attitudes by religious tradition.
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Table 1. Multivariate models of abortion attitudes by religious tradition

Catholicism Protestantism

b X r b X r

Euthanasia 0.262*** 3.67 0.485 203*** 3.22 0.513
Sexual Morality 0.414*** 3.42 0.541 0.492*** 2.38 0.599
Housewife fulfilling 0.092** 2.04 0.021 034* 2.15 0.011
Working Mom 0.037 2.06 0.053 0.014 1.99 0.040
Prayer 0.122** 2.34 0.218 0.148*** 1.85 0.326
Religious services 0.030* 3.44 0.217 0.069** 2.60 0.326
Gender 0.023 1.56 −0.009 0.156** 1.56 0.015
Age 0.003 40.69 −0.059 0.005** 39.94 0.080
Education 0.017 4.44 0.086 0.080** 4.55 0.221
Constant −0.083 −0.717**
Adjusted R2 .383 0.446
N 8398 5127

Eastern Orthodox Hindu

B X r b X r

Euthanasia 0.266*** 3.82 0.418 0.299*** 3.44 0.531
Sexual Morality 0.439*** 1.95 0.398 0.595*** 2.52 0.668
Housewife fulfilling 205*** 2.27 0.084 0.150* 2.23 −0.038
Working Mom 161** 2.05 0.076 0.101 1.83 0.075
Prayer 0.097** 3.77 0.148 0.195** 2.29 0.064
Religious services 0.039 4.28 0.119 0.015 3.78 0.026
Gender 0.203** 1.55 0.043 0.098 1.44 0.016
Age 0.003 43.78 −0.096 0.001 38.11 −0.032
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Eastern Orthodox Hindu

B X r b X r

Education 0.065** 4.74 0.156 0.051** 4.28 0.065
Constant 0.525 −0.453
Adjusted R2 0.271 0.501
N 2819 1445

Buddhist Muslim

b X r b X r

Euthanasia 0.212*** 4.67 0.442 263*** 2.14 0.411
Sexual Morality 0.447*** 2.52 0.499 0.531*** 1.36 0.342
Housewife fulfilling −0.053 1.98 .002 0.038 2.28 −0.087
Working Mom −0.038 2.05 .038 −0.049 1.99 0.015
Prayer 0.040 4.11 .097 113*** 2.27 0.162
Religious services 0.045 4.39 .113 063*** 3.45 0.160
Gender 0.042 1.53 −.031 0.102 1.48 0.030
Age 0.001** 44.04 −.003 0.007*** 35.76 0.002
Education 0.123** 4.90-0.200 0.018 4.32 0.084
Constant −0.253 −0.293*
Adjusted R2 0.318 0.262
N 992 6221

*significant at 0.05.
**significant at 0.01.
***significant at 0.001.
Source: World Values Survey, 1999–2007.
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These findings are somewhat surprising. One possible explanation for
these results is that many respondents may not have clearly formed or
defined attitudes about gender roles (Converse 1964; Zaller 1992). To
provide a partial test of this hypothesis, a measure of attitude constraint
for gender roles was computed by taking the individual standard deviation
of three items measuring attitudes toward being a housewife, the relative
importance of university education for boys and girls, and respondent
beliefs about the superiority of men as business managers. The expect-
ation here is that respondents who take consistently egalitarian or consist-
ently traditionalist positions on these issues have more consistent (and
perhaps more sophisticated) gender role attitudes. Interaction terms
between this constraint measure and the Housewife Fulfilling and
Working Mom measures were computed, and included in alternative spe-
cifications of the multivariate models in Table 1 (data not shown). The
substitution of gender role measures which tap both direction and consist-
ency of attitudes toward the respective roles of men and women make no
discernible difference in the results reported here. Similarly, computing
interaction terms between each gender role item and education makes
no discernable difference in the direction or magnitude of any of the rela-
tionships reported here. While these tests are certainly not definitive, the
data suggest that the limited relevance of gender role attitudes to attitudes
toward abortion may not be based on differences in political
sophistication.14

For all groups except Buddhists, frequency of private prayer is signifi-
cantly related to respondent attitudes toward the acceptability of abortion,
while attendance at religious services exhibits a statistically significant
relationship with the dependent variable among Roman Catholics,
Protestants, and Muslims. In all cases, the effects of prayer are stronger
than those associated with public religious observance. This finding sug-
gests that religiosity exerts influence on adherents indirectly, rather than
via direct socialization from clergy or coreligionists.
Finally, the effects of demographic variables are rather inconsistent.

Age significantly predicts abortion attitudes among Protestants,
Buddhists, Muslims, and the religiously unaffiliated. Women are signifi-
cantly more “pro-choice” only among Protestants and the Eastern
Orthodox, while higher levels of education are associated with lower dis-
approval of abortion for all groups except Catholics and Muslims.
The general pattern, in which sexual morality and attitudes toward

euthanasia are the strongest predictors of abortion attitudes, with sexual
traditionalism having the stronger effect, seems remarkably consistent

560 Jelen

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048314000467 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048314000467


across national settings in which the political roles and direct effects of
religion are quite different. To illustrate, Table 2 compares the effects of
these two variables in five different countries: Poland (the Catholic
nation with the lowest mean approval on the abortion scale),
Switzerland (the most “pro-choice” Catholic country), Columbia (the
most conservative Catholic country outside of Europe), Malaysia (the
most approving Muslim majority country), and Jordan (the least approving
Muslim majority country). In these five countries, the general pattern
holds up rather neatly, with both the effects of both variables attaining stat-
istical significance, and the sexual morality variable having consistently
stronger effects than the euthanasia item.
Given the consistent effects of attitudes toward human life and sexual

morality, and the weak, inconsistent effects of other variables, how can
variations across religiously-defined traditions be explained? In general,
the answer appears to lie in different marginal distributions of the main
independent variables. Table 1 contains the mean values for the independ-
ent variables for adherents of each religious tradition considered here.
Comparing means across religious traditions is fairly revealing. The clear-
est finding is one of Muslim exceptionalism. Muslims, who constitute the
group most disapproving of abortion, are also least likely to approve of
euthanasia, and are less likely than all other groups to regard homosexu-
ality and prostitution as justified.
Second, the effects of the euthanasia item are rather consistent across

religious traditions. Although the mean value for Buddhists is a relatively
high 4.67, and for Muslims a very low 2.14, the range of mean values on
the measure of respect for human life across Christian traditions, and for
Hindus, is very limited. By contrast, there exists a substantial variation

Table 2. Effects of attitudes toward euthanasia and sexual morality on attitudes
toward abortion, selected countries

Poland Switzerland Columbia Malaysia Jordan

Mean Abortion 2.78 5.98 2.83 3.00 1.38
Euthanasia 0.278** 0.244** 0.139** 0.155** 0.165**
Sexual Morality 0.491*** 0.386** 0.290** 0.810*** 0.356**

**significant at 0.01.
***significant at 0.001.
Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients. Models include controls for two feminism items
(Housewife Fulfilling and Working Mom), frequency of private prayer, and frequency of attendance
at religious services, gender, age, and education.
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across religious traditions with respect to the sexual morality index. Thus,
although the relationships between the euthanasia and sexual morality
items do not vary very much across traditions, variation in the marginal
distributions of attitudes toward non-marital sex appear to make a
greater contribution to inter-religious differences on the abortion scale,
especially among different Christian traditions.
Third, it is also noteworthy that Roman Catholics do not exhibit dis-

tinctive patterns. The effects of the euthanasia and sexual morality
scales on abortion are quite similar for Catholics as for other religious
groups. In terms of the marginal distributions of the main independent
variables, Catholics approach the grand median on the euthanasia
measure (despite the Church’s emphasis on the sanctity of human life),
and are the most permissive group on the sexual morality scale. These
results should put to rest any notion that the Catholic Church (at the
level of the laity) is in any way distinctive on either the abortion issue
itself, or on the most important attitudinal correlates of abortion
attitudes.15

More generally, the fact that differences across religious traditions can
be moved to the marginal distributions of independent variables suggests
that these models are capturing comparable phenomena across traditions
(Converse and Dupeux 1966; Converse 1969). The overall impression is
one of impressive similarity. Attitudes toward sex dominate the multivari-
ate models explaining variation in abortion attitudes, followed by attitudes
toward the sanctity of human life. By contrast, the effects of attitudes
toward the appropriate economic and familial roles of women are much
weaker and less consistent within and across religious traditions.

DISCUSSION

The most important result of this study is a non-finding: specifically, that,
with respect to the abortion issue, similarities across religious traditions
are far more important than differences. The variables that predict
support for, or opposition to, abortion do not vary in explanatory power
among adherents of six very diverse theological traditions.
The results of this study provide important insights into the sources of

attitudes toward reproductive freedom, and, more generally, into the pos-
sible effects of globalization. The most important result, of course, is the
remarkable consistency of the multivariate models across very diverse
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religious traditions. For the most part, variation in abortion attitudes shares
common subjective bases among adherents of different faiths.
Perhaps the most striking finding is that, to a considerable extent, abor-

tion attitudes are about sex. For all of the OLS models presented here, both
across and within religious tradition, the strongest relationship exists
between approval of abortion and attitudes toward non-marital sex. The
uniformity of this relationship, and of its magnitude across religiously-
defined groups, is genuinely remarkable. While adherents of diverse
faiths vary in the extent of approval of sex outside of marriage, such atti-
tudes toward sexual morality are strong and consistent predictors of atti-
tudes toward abortion.
Similarly, the effects of respect for the sanctity of human life are not

quite as strong, but seem equally consistent. Of course, the use of the
euthanasia item as an operational definition of respect for human life is
quite controversial, but is perhaps defensible on the grounds of face and
constructs validity. As noted above, euthanasia and abortion have in
common the innocence of the “life” each practice threatens. Moreover,
the fact that the effects of attitudes toward euthanasia on abortion attitudes
are strong and significant across religious traditions constitutes impressive
evidence for the validity of the former. Nevertheless, this is an area in
which better measures of respect for human life can and should be
developed.
By contrast, and somewhat surprisingly, the effects of attitudes toward

gender roles on attitudes toward abortion are weak and inconsistent.
Although activist level advocates of reproductive freedom have long
argued that control over fertility is a necessary condition for the achieve-
ment of gender equality, the connection between egalitarian gender role
attitudes and support for legal abortion seems far more tenuous among
members of the mass public. There is no obvious explanation for this
“nonfinding,” but three possibilities suggest themselves. First, it is pos-
sible that the empirical lack of relationships between abortion and
gender role attitudes may simply reflect a lack of cognitive sophistication
on the part of mass publics. (That is, a connection which may seem logical
and obvious to political elites and sophisticates may elude persons not
continually engaged in activist-level political discourse.) Although this
study contains partial tests of this hypothesis, it is possible that precise
estimates of the effects of political sophistication may require more elab-
orate empirical examination. Second, it may be that the current study con-
ceives and measures gender role egalitarianism too narrowly, and that
broader, more nuanced, conceptualizations and operationalization’s are
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necessary. Specifically, the measures of both public and private feminism
used here deal with aspects of female participation in the paid labor force,
and the salience of such participation may vary across diverse economic,
political and cultural contexts. Finally, it may be that the relationship(s)
between gender role attitudes and attitudes toward reproductive freedom
are incorrigibly affected by local and national political contexts. Diverse
conceptions of appropriate roles of men and women may intersect with
considerations of ethnicity or social class in ways that are not easily cap-
tured by a broad, cross-national study such as the World Values Surveys.
Regardless of the extent to which any of these possibilities (either indi-

vidually or in combination) has merit, the results of this study suggest that
advocates of reproductive freedom who base their political strategies on
the mobilization of egalitarian gender role beliefs are likely to be handi-
capped by the weak and inconsistent connections drawn between attitudes
toward women’s roles and beliefs about legal abortion. To the extent that
mass publics regard abortion as a “matter of life and death,” or as a con-
sequence of sexual permissiveness, opponents of legal abortion may have
considerable strategic and rhetorical advantages.
Perhaps most importantly, the results of this study suggest that aspect of

the issue of abortion have common meanings across diverse religious tra-
ditions. Differences among religious traditions can be accounted for by
examining differences in the distribution of attitudinal variables which
predict individual views of the legitimacy of abortion, but the effects of
these variables are remarkably similar across religious traditions. These
findings suggest that, at least on some issues, a genuinely cross-national
and ecumenical understanding of public opinion may be possible.

NOTES

1. Waves 4 and 5.
2. Protestant denominations are defined as Anglican, Assembly of God, Baptist, Born-Again,

Christian, Christian Fellowship, Christian Reform, Churches of Christ, Evangelical Iglesia ni
Christo, Independent African Church, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Jesus is Lord, Jesus Miracle Crusade,
Lutheran, Mennonite, Methodist, New Testament Christ, Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Protestant,
Salvation Army, Seventh Day Adventist, Church of Sweden, World Church of God, Unitarian, New
Apostolic Church. Unfortunately, most of the denominations which could be characterized as “evan-
gelical” contain too few cases to permit the separate analyses of doctrinally conservative or moderate
Protestants.
3. Muslims are coded as respondents reporting self-identification as Al-Hadis, Muslim, Shia, Sunni.
4. Unfortunately, the WVS contains too few Jewish respondents to sustain the multivariate analyses

that follow.
5. Since both the euthanasia and abortion items are thought to be specific indicators tapping a more

general “respect for life,” it is difficult to assess causality. A partial test of the construct validity of this
measure involves estimating the relationship between this measure and an item tapping attitudes
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toward the justifiability of suicide. The relationship (gamma) between these two items ranges from
0.632 (Catholics) to 0.694 (Muslims).
6. The gamma coefficient between the prostitution and homosexuality scales ranges from 0.610 for

Roman Catholics to 0.895 for Muslims.
7. “Strongly agree” = 1; “strongly disagree” = 4 for both items in the WVS. Coding reversed on

“working mother” item.
8. The product-moment correlation between these items ranges from 0.259 for Buddhists to 0.166

for Protestants, thus suggesting that the coefficients association with these variables is not biased by
the effects of multi-collinearity.
9. The attendance item ranges from 1 (once a week or oftener) to 8 (never).
10. The “prayer” item ranges from 1 (daily) to 7 (never).
11. The education variable measures the highest grade of school completed, and ranges from 1

“inadequately completed elementary education: to 8 “University degree or higher.”
12. These differences appear to be statistically significant. When the abortion scale is regressed on

the religious traditions, with “unaffiliated” as the reference category, each coefficient associated with
the religious tradition measures is negative, and significant at 0.01. When the abortion scale is
regressed on the religious tradition dummies using the media value (Hinduism) as the reference cat-
egory, all tradition dummies are positive and significant at 0.01, except for the measure of Muslim
affiliation, which is negative and significant at 0.001. Analyses are available from the author on
request.
13. Since both the euthanasia and sexual morality measures have the same metric (1–10), it is

appropriate to compare these effects within the same model.
14. Jelen and Bradley (2014) deleted report that, in a limited number of countries (e.g., Poland and

El Salvador) the lack of relationships among these variables can likely be attributed to differences in
national political competition. While this may not be satisfying to scholars of a comparative bent, I am
unable to find a more general explanation for this phenomenon.
15. This finding also provides indirect evidence supporting the validity of the euthanasia measure

as an indicator of respect for human life, since the measure clearly does not tap any sense of Roman
Catholic exceptionalism, or adherence to Church doctrine.
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