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Post 9-11 the nation has been regaled with anecdotal and often apocryphal information about a network of conservative madrasa in Saudi Arabia and Pakistan where destitute young men are rescued from the street, ala Syriana, and indoctrinated with religious invective and political extremism. 

But in this country an analogous conservative infrastructure has been built over the last 30 years. It is gentler and kinder and for the most part unnoticed in the broader overview of American culture, perhaps because it has concentrated on reaching people outside the metropolitan mainstream. Nonetheless, its growth corresponds precisely with sweeping changes in policy, politics, and the one-party dominance of national affairs. This infrastructure is the evangelical and politically conservative media system that has been built throughout rural America. And correspondingly populist and bipartisan rural political regions were transformed into culturally conservative and dependably Republican strongholds.

Ironically, this infrastructure was not built as part of a corporate media strategy or as wholly owned subsidiaries of conservative PACs. Rather these effective political networks were built largely with tax-exempt donations on public radio frequencies set aside for noncommercial educational purposes.

Broadcast Demographics and Federalism

The U.S. population is roughly 60% suburban, with 20% of the nation living in the inner city and the remaining 20% living rural countryside. Conventional measurement of media impact focuses on market size or market share. Television and radio audiences are evaluated on the size and prosperity of a given marketplace. Generally that means measuring media markets that combine cities with suburbs. Because rural audiences are more dispersed and poorer, they are discounted or left unmeasured. 
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In the 1960s, for example, U.S. television audiences were counted in the aggregate. When more sophisticated systems began to look at age, location, and household income of viewers, program decisions changed. Popular programs with older, poorer, and more rural audiences were less valuable for advertisers than shows that skewed to the wealthier suburbs. In 1971 CBS, the top ranked network, canceled four highly rated shows, including top-20 hit "Hee Haw," because their audiences were too rural. The audience had not disappeared  -- "Hee Haw" went on to run 18 seasons in syndication -- rather the audience became increasingly irrelevant in a national context of advertising and consumption.

Whatever the value of rural audiences to commercial mass marketers, the political value of rural voters in an evenly divided nation has recently become more evident. In the U.S. Senate, for example, the total vote in the elections of the 100 current members slightly favors Democrats. But Republicans hold a ten seat advantage because of rural voting patterns.

Another way to measure the impact of the rural vote is by revisiting the presidential races over the last 30 years. Carter in 1976 and Clinton in 1992 won the rural vote. But that trend had shifted so much by 2000 that Gore lost rural voters nationally by 16 points and Kerry in 2004 lost rural voters by 19 points. That has meant that unprecedented efforts to register and turn out diverse, young, and low income voters in metropolitan areas was met by countervailing efforts among rural evangelical and conservative voters. 
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In Ohio in 2004, for example, Democrats increased their turnout in metropolitan areas by a massive 22% over the 2000 election, but those numbers were neutralized by a 37% increase in Republican rural turnout. 








Percent of voters who voted Republican



1996
2000
2004

Ohio
rural
52.2
61.5
62.4


urban
45.7
50.6
49.9







Pennsylvania
rural
55.8
63.3
65.6


urban
43.7
46.2
47.4







Iowa
rural
48.0%
55.0%
55.8%


urban
41.7%
46.4%
47.1%







Florida
rural
49.8%
57.8%
62.3%


urban
46.7%
49.5%
52.0%

One way to look at what has changed the electoral map over the last 30 years is to think of it as mass media strategy. The progressives, like national TV networks and large-circulation daily newspapers, began to seek a primary audience of those living in metropolitan regions, that is suburban and urban. Irrespective of their reasoning, they made their investment there. The conservatives focused on their traditional stronghold in the suburbs, but also on making customers out of those living in the countryside who were no longer a priority for the other side.  Since before the Great Depression rural voters had veered left more often than right.  The populist farm movement, the rural civil rights movement, the farm workers movement helped define liberal and progressive politics in America.  But within 30 years, conservatives have been able to make broad inroads into that voting bloc, ultimately reversing the margins.

Conventional wisdom in politics is that people vote their pocketbooks. “It’s the economy, stupid.”  But looking closely at the shift from left to right of rural voters, economic prospect means less and less. To put this in perspective, rural America has the highest poverty rates, highest rates of drug abuse and addiction, the highest suicide rates, and the highest death rates per capita from the war in Iraq, but nonetheless citizens in the rural regions consistently reject progressive alternatives in favor of the status quo.  And on the surface this status quo is a bad deal for rural Americans. It gives tax and investment advantages to the wealthy, who mostly live somewhere else, and reduces support for a range of economic programs like Medicare and student loans designed to benefit rural families that are less well to do.

One way to explain this historic shift of rural voting patterns is to focus on issues.  Conservatives have succeeded at introducing cultural wedge issues into the rural public debate.  Where economic issues may have dominated rural discourse a short while back, the issues of gay marriage, abortion, creationism, and immigration are now the lines of demarcation that divide rural communities. 

Another way to explain rural change is to look at belonging. In Chicago political parlance: “Nobody wants somebody that nobody didn’t send.” If voters think that one side wants them, has a place for them, respects them and that the other side doesn’t, then the issues of the day become less significant.  Pollsters ask who would you rather have a beer with, which candidate shares your values, or if you had a flat, which guy would stop.  If progressives seem or can be made to seem dismissive of  rural people and rural life, then it is easier to change voters’ loyalties no matter what the issues.

Building a Broadcast Infrastructure

A third way to explain the transformational shift of rural voters is to look at the communications infrastructure.  The story of mass media in rural America over the last 30 years has been dominated by abandonment.  The television networks turned away, daily newspapers shut down their small town bureaus and concentrated daily deliveries in the metropolitan hubs, local radio stations traded local news and programming for satellite fed talk and music.  The most-cited rural radio example was Minot, North Dakota, where a train derailed in 2002 carrying toxic chemicals, but the public could not be warned because the 14 radio stations serving the area were retransmitting satellite programs and no one at the stations could be reached.

But as mainstream media operations withdrew from rural areas, evangelical broadcasters began to quietly move in, focusing especially on radio frequencies available for educational and noncommercial use. The planners of the emerging networks began seeking partners among rural evangelical religious leaders. As more stations succeeded in getting on the air, there were more entrepreneurs, more believers, and more folks with the capacity to build and manage these stations.  The stations brought with them a proven way to expand local congregations and to raise money, and in time a potential network of these broadcasters was in place. 

In comparison to the broadcast strategies of Clear Channel or Infinity Broadcasting, the potential of these stations was slight to inconsequential.  In business terms you could round the entire enterprise off to no audience, no purchasing power, no matter.  But things change. Perhaps this is not the group who Margaret Mead had in mind when she said, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it's the only thing that ever has.” 

There are approximately 2,000 evangelical Christian radio stations in the United States today.  The number of stations has grown by 85% since 1998. They now outnumber rock, classical, hip-hop, R&B, soul, and jazz stations combined. (Country is the only format with more stations.) Their current market share is only 5% nationally, but the growth is viral, a network is in place, and the power the stations have exhibited is suddenly demonstrable.
Use of Power

In 2000 Clinton’s FCC attempted to bar religious broadcasters from taking over frequencies reserved for educational purposes. Religious broadcasters delivered petitions to Congress with half a million names. The FCC dropped the regulation. This policy success led to religious broadcasters gobbling up additional spectrum and building new stations, many that replaced public radio translators transmitting programs into rural areas.

In 2002 Rupert Murdoch enlisted religious broadcasters to oppose the merger of Echostar and DirectTV. When the FCC then killed the merger, Murdoch bought DirectTV and gave religious broadcasters their own channel on it. 

The power of thousands of stations is also the power to frame the news and to incubate stories that can in time reverberate nationally. Though much of the evangelical programming is local, hourly newscasts created at national centers provide a steady drumbeat of politically charged stories on topics like gay marriage, abortion, and anti-Christian  discrimination.  For example, the Terri Shiavo story percolated through evangelical newscasts for three years, featuring public comment from right-to-life members of Congress and governors. The story went mainstream in 2005 after Shiavo’s parents were featured at the annual National Religious Broadcasters conference.

More current evidence of the religious broadcasters' power became evident when radio evangelist James Dobson shared with his listeners a letter from newly sworn Justice Samuel A. Alito.  In thanking Dobson for his support Alito wrote, "The prayers of so many people from around the country were a palpable and powerful force," and "As long as I serve on the Supreme Court I will keep in mind the trust that has been placed in me." 

Building a Social Network 

It is no accident that James Dobson has emerged as a national power broker. There is a strategy and an infrastructure at work. He gives people a place to belong, he gives them a common set of issues, and he commandeers a broad communications infrastructure.  Dobson's nonprofit, Focus on the Family, produces a dozen radio programs ranging from his flagship family psychology show to commentaries, movie reviews, and news on the hour. He faxes sermon outlines to thousands of preachers every Thursday, just in time for Friday's sermon writing. He has web pages devoted to the care and nurture of pastors and their spouses. He talks about every day challenges in ways that invite listeners to imagine they are part of an extended family gathered around a virtual kitchen table. He tells folks that while they may be derided for their cultural views, their views are welcome here. In short he gives his audience a sense of belonging. 

His messages increasingly resonate with rural people, whose concerns appear to get little attention elsewhere. While Dobson offers no answers to the economic difficulties of rural people, he does offer sympathy, support, reassurance, and a common set of enemies. This helps provide a safe forum for disbursing political direction.  And it can work because there is an established electronic infrastructure built to reach an activist population. Focus on the Family airs programs on more than 2,100 stations located in 1,473 American counties. Two-thirds of Dobson's stations are located in rural counties, even though only 20 percent of the U.S. population is rural. The smallest rural counties with Dobson stations get up to 60 times more Focus on the Family programming in a week than the largest metropolitan counties. Dobson and the evangelical broadcasting infrastructure he represents have entrenched themselves in rural America. And rural America, with few other choices, is responding.
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A Call to Prayer 

Emerging broadband technologies offer opportunities for nonprofit organizing and for building purposeful networks as did public radio in the 1970s and ‘80s. Who builds them matters. Who they serve matters. 

We can abandon rural America, but it won’t go away. Of the $30 billion now spent by U.S. philanthropies, just $100 million, a third of a percent, goes to rural community development, and more than 40% of that comes from just two foundations. If the current trends in public policy appear to be veering away from progressive goals of inclusion, diversity, and economic justice, then those who are funding efforts to attain those goals may want to consider alternative strategies and infrastructure investment that can change the current dynamics. The funding community may want to evaluate its impact in rural areas and look at how technologies might help build bridges between hard hit inner-city and hard hit rural communities.  Rural America is not a monolith. It is not all white, poor by choice, or a bastion of intolerance. 

But if thoughtful people in progressive institutions do not seek to include rural voices in the national conversation they miss a critical opportunity to broaden their base and learn from those with a different set of experiences. An opportunity that conservative forces will not miss.  

+ + +
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Christian radio data , plus the information Rupert Murdoch and Terri Schiavo, are found in Mariah Blake's article, "Stations of the Cross" (Columbia Journalism Review. May/June 2005. �HYPERLINK "http://www.cjr.org/issues/2005/3/blake-evangelist.asp"��http://www.cjr.org/issues/2005/3/blake-evangelist.asp�)





Data on Focus on the Family radio stations is based on publicly available data from the Focus on the Family website (�HYPERLINK "http://www.family.org/"��www.family.org�) compiled by the Center for Rural Strategies.





