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Resource Paper

Political Trajectories of Asian 
Americans: Bringing Religion In

Jerry Z. Park and Joshua C. Tom

Abstract
Analyses of the 2016 election focused a great deal on the “White 

Evangelical vote,” signaling the important intersection of race and reli-
gion. But not all Evangelicals are White nor does Christianity encom-
pass all American religion. The Asian American community brings 
these two social dimensions into broader perspective. We argue that 
Asian American religious communities encounter two major political 
SDUWLHV�ZLWK�GLͿHUHQW�FXOWXUDO�VFKHPDV��WKH�:KLWH�&KULVWLDQ�LGHDO�RI�
American society on the right and Multicultural Liberalism, a racially 
and religiously pluralistic vision of America, on the left. Using data 
from the Collaborative Multiracial Post-Election Survey (CMPS) 2017 
ZH�LOOXVWUDWH�WKH������SUHVLGHQWLDO�FDQGLGDWH�FKRLFH�DQG�SDUW\�D΀OLD-
tions of Asian American voters and nonvoters disaggregated by reli-
gious identity. We suggest that the Republican Party’s candidate and 
thinly veiled White Christian nationalism likely alienated a potential 
QRQЯ:KLWH�&KULVWLDQ�EDVH��6LPLODUO\��PRVW�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�%XGGKLVWV��
Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs voted for Clinton despite great propor-
tions of all groups identifying as political independents. Political prac-
WLWLRQHUV�ZLOO�ÀQG�LPSRUWDQW�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�ZKHQ�HYDOXDWLQJ�FRDOLWLRQ�
EXLOGLQJ�JLYHQ�WKH�SDWWHUQV�ZH�VKRZ�KHUH��:H�RͿHU�VXJJHVWLRQV�RQ�KRZ�
to frame the considerations of religious Asian Americans under our cur-
rent racialized and religionized political culture. 

Introduction
The racialized nature of America’s political culture has long been 

taken for granted. Religion has also been given its due in studies of 
modern American politics, particularly with the ascension of the sec-
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ond Bush presidency in the early 2000s, and informed observers have 
always taken note of its power (Leege and Kellstedt, 1993; Smidt et al., 
2009). But in the wake of Donald Trump’s election in 2016 it became im-
possible to ignore the intersection of race and religion on America’s po-
OLWLFDO�FXOWXUH³VSHFLÀFDOO\��FRQVHUYDWLYH�&KULVWLDQLW\�DQG�:KLWH�$PHU-
ica. Despite the growing scholarly literature on how race and religion 
connections structure our political culture, these conversations have 
typically excluded Asian Americans and the religious diversity they 
bring into the conversation. In this resource paper we look at patterns 
of religion and politics among Asian Americans in the 2016 presiden-
tial election and consider how religion among Asian Americans may 
SOD\�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�UROH�WKH������HOHFWLRQ�DQG�EH\RQG��'LVDJJUHJDWLQJ�WKH�
Asian American electorate by religion reveals considerable diversity in 
YRWLQJ�SDWWHUQV��0RUHRYHU��ZH�ÀQG�FRQVLGHUDEOH�GLͿHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�
UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV�RYHU�SDUW\�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ��2XU�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�SDW-
terns will prove useful to political strategists in examining the complex 
role of religion beyond the White Christian frame that dominates the 
ÀHOG³SDUWLFXODUO\�DPRQJ�WKH�UDFLDO�HWKQLF�JURXS�WKDW�KDV�WKH�ORZHVW�
voter turnout among all Americans. 

White Christian Nationalism and the 2016 Election of Donald 
Trump

The surprise candidacy of Donald Trump, propelled to victory 
ÀUVW�LQ�WKH�5HSXEOLFDQ�SULPDULHV�DQG�WKHQ�WKH�JHQHUDO�HOHFWLRQ��FRQIURQW-
HG�XV�ZLWK�WKH�VFDOH�RI�UHOLJLRQ·V�LQÁXHQFH�LQ�RXU�SROLWLFDO�V\VWHP�ZKHUH�
more than 70 percent of White Evangelicals supported his candidacy. 
Trump’s charisma was the product of his ability to leverage many dif-
IHUHQW�VWUHDPV�RI�EURDG�SRSXOLVW�GLVDͿHFWLRQ��VWHPPLQJ�IURP�HFRQRPLF�
insecurity in a rapidly globalizing economy, White resentment in an in-
creasingly diverse United States, and exasperation with an entrenched 
political elite that was perceived to be out of touch with many Ameri-
cans, among others. 

Perhaps the most notable stream from which the Trump cam-
paign drew, and continues to draw, strength is a social force that schol-
DUV�KDYH�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�´&KULVWLDQ�1DWLRQDOLVPµ��:KLWHKHDG�HW�DO����������
or “White Christian Patriarchalism” (Park and Davidson, 2017 )1 a po-
WHQW�FRQÁXHQFH�RI�UDFLDO��UHOLJLRXV��DQG�SROLWLFDO�LGHRORJLHV�WKDW�FHQWHUV�
White, conservative Christianity as the normative vision of America. 
This unifying vision of America unites not only a majority of White 
Evangelicals but strong proportions of White Mainline Protestants and 
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White Catholics under a common banner that claims the United States 
as a Christian nation whose identity and heritage was threatened in re-
cent decades but has found a strong protector in the Trump presidency. 
,QGHHG��WKH�7UXPS�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ·V�PRYHPHQW�RI�&KULVWLDQ�1DWLRQDOLVW�
ideology to the center of American politics is perhaps its most singular 
cultural achievement.

 This racialized religious force dominating the political landscape 
raises numerous questions for other ethnoreligious groups that make 
up the United States. It stands in stark contrast to an alternative ideol-
ogy of American identity that we identify as multicultural liberalism—a 
pluralistic vision of American identity along lines that include race and 
religion (ibid.). Here, we focus on the implications of this atmosphere 
for Asian Americans and the varied religious-political groups they in-
habit. Already undertheorized and understudied as political entities, 
Asian American religious groups present unique challenges to our col-
lective understanding of the intersection of race, religion, and politics 
at a crucial juncture in our national history. We discuss how the poles of 
$PHULFDQ�SROLWLFDO�FXOWXUH�DV�H[HPSOLÀHG�LQ�&KULVWLDQ�1DWLRQDOLVP�RQ�
the right and multicultural liberalism on the left can act as “push” and 
“pull” forces for the political inclinations of various Asian American 
religious groups. 

Asian Americans and American Political Culture
)ROORZLQJ�WKH�UHHOHFWLRQ�RI�%DUDFN�2EDPD�LQ������WKH�*23�XQ-

dertook an extensive postelection review that culminated in the cre-
DWLRQ�RI�D�����SDJH�UHSRUW�FDOOHG�WKH�́ *URZWK�DQG�2SSRUWXQLW\�3URMHFW�µ�
Acknowledging the changing landscape of the American electorate the 
report recommends a dramatic pivot in the party’s strategy for future 
elections—one that included intense outreach to groups that have his-
torically been Democratic mainstays, such as women, as well as racial 
DQG�HWKQLF�PLQRULWLHV��$VLDQ�DQG�3DFLÀF�,VODQGHU�$PHULFDQV�ZDUUDQWHG�
WKHLU�RZQ�VHFWLRQ�DV�́ 'HPRJUDSKLF�3DUWQHUVµ�LQ�WKLV�SODQ��ZLWK�WKH�*23�
noting the importance of “inclusive” messaging built on tolerance and 
respect (Barbour et al., 2013). 

The presidential campaign of Donald Trump was a sharp turn 
DZD\�IURP�WKH�WUDMHFWRU\�RXWOLQHG�LQ�WKH�́ *URZWK�DQG�2SSRUWXQLW\�3URM-
ect,” doubling down on White identity politics intermixed with con-
servative Christian cultural ideologies. Candidate Trump made liberal 
use of combative, xenophobic language, painting the United States as a 
country under siege and at risk of losing connection to what once made 



aapi nexus

it great—implicitly understood to be eras of White Christian social and 
political supremacy. It was a pointed repudiation of party voices who 
KDG�DGYRFDWHG�IRU�WKH�*23�WR�FKDQJH�LWV�PRQRWRQH�DQG�PRQRFXOWXUDO�
image. In the season leading up to the 2020 presidential election, the 
Republican Party is understood to stand for a vision of White, (conser-
vative) Christian America.

%\�%DUDFN�2EDPD·V�HPHUJHQFH�DV�WKH�'HPRFUDWLF�FDQGLGDWH�IRU�
�����$VLDQ�$PHULFDQV�DV�D�YRWLQJ�EORF�KDG�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�LQ�WKH�PLGVW�RI�
D�PXOWLGHFDGH�VOLGH�OHIWZDUG��.KDOLG��������0DVXRND�HW�DO����������,Q������
D�PDMRULW\�RI�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQV�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�5HSXEOLFDQ��%\�2EDPD·V�UH-
election, they supported him in numbers only outdone by Black Ameri-
cans, 73-21 over Mitt Romney according to exit polls (Voeten, 2012). Exit 
polls from 2016 suggested Asian American support for Clinton over 
Trump reached similar heights (Wang, 2017), while our own calcula-
tions from the Collaborative Multi-Racial Post-Election Survey (CMPS) 
of 2017 shows Clinton capturing 63 percent of Asian American voters 
compared to 30 percent for Trump. It is possible that exit polls over-
HVWLPDWH�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�GHPRFUDWLF�YRWLQJ��DFFRXQWLQJ�IRU�WKH�GLͿHU-
ence in results between exit polls and survey data. Disaggregating Asian 
Americans by ethnicity reveals some variation in voting patterns in 2016, 
but still large majorities in every category voted for Clinton over Trump 
�0DVXRND�HW�DO���������:DQJ��������

The Republican Party’s brazen embrace of White Christian identi-
ty politics left little room for a rightward move among Asian Ameri-
cans of any religious tradition. But this intersection of race, religion, 
and politics going forward from 2016 to 2020 and beyond has pro-
found implications for the political engagement of Asian Americans.

Between the Priestly and Prophetic: Incorporating Religion into 
Asian American Politics

)RU�PDQ\�$PHULFDQV��WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI�UHOLJLRQ�LQ�$PHULFDQ�SROL-
tics is a decidedly White Christian endeavor (Yukich and Edgell, 2020). 
And some may recall the Christian underpinnings of the civil rights 
movement and acknowledge that politics matters a great deal to Afri-
can American Christians as well. From the vantage point of White-
centric research, religion has largely galvanized social conservatives 
to effectively promote and advocate for a Republican agenda since 
WKH�����V��+HUW]NH�HW�DO����������6FKRODUV�KDYH�QRWHG�WKDW�WKH�LQIOX-
ence of White, conservative Christians or White Evangelicals in politics 
whether in voting or in political leadership has created a tight mapping 
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RI�FRQVHUYDWLYH�SROLWLFV�DQG�&KULVWLDQ�UHOLJLRXV�D΀OLDWLRQ��QDPHO\�(YDQ-
gelical Christianity) (Putnam and Campbell 2010). This has led to the 
QRZ�´EURDGO\µ�DFFHSWHG�DUJXPHQW�WKDW�UHOLJLRXV�D΀OLDWLRQ�FKRLFHV�DUH�
driven by political interests rather than the earlier view that religious 
narratives are far more encompassing and therefore drive political in-
terests (e.g., Hout and Fischer, 2014; Margolis, 2020). 

The linkage of politics and Christianity is based in a sociologi-
cal understanding of the two main forms of religion described by Max 
Weber (1922). Religion can serve in a priestly capacity to support and 
amplify the interests of the state or the dominant group in society, and 
religion can also act in prophetic ways that defend the interests of op-
pressed and minority groups. For many White Christians, conserva-
tive politics agrees with the priestly understanding of religion as they 
hold the dominant position in society. And at least since the election 
RI�&DUWHU�ZH�VHH�JUHDWHU�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�WKH�*23�LV�SHUFHLYHG�E\�PRUH�
and more White Christians (Evangelical Protestant, Mainline Protes-
tant, and Catholic) as representing their interests in maintaining social 
GRPLQDQFH��+HUW]NH�HW�DO����������7KXV��ZH�VKRXOG�QRW�EH�VXUSULVHG�WKDW�
&KULVWLDQ�1DWLRQDOLVP�HQFDSVXODWHV�WKH�SROLWLFR�FXOWXUDO�XQGHUSLQQLQJV�
of the current manifestation of the Republican Party (Whitehead et al., 
������

By contrast, the historically Black Church tradition often repre-
sents the largest faction of American Christianity advocating the pro-
phetic function of religion in society (see Lincoln and Mamiya, 1990). 
While Christianity was foisted onto African slaves in the plantation 
South, it soon became a tool of liberation through the Civil War (John-
son, 2015). But after the war some had imagined equality extended in the 
houses of worship dominated by White Christian brothers and sisters. 
Instead they found repeated denigration and segregation. In response, 
Black Christians formed their own communities and networks such that 
the Black Church has become an institutional mainstay for most African 
$PHULFDQV�WRGD\��*LYHQ�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�VRFLDO�RSSUHVVLRQ�WKDW�JDYH�ELUWK�
to this community, political deliberation and activism as resistance ef-
forts against White supremacy have been a natural extension of the life 
RI�%ODFN�&KULVWLDQ�FRPPXQLWLHV��'X%RLV��������3DULV���������7KLV�SUR-
phetic approach to religion was most notable in the civil rights era and 
FRQWLQXHV�WR�WKLV�GD\��0RUULV���������3URSKHWLF�SROLWLFDO�DFWLYLVP�FOHDUO\�
challenges the racist status quo of American society and is the spiritual 
center of the democratic establishment in contemporary politics. This 
arguably is the focal point of the multicultural liberalism we see ad-
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vocated in the Democratic Party and it is one that is more religiously 
inclusive given its focus on social justice and civic egalitarianism. 

$VLDQ�DQG�/DWLQRV�GR�QRW�QHDWO\�ÀW�LQWR�WKH�%ODFNЯ:KLWH�SURSKHW-
LF�SULHVWO\�IUDPH�LQ�WKH�VWXG\�RI�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�SROLWLFV��2YHU�WKH�SDVW����
years some researchers have sought to make their social models more 
LQFOXVLYH�RI�UDFLDO�GLͿHUHQFH��DQG�DOPRVW�DOO�SRVLWLRQ�$VLDQ�DQG�/DWLQR�
Americans between Whites and Blacks along a racialized socioeconom-
LF�KLHUDUFK\�WKDW�UHYLVHV�WKH�%ODFNЯ:KLWH�PRGHO��(GXDUGR�%RQLOOD�6LOYD�
termed this the racial trichotomy with Whites at the top, “Honorary 
Whites” in the middle and “Collective Blacks” at the bottom (Bonilla-
Silva, 2004). Bonilla-Silva disaggregated Asians by ethnic group and 
Latinos by skin tone such that the non-White categories could not os-
tensibly be labeled using conventional racial categories. Redrawing the 
racial hierarchy to include non-Black minorities suggests a reconsidera-
tion of the association between race and the priestly/prophetic distinc-
tions of religion as well. 

While the racial trichotomy makes visible the socioeconomic po-
sition of Asian and Latino Americans, their political interests are less 
clear. We noted the Asian American shift away from the Republican 
Party over the course of several decades. This would seem unlikely for 
a group that generally exhibits considerably higher standing in terms 
of socio-economic status. Political interests are often motivated by eco-
nomic interests especially where socioeconomic standing is racialized. 
5DFLDOL]HG�VWUDWLÀFDWLRQ�FRXOG�SUHGLFW�SROLWLFDO�SUHIHUHQFH��EXW�ZH�GR�
not see this as the case for Asian Americans. Indeed we can infer that 
adherence to the perception of Asian Americans as model minorities 
ZRXOG�JDOYDQL]H�PRUH�RI�WKHP�WR�WKH�*23��:X��������%XW�WKLV�PXVW�
be weighed against the racialized religious nationalism of that party’s 
current ideology.  

The “religious factor” (Lenski, 1961) provides us with a number 
of new possibilities when we consider the case of Asian American reli-
gions. In similar fashion to other research on the leftward drift of Asian 
Americans, the right-leaning Asian American Christians of the early 
2000s have now become more moderate in their political preferences 
�/LHQ��������,Q�WKH�IROORZLQJ��ZH�RͿHU�D�SUHOLPLQDU\�PDSSLQJ�RI�$VLDQ�
American religions to the major political parties.

Political Futures of Asian American Religions 
Asian Americans are, among all American racial groups, the most 

religiously diverse as seen in Figure 1 using data from the CMPS (2017) 
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(see also Funk et al., 2012).  This is largely due to the Asian groups 
immigrating to the United States; with the exception of Filipinos, 
Asian immigrants originate from countries where Christianity is not 
the dominant or most popular religion. While South Korea is often 
presumed to be a Christian majority, less than 30 percent of the popu-
ODWLRQ�LGHQWLÀHV�DV�VXFK��3DUN�DQG�9DXJKDQ���������,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�PDLQ-
land China and Japan, “no religion” is the dominant label used when 
asked about religious preference. By contrast, Hispanic immigrants 
are by and large Christian, and Catholic specifically, in orientation 
(Smith, 2002). Still, research on religion among today’s immigrants 
shows a pro-Christian migration even among Asian immigrants who 
constitute the majority (59 percent) of all Asian Americans. That is, 
Asian Christians are disproportionally represented among immigrants 
from Asia relative to the sending nation’s religious makeup (Connor 
2012). 

The plurality of Asian Americans are Christian—roughly 46 per-
cent—although this is significantly lower than the 75 percent of all 
Americans who identify as Christians of some kind. Within this plu-
rality we see that Asian American Christianity’s denominational af-

-PN\YL����(ZPHU�(TLYPJHU�9LSPNPV\Z�(ɉSPH[PVU������

'DWD��&ROODERUDWLYH�0XOWLUDFLDO�3RVW�(OHFWLRQ�6XUYHU\�������$OO�YDOXHV�ZHLJKWHG��1 �����
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ÀOLDWLRQV�GR�QRW�PLUURU�:KLWH�$PHULFDQ�&KULVWLDQLW\��:KLWH�&DWKROLFV�
and Mainline Protestants each comprise a little more than a quarter of 
all White Christians. Among Asian American Christians slightly more 
than half are Catholic and about 31 percent are Mainline Protestant. In 
contrast, Asian American Christians are less likely to be Evangelical 
(20 percent of Asian American Christians) than White Christians (41 
percent of American Christians). 

The next largest “religious” group of Asian Americans are the re-
OLJLRXVO\�QRQD΀OLDWHG��ZKR�FRQVWLWXWH�PRUH�WKDQ�D�TXDUWHU�RI�DOO�$VLDQ�
$PHULFDQV³VOLJKWO\�PRUH�WKDQ�WKH�$PHULFDQ�SXEOLF�DW�ODUJH��1RQD΀OL-
DWLRQ�UHIHUV�WR�D�ZLGH�DJJORPHUDWLRQ�RI�WKRVH�ZKR������HVFKHZ�WKH�ZRUG�
“religion” but remain informed by practices and beliefs that might be 
interpreted as religious; (2) are no longer religious in any institutional 
sense; and (3) ardently identify as having no religious beliefs. Among 
Asian Americans, this large category may hold a variety of ways in 
which spiritual belief and practice may have important consequences 
for political and civic behavior but as yet have not been examined 
empirically (Jeung et al., 2019). Buddhists (10 percent), Hindus (12 
percent), Muslims (3 percent), and Sikhs (less than 1 percent) are the 
most prominent of the non-Christian religious groups among Asian 
$PHULFDQV��7KLV�GLYHUVH�UHOLJLRXV�SURÀOH�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�WKH�HͿHFWLYHQHVV�
of political strategies deploying Christianity as an in-group signal will 
be dampened among Asian Americans (Yi and Phillips 2019). 

Figure 2 shows the presidential voting patterns of Asian American 
religious groups in 2016 according to CMPS 2017 data. Asian Americans 
overall strongly preferred Clinton to Trump. However, that support 
was not evenly distributed across all groups. Asian American religious 
minorities, including the irreligious, were far more likely than Asian 
Americans overall to choose Clinton over Trump. What gives Clin-
ton a much less dramatic edge overall is the mixed response of Asian 
American Christians; far fewer voted for Clinton resulting in much 
narrower margins among Protestants, and Catholics even broke for 
Trump. Trump’s performance among Asian Americans was thus large-
ly built on the back of Asian American Christian voters, both in abso-
OXWH�DQG�UHODWLYH�QXPEHUV��:RQJ���������8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKLV�&KULV-
tian/non-Christian split among Asian American religious groups in 
the 2016 presidential vote is key to understanding how Asian Ameri-
cans relate to the racial-religious contours of contemporary American 
SROLWLFDO�FXOWXUH��DQG�KRZ�WKH\�PD\�ÀW�LQWR�LWV�IXWXUH�
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Asian American Christians
Table 1 shows more granular data about the 2016 political inclina-

WLRQV�RI�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQV�E\�UHOLJLRXV�D΀OLDWLRQ��LQFOXGLQJ�SUHVLGHQWLDO�
YRWLQJ�FKRLFH�DQG�FDQGLGDWH�SUHIHUHQFH��DV�ZHOO�DV�SDUW\�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ��
Proportions are also shown for White Americans, disaggregated by 
UHOLJLRXV�D΀OLDWLRQ��WR�SURYLGH�UHOHYDQW�FRPSDULVRQ�JURXSV��7KH�GDWD�
show that Asian Americans are most likely to identify, in descend-
ing order, as Democrat (40 percent), Independent (33 percent), and Re-
publican (22 percent). These patterns do not hold when disaggregating 
Asian Americans by religion. Asian American Republicans are most 
UHSUHVHQWHG�DPRQJ�&KULVWLDQ�JURXSV��DERXW�RQH�IRXUWK�WR�RQH�WKLUG�RI�
Asian American Evangelical and Mainline Protestants and Catholics in 
�����LGHQWLÀHG�DV�5HSXEOLFDQ��$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�(YDQJHOLFDOV�ZHUH�WKH�
least likely to identify as Democrat (26 percent), whereas their Main-
line counterparts were the most likely of all Asian American Christian 
groups to do so (42 percent). 

7KHVH�SURSRUWLRQV�DUH�PDUNHG�GLͿHUHQWO\�IURP�:KLWH�&KULVWLDQV��
as Asian American Christians of every stripe are more likely to iden-
tify as Democrat and less likely to identify as Republican than their 
White counterparts. Asian American Evangelical Democratic affili-
ation is more than twice as large as White Evangelicals (12 percent), and 
WKH�JDS�LQ�5HSXEOLFDQ�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�LV�ODUJH�DV�ZHOO�����SHUFHQW�DPRQJ�
Whites to 33 percent among Asians). And among White Catholics about 
���SHUFHQW�D΀OLDWH�DV�5HSXEOLFDQ��VOLJKWO\�PRUH�WKDQ�WKHLU�$VLDQ�$PHUL-
FDQ�FRXQWHUSDUWV�DV�ZHOO��'HVSLWH�WKHVH�OHDQLQJV�WKHUH�UHPDLQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�
percentages of Asian American Christians who identify as Republican 
RU�,QGHSHQGHQW��H[KLELWLQJ�D�SROLWLFDO�KHWHURJHQHLW\�PXFK�GLͿHUHQW�WKDQ�
the reputation of Asian Americans as Democratic stalwarts (Wong and 
Iwamura 2007).

Based on this initial outlook, Republican strategists may have a 
sizeable base of support from a substantive minority of Asian American 
Christians; no group shows a proportion as high as White Evangelicals 
(53 percent identifying as Republican), but this is further evidence to the 
claim that Republican and Evangelical identities are more synonymous 
than any other political-religious pairing. For Democrats, operatives 
DUH�PLVVLQJ�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�RSSRUWXQLW\�KHUH�DV�ZHOO��D�ODUJHU�IUDFWLRQ�RI�
DOO�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�&KULVWLDQ�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV�D΀OLDWH�DV�'HPRFUDW�
compared to White Christians. 

Looking still more at the party affiliation figures a similar per-
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centage of Asian Americans identify as political independents (about 
33 percent). This share of the Asian American electorate sits between 
Republican (22 percent) and Democratic bases (40 percent). Among 
Asian American Evangelicals the share of independents (35 percent) 
is higher than Democrats (26 percent); this is the only instance among 
religious Asian Americans in which this ratio occurs. For Asian Ameri-
can Mainline Protestants and Catholics, independents capture a smaller 
percentage than either of the main parties. This suggests that there is a 
sizeable group of Asian American Christians across all major branches 
that could be wooed by either party. Democrats have the most to gain 
among Asian American Evangelical independents, while Republicans 
FRXOG�PDNH�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQURDGV�ZLWK�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�0DLQOLQH�3URWHV-
tant and Catholic independents. 

And indeed that is what we see when we turn attention to the vot-
LQJ�SDWWHUQV��1HZV�UHSRUWV�KDYH�UHSHDWHGO\�SRLQWHG�RXW�WKH�ORZ�YRWHU�
turnout among Asian Americans (Frey, 2017). This is due in part to little 
RXWUHDFK�IURP�HLWKHU�SDUW\�WR�WKHVH�GLͿHUHQW�FRPPXQLWLHV�FRPSULVLQJ�
this demographic. Assuming that party members vote for the party’s 
FDQGLGDWH��ZH�VHH�WKDW�WKH�YRWH�H[FHHGHG�SDUW\�D΀OLDWLRQ�DV�PXFK�DV����
SHUFHQW��7KLV�VXJJHVWV�WZR�SRVVLEOH�H[SODQDWLRQV��)LUVW��WKDW�LV��LQGHSHQ-
GHQWV�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�LQÁXHQWLDO�LQ�GHWHUPLQLQJ�WKH�YRWLQJ�
patterns within religious groups. Second, this may indicate substantial 
GLYHUJHQFH�LQ�WXUQRXW�E\�SDUW\�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ��2QH��RU�ERWK��PD\�EH�WUXH��
In the 2016 election the vote tilted toward Clinton in every Christian cat-
HJRU\�ZLWK�WKH�VXUSULVLQJ�H[FHSWLRQ�RI�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�&DWKROLFV��ZKLOH�
36 percent of Asian American Catholics are Republican, 51 percent of 
Asian American Catholic voters cast their vote to Trump. Similarly 
surprising, while Asian American Evangelicals had the second highest 
5HSXEOLFDQ�D΀OLDWLRQ�UDWH�RQO\����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�YRWLQJ�EDVH�VHOHFWHG�
7UXPS��DQG�ZKLOH�WKH\�KDYH�WKH�ORZHVW�'HPRFUDWLF�3DUW\�D΀OLDWLRQ�RI�
DOO�UHOLJLRXV�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQV��WKH�ODUJHU�VKDUH�����SHUFHQW��ZHQW�WR�&OLQ-
ton in 2016. 

Political Trajectories of Asian American Minority Religions
In contrast to the political heterogeneity of Asian American Chris-

tians, Asian American Muslims, Buddhists, Sikhs,2 and Hindus exhibit 
strong preferences for the Democratic Party over the Republican Party. 
According to the CMPS 2017 61 percent of Asian American Muslims 
and 51 percent of Asian American Buddhists identify as Democrats, 
while only 7 percent and 14 percent identify as Republican, respectively. 
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While not majorities, the largest pluralities of Asian American Hindus 
(46 percent), smaller religious minorities (“All other religious groups”) 
����SHUFHQW���DQG�WKRVH�ZLWK�QR�VWDWHG�UHOLJLRXV�D΀OLDWLRQ�����SHUFHQW��
DOVR�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�'HPRFUDWV��6LPLODU�WR�PDQ\�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�&KULV-
WLDQV��D΀OLDWLRQ�DV�D�SROLWLFDO�LQGHSHQGHQW�ZDV�WKH�VHFRQG�PRVW�SRSX-
ODU�FKRLFH�DPRQJ�WKHVH�UHOLJLRXV�PLQRULW\�JURXSV�����SHUFHQW�IRU�$VLDQ�
American Muslims, 29 percent of Buddhists, 34 percent of Hindus, 
���SHUFHQW�RI�RWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV��DQG����SHUFHQW�RI�1RQHV�$WKH-
ists/Agnostics). Understandably then, the overwhelming vote for 
Clinton among these religious minority groups came from a combi-
QDWLRQ�RI�'HPRFUDWLF�3DUW\�D΀OLDWHV�DQG�QHDUO\�DOO�SROLWLFDO�LQGHSHQ-
dents. 

Reaching the Multireligious Electorate of Asian America
With less than two months remaining this campaign season, any 

recommendations would likely apply to 2022 and 2024 runs, but we of-
IHU�WKHVH�UHÁHFWLRQV�IRU�D�SDWK�IRUZDUG�WKDW�LV�HVVHQWLDOO\�PRUH�LQFOXVLYH�
of these newer constituencies who are likely to grow further still in the 
WKLUG�GHFDGH�RI�WKH�����V��2QH�VKDUHG�SUREOHP�EHWZHHQ�ERWK�SDUWLHV�
LV�ODFN�RI�RXWUHDFK��1HLWKHU�SDUW\�KDV�PDGH�H[WHQVLYH�HͿRUWV�WR�UHDFK�
Asian Americans. This is evident practically by the lack of translation 
of party media; ads and signage are almost never available or visible in 
languages other than English and Spanish. More pointedly we note too 
an absence of creative signaling that captures issues and frameworks 
that matter to religious Asian Americans. 

For the Republicans, White Christian nationalism is a major hur-
dle to Asian American outreach, particularly for religious minorities 
and the irreligious is a nonstarter. However, the specific emphases 
on their core values of promoting family formation, traditionalism, 
and religious liberty could well translate to Asian American Christians 
and to Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, and Sikh communities. Reimagining 
the ideology of White Christian nationalism into a religiously inclusive 
QRQUDFLDOO\�LQÁHFWHG�RQH�FRXOG�JR�D�ORQJ�ZD\�LQ�UHFUXLWLQJ�$VLDQ�$PHU-
icans. Invoking a priestly ethos with this kind of pivot could present a 
substantive change without altering the general position of the party’s 
SODWIRUP��7KH�*23�FRXOG�FRQFHLYDEO\�LPDJLQH�DQ�LGHRORJLFDO�VLJQDO�WKDW�
foregrounds values that are shared by believers of all backgrounds. 

For Democrats, one might gather that outreach has been ongoing 
within religious Asian America given the seeming stronger voter turn-
out for Clinton in 2016. But this is not the case. Rather, we believe that 
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WKH�DOLHQDWLQJ�UDFLDO�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�VSHFLÀF�VLJQDOLQJ�RI�WKH�5HSXEOLFDQV�
pushes most Asian Americans, even most Christians (with the excep-
tion of Catholics), to vote Democrat in a two-party system without vi-
able alternatives. But unlike Republicans, their fundamental ideology of 
Multicultural Liberalism has an immediate draw for those facing social 
and political exclusion. The democratic ideology is welcoming of all 
who advocate inclusion and tolerance. But surprisingly we see little evi-
dence that the Democrats have tried to do more than gestural signaling 
with respect to religious inclusion. Democrats face an important ques-
WLRQ�ZLWK�UHJDUG�WR�WKHLU�LGHRORJ\��:KDW�LV�WKH�DFKLHYDEOH�HQG�RI�LQFOX-
sion? Inclusion into political participation of vulnerable and oppressed 
groups is a laudable endeavor in a liberal democracy but it is less clear 
ZKHWKHU�´LQFOXVLRQ�IRU�LQFOXVLRQ·V�VDNHµ�LV�VX΀FLHQW�ZLWKRXW�D�PDWHULDO�
RU�FXOWXUDO�YDOXH�DNLQ�WR�WKH�*23·V�HPSKDVLV�RQ�UHOLJLRXV�OLEHUW\��7KH�
danger for Democrats among the Asian American electorate is taking 
for granted their support, especially when that support is decidedly 
more muddled among Asian American Christians; understanding how 
WKH�LQWHUVHFWLRQ�RI�UDFH�DQG�UHOLJLRQ�UHYHDOV�GLͿHUHQW�SDWWHUQV�RI�'HPR-
cratic support should provide signposts for Asian American political 
outreach and engagement going into the 2020s.

,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKH�SURSKHWLF�HWKRV�RI�WKH�'HPRFUDWV�ÀQGV�LWV�URRWV�LQ�
African American Christianity. How will this translate into faith com-
munities outside of that heritage? To be sure, the theme of liberation 
from oppression is evident across all religious belief systems but we 
have no evidence that Democrats understand how this theme is discur-
VLYHO\�H[SOLFDWHG�LQ�GLͿHUHQW�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV��'HPRFUDWV�FRXOG�UH-
ÁHFW�RQ�WKH�VSHFLÀF�PHDQLQJV�RI�VRFLDO�LQFOXVLRQ�DQG�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�IURP�
the major religious communities that form Asian America. In so doing, 
they too might woo political independents with a robust messaging that 
extends beyond gestural or symbolic inclusion. 

Religion continues to play an important role in understanding 
American politics, and Asian Americans stand apart as a uniquely di-
verse population of religious groups who are classified within the 
same racial minority label. Scholars and strategists would do well to 
pay attention to the religious factor in Asian American politics as the 
population continues to grow. Future research should compare the 
ZD\V�UHOLJLRQ�PDWWHUV�WR�GLͿHUHQW�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�JURXSV�DQG�KRZ�WKDW�
interfaces with contemporary political participation. As this knowledge 
EDVH�JURZV��SROLWLFDO�RSHUDWLYHV�PD\�ÀQG�PXFK�SRWHQWLDO�LQ�DGGLQJ�WR�
their party’s numbers in the decades to come. 
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Notes
���������)RU�WKH�UHPDLQGHU�RI�WKLV�HVVD\�ZH�XVH�WKH�WHUP�´&KULVWLDQ�1DWLRQDOLVPµ�

instead of “White Christian Patriarchalism.” This choice should not be 
LQWHUSUHWHG�DV�D�PX΁LQJ�RI�WKH�UDFLDOL]HG�DQG�JHQGHUHG�WKHPHV�LQKHUHQW�LQ�
WKHVH�FRQFHSWV��5DWKHU��́ &KULVWLDQ�1DWLRQDOLVPµ�KDV�EHFRPH�WKH�DFFHSWHG�
nomenclature, and we use this article to highlight the importance of 
attending to the racial intersections that ought to accompany this concept. 

2.      Sikh Americans play an important part in the racialization of religious 
Asian Americans, but due to their small population we are unable to 
SURGXFH�DQ\�GLVDJJUHJDWHG�ÀQGLQJV�RI�WKHLU�YRWLQJ�EHKDYLRU�XVLQJ�WKH�
CMPS or other datasets.
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