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302 THE ANNALS OF IOWA

efforts to manage the needs of the parish’s three distinct ethnic
communities, asserting that he favored the Germans, who by
this time may have been outnumbered by the rapidly growing
number of Irish Catholics in lowa City.2

The contention between ethnic communities worshiping un-
comfortably under the same roof at St. Mary’s reflected signifi-
cant differences in traditions and styles of Catholicism carried
from countries of origin. Those different traditions and styles
were transformed in diasporic communities that evolved in re-
sponse to American conditions. At the same time, those commu-
nities remained in communication with their national/religious
homelands via devotional books, the ethnic press, clergy traveling
back and forth, and newly arrived immigrants.

Irish Catholic immigrants (virtually all of them English
speakers) practiced a recently forged “disciplined folk piety”
that refracted centuries of Celtic mysticism and was shaped by
searing experiences of famine and English colonial oppression
and bigotry. These Irish Catholics readily assented to ultramon-
tane clerical authority and the steady diminution of lay authority
in the antebellum American church as Irish bishops (such as
New York’s John Hughes) faced off against hostile, nativist
Protestant Americans. In terms of liturgy and devotions, Irish
Catholics tended to prefer a relatively simple and austere form
of worship and especially valued the sacramental act of confess-
ing sins to a priest.22

21. Fuhrmann, Souvenir of the Diamond Jubilee of St. Mary’s Church, 19-20; Theo-
dosius Plassmeyer, “The Early Church in lowa City,” lowa Catholic Historical
Review 9 (February 1936), 31. For Franz Xavier Weninger, see Conzen, “Ger-
man Catholics in America,” 576. Some sources list Fr. Mathias Michels as “Ma-
thias Michael.”

22. Larkin, “The Devotional Revolution in Ireland”; David W. Miller, “Irish
Catholicism and the Great Famine,” Journal of Social History 9 (1975), 81-98;
Michael P. Carroll, “Re-Thinking Popular Catholicism in Pre-Famine Ireland,”
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 34 (1995), 354-65; Jay P. Dolan, The Irish
Americans: A History (New York, 2010); idem, “Immigrants in the City: New
York’s Irish and German Catholics,” Church History 41 (1972), 354-68, esp. 364;
Shaw, “The Cities and the Plains, a Home for God’s People,” 305-7; Lawrence
J. McCaffrey, “Irish Textures in American Catholicism,” Catholic Historical Re-
view 78 (1992), 1. For conflict between Irish and Germans at St. Alphonsus Par-
ish in antebellum New York City and the creation of national parishes identi-
fied with ethnic communities that spoke foreign languages as a way to avert
such conflict, see Dolan, “Immigrants in the City,” 360, 362.


http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=churchhistory
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For their part, German Catholics, shaped by a sense of their
social disadvantage vis-a-vis Protestants within German society
and by the embattled status of Catholicism in Prussia, strongly
emphasized lay participation in church governance (kirchenrat).
That often led to conflict with bishops (particularly Irish ones in
the northeastern United States) and priests who sought to exert
what lay Germans regarded as undue control over lay trustees
and worshipers. German Catholic immigrants strongly empha-
sized parochial schools, with particular stress on transmitting
German Catholic culture through instruction in German. Ger-
man Catholics also valued an elaborate baroque communalistic
devotional style that included “processions and pilgrimages,
confraternities, rich orchestral music and richly embellished
churches” as well as a vernacular style stemming from Enlight-
enment Catholicism that emphasized robust congregational sing-
ing (lustige Gesang). German Catholic immigrant ideals were most
fully realized in enclaves in upper midwestern states such as Wis-
consin and Minnesota, where the German immigrants organized
their own national parishes (parishes organized by nationality or
ethnicity rather than the “territorial” parishes that became the
norm by the early twentieth century) and through their votes
controlled local polities, including public school systems.23

Czechs (along with German Bohemians), by contrast, emi-
grated from Bohemian lands ruled by the Austro-Hungarian
empire. Catholic churches in Bohemia reflected older feudal ar-
rangements and were funded by noble patrons or from property
held by the church, with fairly minimal lay support such as gifts
for clergy or Mass stipends. As they sought to maintain a rich
baroque devotional style rooted in Bohemian Slavic traditions,
Czech Catholic immigrants to the American Midwest struggled

23. Shaw, “The Cities and the Plains, a Home for God’s People,” 306-15;
Emmet H. Rothan, The German Catholic Immigrant in the United States (Wash-
ington, DC, 1946); Colman J. Barry, The Catholic Church and German Americans
(Milwaukee, 1953); Conzen, “German Catholics in America,” 571-83 (quota-
tion from p. 578); Kathleen Neils Conzen, “Immigrant Religion in the Public
Sphere: The German Catholic Milieu in America,” in Wolfgang Helbich and
Walter Kamphoefner, eds., German-American Immigration and Ethnicity in Com-
parative Perspective (Madison, WI, 2004), 69-116. Rothan, The German Catholic
Immigrant, 66-69, treats early German Catholic settlement in lowa. Rothan
found 18 German Catholic churches with priests in residence in lowa by 1860.
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with unfamiliar expectations of lay funding for parishes as well
as the lay initiative required to negotiate with parish and diocesan
officials, especially in light of the paucity of Czech-speaking
priests in the United States.2

In 1858 a young German-born priest, William Emonds, ar-
rived in lowa City to lead St. Mary’s parish. Despite his leader-
ship, German and Bohemian parishioners alleged that Irish and
English-speaking worshipers were receiving favorable treatment
to their detriment. Sacramental records at St. Mary’s from this
tumultuous period, written in Latin by Fr. Emonds, document
the fluctuating ethnic mix at St. Mary’s. Concentrations of bap-
tisms of Irish, German, and Bohemian infants ebbed and flowed
over time with the ethnic politics that engulfed the parish.2

In 1862 Fr. Franz Xavier Weninger led another mission in
lowa City and encouraged Germans and Bohemians to form
their own parish. In response, most of the Germans, along with
the Bohemians, departed an overcrowded St. Mary’s. Receiving
permission from Clement Smyth, the Irish-born bishop who had
succeeded Mathias Loras, the Germans and Bohemians who left
St. Mary’s built a small church dedicated to St. Francis Xavier at
Brown and Johnson Streets in northern lowa City. A Bohemian
priest, Adolph Spocek, served as pastor there for a year. After
Spocek left, the parish lacked a resident priest for a year, until
April 1864, when Smyth assigned Capistran Zwinge, a Fran-
ciscan from Westphalia, Germany, who had arrived with other
German Franciscans in central Illinois in the late 1850s to estab-
lish institutions to serve German Catholics in the Midwest. Soon
the parish and its new pastor purchased a building for a rectory
and made arrangements to bring in the Sisters of Charity of the
Blessed Virgin Mary to run a school. Zwinge and his parishion-
ers then sought to raise funds to pay off the debt incurred in es-
tablishing a parish plant that now stretched over a city block.26

24. Joseph Cada, Czech-American Catholics, 1850-1920 (Lisle, IL, 1964), 9-10.
25. Book 11 of Baptisms, 1860-1878, St. Mary’s Church, lowa City.

26. Plassmeyer, “The Early Church in lowa City,” 21-23; William Henry Perrin,
ed., History of Effingham County (Chicago, 1883), 255. Bishop Clement Smyth, a
Trappist, was born in County Clare, in 1810, and came to lowa with the found-
ing of New Melleray Abbey in Dubuque County in 1849. Schmidt, Seasons of
Growth, 91-92. Some sources list Adolph Spocek as “Adolph Spacek.”
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In the year he administered the sacraments at St. Francis
Xavier, Zwinge, in letters to his Franciscan superiors, docu-
mented the travails of his congregation and a longer context of
internecine struggles among Catholic ethnic groups in lowa
City. A letter dated June 13, 1864, lamented a general spiritual
“indifference” among Catholics in lowa City and bemoaned the
small size of his church, “which in reality is the first story of a
common dwelling.” At the same time, he happily noted that
many rural residents came in to town for Sunday Mass, some
from as many as ten miles away, and he observed that the parish
had conducted an open procession on the feast day of Corpus
Christi, a favorite ritual of German Catholics.?’

A letter dated June 1, 1865, rehearsed the history of ethnic
Catholic factionalism in lowa City and recounted the quick fall-
ing out of Germans and Bohemians at St. Francis Xavier under
his predecessor, primarily because of differences in how the
two groups supported the parish financially, distinctions that
stemmed to the contrasting Catholic cultures that Germans and
Bohemians brought to lowa from Europe. Zwinge’s candid
analysis indulged a German’s condescending distaste for Czech
culture but also a pastoral concern for both German and Bohe-
mian Catholics.

Principally the Germans built the first Catholic Church in lowa City.
The Irish, however, increased more rapidly in number and the
Germans formed the minority, until they became only an append-
age to the parish. Father Michael [Michels] favored the Germans
more than the Irish, and that displeased the latter. Father Emonds,
(the present pastor, a Westphalian) sided with the English, and
totally incurred the displeasure of the Germans, who never did
harmonize well with the English. The Germans at the advice of
Rev. Weninger, then separated from the original parish and built a
new church. Their pastor, a Bohemian, united the German and
Bohemian elements in one congregation. But since the Bohemians
would neither contribute to the church, nor support the pastor,
and since the Germans almost exclusively were obliged to main-
tain the priest, the latter, greatly disappointed in his own coun-
trymen, inclined more to the German element. This, of course,

27. Fr. Capistran Zwinge to Fr. Commissary Mathias, 6/13/1864, translated
from German and quoted in Plassmeyer, “The Early Church in lowa City,” 24-25.
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provoked the Bohemians, and many unpleasant frictions arose.
These circumstances may have induced the pastor to take his final
sudden leave. | may remark, the Bohemians here, as is known fact,
do pay very poorly for their church and the support of the priest.
They want frequent dances even though they have not a shirt on
their back. . .. Just the day before, a trial in court took place on
account of some fighting-fray at their last dance for which they
were heavily fined.28

Zwinge was not sanguine about reconciliation among the
distinct ethnic Catholic communities in lowa City. He noted
that he had tried to get the Czech Catholics to come back to St.
Francis Xavier but with only limited success. He doubted that
Germans and Bohemians could be successfully united in a par-
ish in lowa City.

After my arrival, | tried to win the Bohemians back to church. But
they replied, that the Germans had declared, that they would
throw the Bohemians out. | assured them that | would not tolerate
that, and that they might come without fear. The Germans were
not pleased; but I obliged them to give the Bohemians at least
standing room. Since that time, some of the Bohemians come to
our church. Up to date, however, they neither rented a seat, nor
probably contributed a single quarter of a dollar. Some others fre-
qguent the English church. Most of them, | should judge, stay at
home. These are our present conditions. An attempt to unite the
Germans and Bohemians, | consider a mere illusion. Perhaps a
union with the Irish could be effected more easily. But also in this
case, insurmountable difficulties will present themselves. For the
Irish have their own church and, as long as Fr. Emonds is in charge,
he would never permit it.2°

OnJune 17, 1865, Zwinge’s Franciscan superior in Teutopolis,
lllinois, recalled him from lowa City. In his time at St. Francis
Xavier, Zwinge had enumerated 136 baptisms and 7 conversions.
Zwinge’s departure imperiled the future of the German Catho-
lic parish on lowa City’s north side. Despite letters from parish-
ioners pleading for the return of Zwinge or the assignment of
another Franciscan, and even a visit from a delegation of parish

28. Fr. Capistran Zwinge to Fr. Commissary Mathias, 6/1/1865, translated from
German and quoted in Plassmeyer, “The Early Church in lowa City,” 31-32.

29. Ibid.
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representatives, John Sueppel and John Xanten, to Teutopolis,
the German Franciscans in Illinois could spare no priests for
lowa City, and the parish was only intermittently staffed by
diocesan priests.3 As one plaintive letter from parish trustees
lamented, betraying a German Catholic sense of grievance at
their purported second-class status (behind the privileged Irish)
within American Catholicism, “We were so happy and contented
and would no more believe that German Catholic parishes in
America were treated by bishops as step-children. But all of a
sudden we were plunged into this present sad and disconsolate
condition so that, deprived of a pastor, we must look forward to
a future that holds out to us little encouragement.”3! The parish
closed in February 1867, and its congregants returned to St.
Mary’s. Much of St. Francis Xavier Church was destroyed in a
fire in 1869.%

The compelled reunification of diverse ethnic Catholic com-
munities at St. Mary’s in the late 1860s was visually epitomized
by the diorama of ethnic Catholic unity bringing together saints
Patrick and Boniface, patrons of Irish and German Catholicism,
respectively, astride the high altar at the new St. Mary’s Church
that was dedicated on August 15, 1869. Meanwhile, on the east
side of the new St. Mary’s, gallery murals depicted four key Bo-
hemian saints: Wenceslaus (Vaclav), his grandmother Ludmila,
John of Nepomuk, and Adalbert.33 But unity at St. Mary’s was
short-lived.

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, ethnic faction-
alism among Catholics in lowa City led down the same pathway
taken elsewhere by heterogeneous ethnic Catholic communities
in the rural and urban United States, including the Midwest: the
creation of separate parishes predicated largely along ethnic lines.
The difficult, fragile attempt to fashion a universal Catholic

30. Plassmeyer, “The Early Church in lowa City,” 34-37.
31. Letter of 6/24/1865, translated from German and quoted ibid., 34.

32. Fuhrmann, Souvenir of the Diamond Jubilee of St. Mary’s Church, 23, 86;
Plassmeyer, “The Early Church in lowa City,” 21-37.

33. Fuhrmann, Souvenir of the Diamond Jubilee of St. Mary’s Church, 26-30; Rich-
ard Lalor, Celebrating Thanks! A History of Saint Mary of the Assumption Parish,
lowa City, lowa (lowa City, 1993), 11-12.
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St. Patrick’s Church, lowa City, under con-
struction, 1878-79. From Paul C. Juhl Collec-
tion, SHSI-IC.

community in the university town, no longer the state’s capital
city (which had shifted to Des Moines in 1857), was abandoned
in favor of congregations organized along lines of ethnic solidar-
ity, a pattern that would hold until the early to mid-twentieth
century.34

IN 1873 many Irish Americans, seeking their own ethnic parish,
free of the difficult, pluralistic compromises that the shared multi-
ethnic devotional space at St. Mary entailed after the return of

34. The impulse to ethnic separatism/segregation was hardly limited to Cath-
olics in lowa City, although it had different contexts in Protestant churches
with a less constrained sense of lay initiative and with a less elaborated church
hierarchy. In the late nineteenth century, lowa City was home to German Lu-
theran and German Methodist congregations in addition to English-speaking
ones, and to two Methodist Episcopal congregations, one for whites and one
for African Americans. lowa Citizen, 8/26/1892.
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Fr. Emonds captured this image of some of the nuns who served on the
faculty at St. Agatha’s Seminary in 1861.

the Germans and the Czechs, departed from St. Mary’s. They
formed St. Patrick’s Church in southern lowa City, originally
housed in a structure at Dubuque and Burlington streets that had
previously hosted a public library, lecture hall, and several
Protestant congregations. On February 2, 1879, they celebrated a
first Mass at a new church at Linn and Court streets. St. Patrick’s
first four pastors, through 1915, were Irish-born. The Irish parish
operated a school for boys, while girls from the parish were en-
couraged to attend St. Agatha’s Seminary at Jefferson and Dubu-
que streets. The Sisters of Charity B.V.M., an order that originat-
ed with Franciscan sisters who had migrated from Ireland to the
United States in the 1830s, staffed lowa City’s Catholic schools,
including St. Mary’s school. While Catholics of Irish heritage in
lowa City lacked the numerical dominance that they enjoyed in
much of the urban northern United States, they participated in a
larger American Catholicism that was dominated by Irish Amer-
ican clergy and that sought to defend communalistic Catholic
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distinctiveness amid the rapid urban growth and burgeoning
individualistic capitalism of a historically Protestant nation.35

Long affected by their minority status among lowa City
Catholics behind the Germans and the Irish, Bohemians made
their own departure from St. Mary’s at the end of the nineteenth
century. Led by a Czech priest, Joseph Sinkmajer (born in Lysa,
near Prague, in 1866), who had ministered to them at St. Mary’s,
Bohemian Catholics departed in 1893 to form a new parish
named in honor of the Bohemian patron saint, medieval aristo-
crat, and martyr St. Wenceslaus, in the Goosetown neighbor-
hood in northern lowa City, a working-class Czech enclave
since the 1850s. When the cornerstone was laid on June 24, 1893,
Sinkmajer preached in Czech, and Fr. John O’Farrell, pastor at
St. Patrick’s, preached in English, stressing the new parish’s
identity as a national parish for Czechs: “To-day my Bohemian
brothers, you have raised a new Bethel. Here Bohemian Catho-
lics and others will come to worship God for this will be a holy
gate to heaven.”36

The parish sustained strong sentimental ties to the home-
land, for instance raising 6,000 kronen ($1,224, or about $33,160
in 2016 dollars) for the relief of storm victims in Bohemia in
September 1904. Inspired by the stirrings of Czech and Slavic
nationalism in the late nineteenth century and the creation of an
independent Czechoslovakia after the collapse of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire following World War |, Czech American
Catholics at St. Wenceslaus blended pride in a distinct ethnic
heritage with the outward assimilation that post-World War |
American culture demanded.3”

35. Kenneth Patrick Michael Donnelly, St. Patrick’s Church, lowa City, lowa,
1872-1972 (lowa City, 1972), 1-22; lowa City Daily Press, 12/9/1904; “lowa
City. St. Patrick’s. The Rev. P. J. O'Reilly, Pastor,” Catholic Messenger, 2/3/1938,
p. 28; Fuhrmann, Souvenir of the Diamond Jubilee of St. Mary’s Church, 67-76;
Dolan, The Irish Americans. For the history of St. Agatha’s Seminary, see Jordan
Archer, “Historic lowa City Women’s Seminary Paves the Way Toward Equal
Access to Education,” Little Village, 12/6/2016.

36. Centennial, St. Wenceslaus Church, lowa City, lowa, 1893-1993 (lowa City, 1993).

37. The Catholic Church in the United States of America: Undertaken to Celebrate the
Jubilee of His Holiness, Pope Pius X (New York, 1914), 607; lowa Citizen, 6/24/
1893, 6/26/1893 (quotation); lowa City State Press, 9/5/1903; “The Debt Wiped
Out,” lowa Catholic Messenger, 2/27/1897, p. 5; Cada, Czech-American Catholics.
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St. Wenceslaus Church, lowa City.

BACK AT ST. MARY'’S, following the exodus of many Irish
and Czech parishioners, the latter nineteenth century would see
the elaboration of a tentative German Catholic sensibility, a
diasporic devotional consciousness shaped by the Kulturkampf,
the anti-Catholic policies of Prussian Prime Minister Otto von
Bismarck.38 Unlike many midwestern urban and rural parishes
with substantial German congregations, however, St. Mary’s
would never become a fully German national parish. There
were several reasons for that: ethnic primacy had been contested
there for decades; the congregation was always mixed and never
exclusively German; English had long been the primary language
of the parish; and lowa City’s Germans were comparatively as-
similated by the time German Catholics became the dominant
group in the parish in the late nineteenth century.

38. For a succinct treatment of the political and religious contexts for the Kultur-
kampf, see Steven Ozment, A Mighty Fortress: A New History of the German People
(New York, 2004), 214-20.
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German Catholics in lowa City had initially strongly resisted
the leadership of German-born pastor William Emonds. Yet in
the 30 years of his pastorate, he traveled periodically to Austria-
Hungary and Germany, where he purchased the Stations of the
Cross that he installed on the walls at St. Mary’s. In 1871
Emonds recruited nuns from his native German region of
Westphalia, Prussia—Sisters of St. Francis fleeing Bismarck’s
repressive “May Laws”—to lowa City, where he found them a
residence in the former rectory of St. Francis Xavier Church.
Decades spent navigating the fraught ethnic politics of Ameri-
can Catholicism in the Midwest and Pacific Northwest did not
erase Emonds’s ties to German-speaking lands. He returned to
his native Germany for the last few years of his life, and he died
in Cologne in 1903.3¢

During the lengthy pastorate at St. Mary’s of A. J. Schulte, a
German-American priest born in Ft. Madison (to a father who
had emigrated from Haseltinne, Hanover) who served from 1891
until his death in 1940, the parish underwent substantial expan-
sion of its plant and also displayed a defensive assimilation that
eventually sought to deny the persistence of Old World Teutonic
traits, which in any case were more muted at St. Mary’s than in
many German-majority parishes across the Midwest. Yet the
parish’s German American identity was undeniable: in the early
twentieth century, the surnames of many parishioners reflected
German ancestry; traditional German songs were sung by old-
timers at parish events; Schulte delivered a sermon in German
at the Mass in 1907 marking the 25th anniversary of his ordination;

39. Fuhrmann, Souvenir of the Diamond Jubilee of St. Mary’s Church, 65, 86, 91,
“Impressive Services of Requiem Held in St. Mary’s Church, lowa City for the
Late Father Emonds,” Catholic Messenger, 1/24/1907, p. 1. As a young priest
prior to arriving in lowa City, Emonds had confronted ethnic politics in
Keokuk, where he ran into trouble for building St. Peter the Apostle Church in
1856 without the full approbation of Bishop Loras, and then faced disappointed
German Catholics who had thought the new parish would be exclusively for
Germans, while Loras insisted that it would serve a mixed congregation. In a
trajectory similar to what occurred in lowa City, German Catholics in Keokuk
would form a national parish, St. Mary’s, in 1867. John F. Kempker, “Catholicity
in Southeastern (Lee County) lowa,” Records of the American Catholic Historical
Society of Philadelphia, vol. 2, 1886-1888 (Philadelphia, 1889), 139. Emonds left St.
Mary’s in 1890 and went to the Pacific Northwest, where he built and pastored
St. Patrick’s Church in Tacoma, Washington. “Father Emonds Says Farewell,”
Catholic Messenger, 11/22/1890, p. 8.
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Children pose in front of St. Mary’s Church before a new set of bells is in-
stalled, probably in the 1880s.

and Schulte was an active leader in the St. Boniface League of
lowa, an association of German Catholic societies.40

Like many midwestern German Catholics and Lutherans in
the era of the First World War and its aftermath, however, Fr.
Schulte and St. Mary’s participated in a larger German American
tendency to suppress the German language and other aspects of
lingering German distinctiveness in an era that insisted on “100
percent Americanism.” For example, two years before lowa Gov-
ernor William L. Harding issued his infamous “Babel Proclama-
tion,” which forbade speaking any language other than English
in public, a 1916 parish history downplayed the use of Ger-
man in the parish, somewhat contradicting its own description
of a lengthy history of German sermons and oratory by “Ger-
man resident priests” at St. Mary’s. During the war, even as some

40. Fuhrmann, Souvenir of the Diamond Jubilee of St. Mary’s Church, 91; lowa City
Daily Press, 11/12/1894, 4/15/1912, 1/5/1905, 2/6/1907.
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St. Mary’s Church, lowa City, ca. 1930.

guestioned the allegiance of Catholics with ancestral ties to na-
tions at war with the United States, such as Germany and Austria-
Hungary, Schulte and other Catholic leaders across eastern lowa
stressed their loyalty to the United States and their commitment,
financial and otherwise, to the success of the American war effort.
In the postwar period, Schulte expressed a traditional German
American Catholic distaste for socialism that aligned well with
the era’s antiradicalism but fit less comfortably with the period’s
celebration of business culture and wealth creation. Speaking
at the lowa City Kiwanis Club in 1923 in a talk titled “Perils
to our Democracy,” the longtime pastor of St. Mary’s decried
left-wing ideologies but also argued that the “lavish and ex-
travagant display of great wealth does much to fan the flames
of socialism.”4

41. Fuhrmann, Souvenir of the Diamond Jubilee of St. Mary’s Church, 91; lowa City
Daily Press, 10/6/1911; Nancy Derr, “The Babel Proclamation,” Palimpsest 60
(1979), 100-101; Frederick C. Luebke, Bonds of Loyalty: German-Americans and
World War | (DeKalb, IL, 1974); lowa City Daily Citizen, 7/23/1917; lowa City
Citizen, 1/31/1916; lowa City Press-Citizen, 10/9/1923. For German Catholics’
antipathy to socialism and tendencies toward antistatism and communalism,
see Conzen, “German Catholics in America,” 580; Conzen, “Immigrant Religion
and the Republic”; and Conzen, “Immigrant Religion in the Public Sphere.”
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FURTHER CONSEQUENTIAL SHIFTS in the multiethnic
cultures of lowa City and midwestern Catholicism occurred in
the following decades. By the mid-twentieth century in lowa
City, assimilative and Americanization pressures (hastened by a
new emphasis by the church hierarchy on parishes organized
along territorial rather than ethnic lines) eroded older ethnic
separatism to the extent that participation as an individual be-
liever in a larger American Catholicism eclipsed participation in
worship as a member of an ethnic community of believers tied
strongly to the place of ethnic origin or, eventually, even to a
territorial parish. By the late twentieth century, even as lowa
Catholicism’s multiculturalism deepened significantly with the
in-migration of Catholics from Latin America and Asia bringing
their own transnational Catholic cultures with distinct pastoral
needs, the older cultural battles among ethnic Catholics that had
so shaped the nineteenth-century texture of lowa City Catholi-
cism had faded to a distant, quaint memory. In 1991, as St. Mary’s
Church celebrated it sesquicentennial, parishioners held a series
of ethnic-themed dinners in the parish hall, including German,
Irish, French, Bohemian, Austrian, Italian, Korean, Chinese, and
Mexican dinners. The ethnic dinners enacted an appreciation for
the parish’s diversity past and present, even as the notion of
parish as ethnic enclave for particular European immigrant
groups had long since lost relevance for most participants.42

42. For this process of cultural change among Catholics of German descent, see
Conzen, “German Catholics in America,” 582. For shifts more generally in
American Catholicism in the twentieth century, see Orsi, “The Center Out There,
in Here, and Everywhere Else, 213-32; Dolan, In Search of an American Catholi-
cism, 180-89; Fisher, Communion of Immigrants, 114-33; Timothy Matovina,
Latino Catholicism: Transformation in America’s Largest Church (Princeton, NJ,
2011); Carl L. Bankston, Ill, “Viethamese-American Catholicism: Transplanted
and Flourishing,” U.S. Catholic Historian 18 (2000), esp. 45-51; and Lalor, Cele-
brating Thanks!, 145-46.
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Explaining Gubernatorial Stability
in lowa:
A Review Essay
and Author’s Response

Review Essay by James C. Larew*

Gubernatorial Stability in lowa: A Stranglehold on Power, by Christopher W.
Larimer. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. xii, 164 pp. Tables, graphs,
charts, notes, appendix, bibliography, index. $67.50 hardcover.

NEAR THE END OF HIS BOOK, Gubernatorial Stability in lowa:
A Stranglehold on Power, Christopher W. Larimer poses the question
that he has attempted to answer: Until Terry Branstad stepped
down as governor in 2017, lowans had been governed by just
four different men for the past 50 years. Why such stability? More
specifically, “the purpose of this book,” Larimer writes, is “to ex-
plore gubernatorial power in lowa drawing on established re-
search about the formal and informal powers of governors. ..
as well as what some scholars have described as the ‘idiosyn-
cratic influences on gubernatorial approval’” (133).

For the political scientist, lowa, a stable place by many mea-
sures, is a fertile place to test hypotheses, an apt venue to address
the type of question that Larimer’s book attempts to answer—
why has there been such stability in the governor’s office? As if a
political petri dish, the state provides a relatively steady human
and institutional laboratory in which to conduct political science

*James C. Larew is an attorney in the private practice of law in lowa City. He
served as general counsel and chief of staff to lowa Governor Chet Culver.
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experiments, to explore events, to evaluate processes, to test
theories, and to attempt to isolate and test variables drawn from
the past half-century of its history. During that time period, lowa’s
population of approximately 3 million people, although gradu-
ally growing older and shifting from rural to urban and west to
east, remains largely unchanged, dispersed among more than
950 towns and cities located in 99 counties. No one region in lowa
dominates others; political organizations are created to face the
challenges of one election cycle, only to be dissipated immedi-
ately thereafter. No political machines in lowa determine the
fates of lowa office seekers; there are no rotten boroughs to dis-
tort election outcomes. lowa’s computer-driven, nonpartisan
method of legislative apportionment virtually eliminates the
contortions caused by the shenanigans of gerrymandering that
affect the political cultures of many other states. Finally, even
though the exercise of executive branch powers by the Gover-
nor’s Office has gradually increased in the past five decades, it is
also the case that the basic architecture of the state’s constitu-
tional framework has scarcely been altered since a series of fun-
damental reforms occurred in the historic 1965-66 session of the
lowa General Assembly.

Larimer, associate professor of political science at the Univer-
sity of Northern lowa, approaches his subject—lowa’s unusual
pattern of gubernatorial officeholder longevity—through three
principal avenues of inquiry, each the focus of a separate chapter.
First, he reviews “approval data” drawn from data banks assem-
bled by political scientists as applied to lowa’s past governors. Sec-
ond, he presents interviews with political activists, observers, and
two of the governors—Thomas J. Vilsack and Branstad—who are
the focus of his study. Third, he undertakes an original statewide
study of 188 lowa voters who were asked, retrospectively, to eval-
uate the performances of Governors Branstad, Vilsack, and Chet
Culver. To close his study, Larimer describes potential implica-
tions of his findings for politicians operating in the lowa arena and
points to possible future areas of social scientific research.

The author’s approach in analyzing the causes of lowa’s pat-
tern of gubernatorial longevity is leveraged on one counter-exam-
ple: one-term (2007-2011) Governor Culver’s re-election loss, in
2010, which established him as only the second lowa incumbent
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governor in the last half-century to have lost a re-election bid
(the other, Republican Governor Norman Erbe, lost to Democrat
Harold E. Hughes in 1962 after serving for one two-year term).
All other incumbent governors since Hughes’s election in 1962—
Robert D. Ray, Branstad, Vilsack, and, again, Branstad—uwvere ei-
ther re-elected or chose to retire.! Given this unique “stranglehold”
history, a primary goal of Larimer’s is to identify characteristics
of Governor Culver that may have caused his defeat.

To explain Culver’s re-election loss as opposed to the re-elec-
tion victories of others, Larimer first considers, but rejects, eco-
nomic and political constraints: declines in state and national
economic conditions; increased state unemployment rates when
compared to national rates; a shared party affiliation between a
governor and an unpopular sitting president; and whether a gov-
ernor presides over legislative chambers whose partisan majori-
ties are unified or divided. Upon concluding that all recent gov-
ernors faced similar economic and political constraints, Larimer
turns to his own interviews of political operatives and observers.
He determines that Culver’s personal characteristics were the
distinguishing factors that resulted in his singular defeat.

Larimer’s conclusion is based on impressionistic interview-
based research he conducted (chap. 3). No set of questions ap-
pears to have been asked of all of the interviewees—or, at least,
no evidence of that approach is presented. From these inter-
views, however, Larimer concludes that, in lowa, a governor
who is perceived to have traits and behaviors that include “work-
ing hard” and “trying” and being “out there” and who has the
ability to “connect” with voters also achieves a level of what the
author terms “lowa comfort.” Many interviewees (some of them
anonymous) were particularly harsh in their assessment of Cul-
ver’s capacity to “work hard,” and some even pointed to that
perceived personal shortcoming as the basis for his electoral de-
feat in 2010. By contrast, the author appears to imply, Governor
Branstad’s re-election in 1986 in the midst of a rural economic
recession can be attributed to his image as a “hard worker.”

1. Robert Fulton served briefly as governor when Hughes resigned shortly
before his third term ended so that Hughes could gain a seniority advantage
over his peers in the U.S. Senate, to which he had just been elected, and Fulton,
then lieutenant governor, was elevated briefly to the governor’s chair.
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This impressionistic phase of Larimer’s research is followed
by his analysis of his own polling efforts. Starting with approxi-
mately 1,200 voters to whom questionnaires were initially sent,
Larimer ends up with 188 responses from lowa voters of a certain
age (at least old enough to have voted for Branstad, Vilsack, and
Culver), divided thinly over four separate congressional districts.
Here, and based on impressions he gained in the interviewing
process described in chapter three, Larimer creates and explores
two conceptual gubernatorial capacities: “management powers”
(related to executive management functions) and “connecting
powers” (relating to outreach and constituent relations functions).
Larimer finds that each governor enjoyed favorable ratings by
those who shared his party affiliation but that among Democrats,
Vilsack received higher ratings than Culver for “management”
and “connecting powers.” In an interesting contrast to the inter-
viewees in chapter three, the 188 survey respondents concluded,
when comparing attributes (“communicate effectively,” “work-
ing hard,” “effort to meet lowans,” “good representative,” and
“clear vision”), that the characteristic that least differentiated Cul-
ver, Vilsack, and Branstad was the capacity to “work hard” (118).

In summarizing his findings (chap. 5), the author concludes
that while traditional models of gubernatorial popularity, such
as economic factors, explain some of the *“staying power” of
lowa’s governors, “so do perceptions about the governor’s desire
to work hard on behalf of all lowans.” “Governors who are per-
ceived as working hard, being out and about around the state,”
Larimer postulates, “are given some slack during tough eco-
nomic times.” He further conjectures that, while approval ratings
may decline, “voters are less likely to hold a governor accountable
at the polls if they hold a favorable impression of that governor’s
work ethic on behalf of the state” (13). Larimer concludes,

There is more to it than just correlations between public opinion
and the “fundamentals” of the political system such as presidential
approval and aggregate level measures of the economy. For Gover-
nor Culver, there was a clear disconnect between what voters have
come to expect of their governor and the actions they perceived
coming out of the Culver administration.... Culver ... didn’t give off
the perception of liking his job or regularly interacting with voters.
For an electorate that takes politics very personally and expects
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“government officials [to be] approachable on a personal basis” . . .
this was a problem (14).

The author concedes, as an aside, that Governor Culver’s loss
in 2010 was not inconsistent with “existing models” of “guberna-
torial popularity” and may be traced to the impact of events ex-
ternal to Culver’s personality traits, “a remarkable confluence of
events, including backlash against a 2009 lowa Supreme Court
ruling allowing for same sex marriage in lowa, the Tea Party
movement, a significant economic downturn and perhaps most
notable, a challenge from a former governor—an unprecedented
occurrence in lowa” (9). Nevertheless, to Larimer, more *“uncon-
ventional” or “less easily observed constraints,” such as the ability
to convey a sense of “lowa comfort,” principally explain the dif-
ferences between Governors Ray, Branstad, and Vilsack’s respec-
tive abilities to win re-election and Culver’s failure to do so (13).

While Larimer’s analysis results in a series of useful observa-
tions about lowa’s recent political history, it is nevertheless un-
settling that he fails to address in any meaningful way the impact
of the three most dominating and adverse of the “remarkable
confluence of events” of the Culver years, the events most apt to
have challenged Culver’s performance in office and to have
shaped the public’s opinion of his gubernatorial efforts: (1) the
Great Flood of 2008; (2) the Great Recession, causing an extra-
ordinary contraction of lowa’s economy and tax base, starting in
2009; and (3) adverse public reaction and political response to
President Barack Obama’s policy initiatives in 2008-2009.

Instead of exploring any of these history-bending events in
his analysis, Larimer proposes that Culver’s predecessors each
faced challenges similar to Culver’s and yet they, unlike Culver,
overcame such challenges to win re-election. Given these con-
trasting outcomes, Larimer surmises, something must be “missing
from existing models of gubernatorial popularity that can help to
explain this recurrent pattern [of gubernatorial longevity] in
lowa” (9). Ultimately, Larimer concludes that Culver’s failure to
win re-election turned on what might be characterized as “in-
ternal” factors of political personality (Larimer’s *“connecting
powers”) and style (*“management powers”) rather than on the
profound “external” factors that constitute the currents of history.
But currents flowing from a “confluence” of these “remarkable”
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events that evade Larimer’s analysis are the very types of factors
that can affect electoral outcomes and that, in fact, did influence
the 2010 gubernatorial election in ways that were at least as
pronounced.

For example, first, the devastating Great Flood of 2008, the
largest natural disaster in the state’s history, covering more than
one-third of the state, inflicted its deepest damage in the central
and eastern lowa cities and counties whose electoral margins had
provided Culver’s statewide winning difference in 2006. In June
2008, the rivers of eastern lowa rose above their banks, covering
farmlands, closing transportation routes, and displacing thou-
sands of residents and hundreds of businesses. Water more than
20 feet deep flowed through downtown Cedar Rapids, as citizens
battled against the Cedar River’s currents and witnessed the
ruination of residential, industrial, and business districts. Thirty
miles away, in lowa City and Coralville, the lowa River’s flood-
ing was the most destructive in recorded history, destroying
businesses, forcing the evacuation of homes, and closing down
the University of lowa. Further southeast, where the Cedar and
lowa Rivers merge, were sites of unprecedented water levels and
resulting flood damage.

Although the lowa Governor’s Office is constitutionally lim-
ited in its ability to invoke the powers of government unilaterally,
Culver, in a series of executive orders, reorganized state govern-
ment agencies to focus state resources on flood mitigation efforts.
Executive Order No. 7, for example, issued on June 27, 2008, estab-
lished a Task Force to Rebuild lowa and a new Rebuild lowa of-
fice. A little later, on November 7, 2008, in Executive Order No. 9,
Culver broadened and defined state agency powers to coordinate
federal relief efforts with state agencies. Initially, his visible, activist
response to flood crises was favorably viewed by lowa residents.

But when the murky flood waters finally receded, largely
from the state’s most Democratically inclined counties in eastern
and central lowa, they left behind more than dark stains of nau-
seating mud and scattered debris. They also left behind altered
and chastened views about the relationships of citizens to those
who governed them. In the days and weeks after the flood waters
crested, citizens were frequently without power, and even those
who were not displaced from their homes were deprived of normal
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routines. Those whose businesses were destroyed or damaged
were often left without livelihoods.

Catastrophic events change lives irrevocably. There are stages
of disaster response: heroic and adrenalin-filled rescues and
relief efforts followed by long, painful, anxious periods of recov-
ery. There is a tension that grows between the depth of needs of
persons in times of danger and what bureaucracies can later de-
liver by way of effective relief. What initially seem to be sudden
and ruthless acts of God or Nature are translated, later, into ques-
tions about whether government is able to provide desperately
needed assistance or whether, instead, citizens are at the mercy
of a broken system, run by people who appear to be indifferent
to suffering.

Ecological trauma is felt in the individual body; it is also
shared in the body politic. Citizens discover both their own limited
capacity to provide relief to others and the slow, limited capacity
of government to address lingering difficulties. In this sense, it is
a fiction to conceptualize that those devastated by the floods
were ever in an “after disaster” mode during any of the remaining
years of the Culver Administration. The impacts of the Great Flood
were ever-present: they were dispiriting; they were exhausting;
and, eventually, they took a heavy toll on Governor Culver’s fa-
vorability ratings.

The second great event of the Culver years, the Great Reces-
sion of 2008-2010, is barely mentioned by Larimer. It was not a
mere footnote to history: it was a downward-driving force of his-
tory itself. In the last quarter of 2008—at a time when scarce state
resources were desperately needed to remediate flood damage—
state revenues started to contract and, on December 22, 2008,
Governor Culver instituted the first of what would be a series of
executive orders mandating across-the-board reductions in state
spending due to shortfalls in tax revenue collections. In Execu-
tive Order No. 10, issued on December 22, 2008, he ordered a 1.5
percent reduction in spending. But the recessionary pressures
did not let up; they only intensified. In the months ahead, tax
revenues would drop precipitously—particularly in those areas
related to the state’s basic industrial businesses.

Within nine months of Culver’s initial across-the-board budget
cut, in Executive Order No. 18, issued on September 25, 2009, he
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ordered the transfer of $45.3 million to allow the closure of the
state’s book for the 2009 fiscal year. And, only a few weeks after
that, on October 8, 2009, Culver ordered an unprecedented 10
percent across-the-board cut in all state agencies to cope with the
deeply reduced collection of taxes. These were unprecedented,
forceful, activist uses of the governor’s powers, ones that allowed
government agencies to function in difficult times, but all of them
resulted, directly or indirectly, in adverse consequences for those
who worked for and who relied on the delivery of government
services. In addition to public sector contractions, in the private
sector, unemployment rates rose across the entire state. lowa’s
manufacturing sector, in particular, shrank, throwing blue-collar
workers out of work and exposing thousands of lowans—many
of them residing in the very areas that had been savaged by flood
waters—to new threats of dispossession of their businesses and
homes.

The third history-bending event, also scarcely alluded to by
Larimer, involved lowans’ adverse reactions to Democratic Pres-
ident Barack Obama’s federal policy initiatives. Elected by a ma-
jority of hopeful lowans in 2008, Obama pushed through what
would prove to be deeply unpopular federal programs. From In-
auguration Day in 2009 until July 2010, the Obama White House
oversaw the passage of (1) the stimulus package, the most expen-
sive piece of legislation in American history; (2) the second half
of the TARP-TALF financial-bailout bill; (3) the Dodd-Frank
financial regulatory reforms; and (4) the Affordable Care Act,
otherwise known as Obamacare. Not since 1933 had there been a
more aggressive legislative and regulatory agenda, and Obama’s
determined march featured not only $2.7 trillion in new spending
but also the wholesale revision of the nation’s health-care system.
It was, for many distressed lowans, as well as for people living
in other regions of the nation, too much, too fast, and too soon.
For others, those perched on the other end of the political spec-
trum, Obama’s program was too little, too slow, and too late.
Many citizens viewed his advisers as at least in part responsible
for the deregulation of Wall Street that had caused the Great Re-
cession. Obama was therefore seen by many as bailing out banks
and investment firms at public expense while demanding too little
in return—no breakups of the banks, no separations of commercial
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and investment banking combinations, no meaningful curbs on
executive pay and bonuses in the finance industry, and too little
help for homeowners unable to afford mortgage payments on
houses whose values had collapsed. Thus, in lowa, the period of
Culver’s diminishing popularity was also a time of mounting an-
ger and frustration for many—significant numbers of whom had
been Culver’s earlier supporters. Obama’s federal policies in-
flamed political seethings that would find expression in the 2010
elections and would foreshadow profound changes in lowa’s po-
litical landscape (as well as in the nation’s) in the years to follow.

Each of these three separate ground-shifting events—the
Great Flood, the Great Recession, and adverse responses to Dem-
ocratic President Obama’s federal programs—challenged the
strength and powers of the Governor’s Office itself—to say noth-
ing of Culver’s individual ability to exercise the limited powers
of that office in response to them. Collectively, the events wove
together the unique backdrop against which lowans measured
Governor Culver’s performance, a backdrop unlike any that had
draped the administrations of his gubernatorial predecessors in
the previous 80 years. By failing to address this reality, Larimer’s
approach to evaluating lowa’s pattern of gubernatorial longevity
causes him to suggest that the critical differences between the suc-
cessful re-elections of Hughes, Ray, and Branstad, on the one hand,
and Culver’s loss in 2010, on the other hand, can be found in a
comparison of each governor’s respective leadership capacities.

A central fact cannot be denied: Governor Culver lost—and
by a significant margin (53 to 43 percent)—in the 2010 election
after having won four years earlier by nearly the same margin
(54 to 44 percent). There was an astonishing cumulative swing in
the electorate of nearly 20 points in four years. Defining just how,
when, where, and by which types of voters this erosion princi-
pally occurred can provide some indication as to why it hap-
pened. But these are not the issues that Larimer has chosen to
explore in any depth.

Measurements of public opinion taken in real time and in the
context of real processes and real events over a course of years
suggest that the erosion of support was caused more by powerful
external events than by personality traits unique to Culver.
Global Strategies Group, a polling operation based in New York
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City, was retained as Governor Culver’s campaign pollster for
the 2006 campaign. It continued to perform polling services pe-
riodically thereafter. Those polls, taken repeatedly from May
2007 through October 2010, provided a constant measuring de-
vice over time. They revealed that Culver enjoyed strong popu-
larity in the opening year of his administration (achieving, in fact,
higher marks in that year than Governor Branstad ever would
through November 2010), and, then, built on that strength by his
visible on-the-ground presence and exercise of executive powers
in response to the Great Flood. By December 2008, for example—
including months of activism via the issuance of executive orders
aimed at flood relief efforts—Culver’s approval rating increased
to 64 percent as a statewide average. This included significantly
higher approval ratings in the badly flooded lowa City—Cedar
Rapids media area (66 percent approval rating) and in northeast
lowa counties (69 percent) than in areas less severely affected by
flooding. Among politically independent male voters, Culver was
particularly well supported during this time frame (69 percent).

Those favorability ratings did not hold, though. In the midst
of the tiring effects of flood mitigation, in the five-month period
between December 2008 and May 2009, Culver’s favorability rat-
ings among lowans flipped and crashed—never to return to the
higher levels of support, and were subject to continued decline
thereafter.

There is no evidence to suggest that Culver’s personality had
changed in that short time frame. And it does not seem plausible
that such factors as “working hard” or “trying” or conveying a
persona of “lowa comfort”—concepts developed in Larimer’s
work—explain the dramatic turn of events. A more likely expla-
nation for the downturn in Culver’s popularity is that his political
fortunes, at first anchored in residuals of flood relief efforts, were
increasingly tied to other forces, not the least of which were reces-
sionary pressures that could not be contained by state government
initiatives. Federal programs launched by a president who shared
Culver’s political affiliation, ones aimed to alleviate economic suf-
fering caused by the Great Recession, were viewed unfavorably
by a wide spectrum of lowa voters. Over the remaining years of
Culver’s administration, as opposition to President Obama’s eco-
nomic policies grew, Culver’s political fortunes waned.
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All of this coincided with insurgent political energies that arose
from multiple points on the political spectrum, forms of expres-
sion sometimes collectively known as the Tea Party movement.
That insurgency found its most immediate political expression in
the 2010 mid-term elections. At the federal level, it would cost
the Democrats 63 House seats, the largest such defeat in 72 years.
At state houses, more than 600 legislative seats would change
hands from Democrats to Republicans. And, in lowa, the longevity
string of successful gubernatorial incumbent re-elections would
be broken.

Can it credibly be argued that Culver’s demise was caused by
his failure to meet challenges that were comparable to those faced
by his predecessors, by an electorate that found him wanting in
the exercise of “management powers” and “connecting powers”
when facing those challenges? It would seem more convincing to
argue that the 2010 election marked less a public measure of Gov-
ernor Culver’s character traits, as the Larimer study suggests, than
that it represented a “stress test” on lowa’s political culture. That
test challenged foundational concepts ranging from the state’s
longstanding tradition of gubernatorial longevity (by voting Cul-
ver out of office) to citizens’ normal deference to the state’s judici-
ary (by voting out of office, in the 2010 election, for the first time
in the state’s history, three supreme court justices, a response to
that court’s controversial ruling finding same-gender marriage to
be constitutionally protected). And, as subsequent election cycles
would show, lowa’s 2010 political stress test would be only the
first of a series of such tests, experienced first in other states and
then in the 2012 presidential election, almost all of them related in
some way to the Obama administration and ultimately resulting,
six years later, in 2016, in the advent of Trumpism.

Culver’s 2010 gubernatorial loss reflected, in large part, the
deep erosion of his political support in those areas of central and
eastern lowa where, in 2006, he had received some of his strong-
est backing but that had been most adversely affected by the
combined traumas of the Great Flood, the Great Recession, and
adverse reactions to Obama’s federal initiatives. When com-
paring Culver’s margins of victory and margins of defeat on a
county-by-county basis, the adverse shifts in these areas were
particularly remarkable.
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In retrospect, Culver’s 2010 loss would also serve as a prem-
onition, the cutting edge of a six-year wave of Democratic Party
officeholder attrition during which there would be other losses,
including a 35 percent reduction in the number of Democratic
governors elected to office. Seen in that vein, Culver’s re-election
loss, his breaking of lowa’s gubernatorial “stranglehold of power,”
was not a referendum on the personality or style of a particular
person holding that office at a particular moment in time; rather,
the election result placed a point on a graph and joined a trend
line that had started a year before and that would continue
through the remaining Obama years.

In 2009 Democrats held 31 governorships. By the end of
Obama’s presidency, they would hold only 17. By then, too, Re-
publicans would control all levels of government in 25 states. In
amanner unprecedented in American history, during the Obama
presidency more than 1,100 Democratic elected state legislative
officeholders would lose their jobs to Republicans. At the federal
level, by 2016, Republican majorities would control both cham-
bers of Congress and the presidency itself, captured by the most
unlikely Republican candidate of them all: Donald J Trump.

In light of these factors, it can and must be conceded that
Christopher Larimer has added valuable insights into how lo-
wans perceive their governor and how, under normal conditions,
those who seek or who hold that office might conduct themselves
to obtain and to hold the support of the voting public. However,
it must also be said that any comparative analyses made about
the performance of any one lowa governor, as compared to the
performances of others, must involve a careful scrutiny of funda-
mental premises and must not oversimplify or distort the chal-
lenging context in which any such person privileged to serve in
that office has exercised its powers and duties.

Response by Christopher W. Larimer

| appreciate James Larew’s review of my research on lowa gov-
ernors, particularly given his own record of involvement in the
highest levels of state government. For those interested in a his-
torical account of modern party competition in lowa, | recom-
mend Larew’s book, The Party Reborn, which discusses how key
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figures such as Harold Hughes and John Culver revitalized the
modern Democratic Party in lowa.

Larew’s main point of contention is that | put too much em-
phasis, or place too much blame, on Governor Culver’s personal
attributes, ignoring other seemingly obvious environmental
factors. On several occasions, Larew refers to my analysis as “im-
pressionistic” and speculative, as well as a significant departure
from political reality. This critique is inaccurate for three reasons.
First, my analysis is not based on a reading of Culver personally
but rather perceived differences between Culver and his predeces-
sors as indicated by lowa voters and nearly two dozen longtime
observers of lowa politics. Larew writes that my analysis shows
that “Culver’s personal characteristics were the distinguishing
factors that resulted in his singular defeat.” That is a misunder-
standing of my analysis. As | write very clearly in the conclusion,
“It may very well have been that Governor Culver was doing as much
as (or more than) Branstad or Vilsack, but the perception was that he
was hot” (134, italics added).

Second, my conclusions derive from an evidence-based ap-
proach to understanding gubernatorial popularity. As | discuss
in this response, most of the shortcomings described by Larew
are covered and controlled for in the statistical analyses pre-
sented in chapters 2 and 4 and the appendix of my book.

Third, and perhaps most damning, Larew’s critique suggests
that my interpretation of the findings exceeds the bounds of the
data. As this response will attempt to make clear, that is not the
case as my conclusions are well situated within the parameters
of the data.

Larew is highly critical of what he calls the “impressionistic
phase” of my research, specifically the results from interviews |
conducted with longtime observers of lowa politics. Larew
writes, “No set of questions appears to have been asked of all of
the interviewees—or, at least, no evidence of that approach is
presented.” Table A3.1 in the appendix does, in fact, include the
set of questions that were asked of all interviewees, the purpose of
which was to provide a formal comparison across all responses.

The second half of Larew’s essay focuses on three alternative
explanations for Culver’s defeat in 2010: the flood of 2008, the
Great Recession of 2008-2010, and the backlash to President
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Obama’s policy agenda. Larew argues that the combination of
these factors contributed to Culver’s defeat and that my analysis
ignores their overwhelming influence. | agree with Larew that
such factors are important to consider; however, the linear mod-
els presented in chapter 2 directly address and account for two
of these factors while the third is inconclusive.

First, the regression model in table 2.4 on page 55 casts doubt
on the claim that economics and presidential politics are solely to
blame for Culver’s defeat. My purpose for writing the book was
to try to understand whether there was something unique about
the way voters perceived Governor Culver compared to Gover-
nors Ray, Branstad, and Vilsack. As a political scientist, | was also
interested in testing whether traditional explanations for guber-
natorial popularity, such as state economic factors and shared
party affiliation with an unpopular president, applied to lowa
governors. The model shown in table 2.4 controls for all three sets
of factors. Specifically, and critical to addressing Larew’s claims,
I included three binary variables for Governors Ray, Branstad,
and Vilsack. Governor Culver is left out as the comparison gov-
ernor. If these three variables are significant and in the same di-
rection, then it would suggest that there is an independent and
unobserved effect beyond economics or politics for each of these
three governors compared to Governor Culver. Indeed, that is
exactly what the model shows, as the coefficients for all three var-
iables are significant and positive. In other words, the coefficients
are telling us that even when controlling for federal and relative
unemployment, as well as shared party affiliation with the pres-
ident, which is tied to ups and downs in presidential approval,
just being Robert Ray, Terry Branstad, or Tom Vilsack is corre-
lated with significantly higher approval ratings compared to Chet
Culver. That is the case even when accounting for changes in fed-
eral and state unemployment rates and presidential approval.
This is precisely the point of doing the interviews, to understand
what is causing the approval ratings of Ray, Branstad, and Vil-
sack to be significantly higher than for Culver, as the data suggest
that it is not economics or politics. On this last point, this indi-
cates that even if Obama’s policy agenda “inflamed political
seethings,” as Larew writes, the model shows that some other
factor, not yet considered, significantly affected gubernatorial
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approval ratings between governors. Likewise, if it is economic
frustration that turns voters away from lowa governors, the two
economic variables in table 2.4 should have consumed more of
the variance in the model, rendering the three binary variables
for individual governors insignificant. That was not the case.

On the economy, | would add that figure 1.2 on page 28 shows
that the correlation between approval ratings and unemployment
rates was strong and significant (and negative) for both Governor
Vilsack and Governor Culver. To Larew’s point, the negative cor-
relations for Culver were greater than for Vilsack, but only mar-
ginally so for state unemployment (0.10). Since research has shown
that voters tend to think about state economic factors more so than
national economic factors when voting for governor, the marginal
difference between the two governors suggests that Culver was
not punished unusually for downturns in the state’s economy.

On Larew’s second point, if voters were that upset with Pres-
ident Obama’s policies, that should have shown up in the indi-
vidual approval ratings model for Governor Culver in table 2.6
on page 63. The variable for presidential approval, while nega-
tive, is not significant. As such, Larew’s argument that bad feel-
ings toward President Obama’s agenda in 2010 directly contrib-
uted to Culver’s defeat is not supported by the empirical evi-
dence presented in the chapter. | do agree with Larew that re-
sentment toward Obama in 2010 existed, and that the Tea Party
movement likely exacerbated such resentment toward Demo-
cratic candidates generally at the time, but at least as measured
by presidential approval, | do not find evidence showing that this
affected Culver’s popularity.

In short, Larew’s statement that | have not explored these is-
sues “in any depth” is not supported by the analyses presented
throughout chapter 2. In fact, footnotes 11-15 on pages 72-75
discuss the many variations and iterations tested for predicting
changes in gubernatorial popularity. The results presented in the
chapter are highly robust and hold across model variations.

One final note on the statistical aspects of gubernatorial pop-
ularity. Larew’s point about declining favorability in key counties
in the months after the 2008 flood are well taken, but suggesting
that declining support and turnout in those counties can be di-
rectly attributed to flood-related issues or “recessionary pressures”
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risks making an ecological fallacy—using aggregate level data to
make assumptions about individuals. It may have been the case
that some voters fit with Larew’s categorization, but the data, to
my knowledge, do not exist to empirically support his claim.
Polling from within campaigns such as that from Global Strate-
gies Group cited by Larew can be useful but should always be
treated with caution until full details about voter selection and
randomization are known.

Larew’s second main criticism is that my analysis is one-
sided, that the perceived shortcomings on what | call “connect-
ing powers” are the primary explanation for Culver’s defeat. |
devote considerable attention to other factors that likely com-
bined with a perceived weakness on connecting with voters. The
two most notable, which Larew fails to discuss, are the strength
of the challenger and the dangers of unified control. Opponent
strength is discussed at length on pages 34-37 and 98-101, and
table 1.3 shows that Culver’s re-election bid was unprecedented
in this regard. | would also direct the reader to the quote from
Dean Borg on page 101, who said that against “a very weak Re-
publican, Culver might have been reelected.” A perceived ability
to connect with voters matters, but so does the strength of your
opponent. Culver was also tasked with dealing with unified state
government, and as research as shown, when times are bad, the
chief executive tends to be the focus of the public’s ire. Neither
Branstad nor Vilsack had to deal with unified party control for
an extended period of time (Vilsack never had to).

Finally, in terms of the results from my statewide survey of
lowa voters, | agree with Larew that the response rate of 12.5 per-
cent and resulting sample size of 188 voters was less than ideal.
However, his critique and dismissal of the data ignore two crucial
statistical components of my analysis. First, while the response
rate was low, the entire universe of voters from which the sample
was drawn included all active voters in the state as provided in
the official voter file from the lowa Secretary of State’s office.
From there, 375 voters within each district were randomly se-
lected to be sent a survey, for a total of 1,500 potential respond-
ents (not 1,200 as Larew stated). The randomization was done
such that within each congressional district those selected to re-
ceive a survey did not differ from those not selected on several
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important traits pertaining to political behavior, including vote
history in three previous elections (November 2010, November
2008, and November 2006), political party identification, sex, age,
and household size. As shown in table A4.2 in the appendix,
within each congressional district there were no differences on
these traits between voters selected to receive the survey and
those not selected. Multinomial logit tests using those six variables
to predict selection to receive the survey were also nonsignificant
in each congressional district. Moreover, between survey re-
spondents and voters selected to receive the survey but who did
not return it, there were few differences within each district. As
reported on pages 110-11, these differences are primarily limited
to turnout in the November 2010 election, and within each dis-
trict, turnout was higher for survey respondents. In other words,
survey respondents comprise a more active (and likely more po-
litically aware) group of voters.

So, despite the small sample and being “divided thinly over
four congressional districts,” as Larew writes, there is enough
statistical support to be confident in my ability to generalize to a
larger electorate regarding differences in what | call “manage-
ment” and “connecting” powers of recent lowa governors. Ad-
ditional analyses discussed in the conclusion note that the per-
ceived differences between Culver and Vilsack remained even
after controlling for the observable characteristics of survey re-
spondents. Finally, the sample of 1,500 active registered voters
was restricted to voters who voted in the 2012 general election.
As | wrote in the book,

The purpose of sampling 2012 voters who also voted in one of two
recent general elections was to select lowa voters who are actively
involved in the political process and presumably pay more atten-
tion to lowa politics on a regular basis as compared to infrequent
or intermittent voters. And indeed this was the case as over 90
percent of respondents indicated they follow “what’s going on in
government and public affairs” most or some of the time (109).

Larew writes that the survey evidence discredits the results from
the interviews since the differences between governors were the
“least differentiated” on the question of “commitment to working
hard on a daily basis for the people of lowa.” Larew is correct that
of the five “connecting powers” identified in the book, the overall
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mean range between the three governors is the smallest on this
guestion. However, this is somewhat misleading, as this argument
looks past the fact that the differences between governors are all
still statistically significant. In fact, between Governor Culver and
Governor Vilsack the difference is at the .01 level of significance,
while between Governor Culver and Governor Branstad it is at the
.05 level of significance. Larew is essentially making a substance
versus significance argument that does not hold up upon closer
inspection. An alpha level of .05 is standard in the social sciences.
Moreover, the true p-values for the differences between governors
on this question are 0.000 between Culver and Vilsack and 0.011
between Culver and Branstad. Put another way, the chances of the
differences being due to random chance are less than 1 in 100 and
approximately 1 in 100. Technically the odds are different, but so-
cial scientists would likely agree that the chances are minimal in
both cases. In short, while Larew questions this “retrospective”
account given by voters, the results are statistically robust.

In the concluding paragraph of his essay, Larew suggests
that my analysis has the potential to both “oversimplify” and
“distort” the context facing lowa governors. As | have laid out in
this essay, that is a misreading of my approach. The statistical
analyses presented in chapters 2 and 4 show that Culver was
viewed and perceived differently than other governors, even
when controlling for factors research has shown to be predictive
of gubernatorial approval. Put another way, the linear models
indicate factors beyond presidential politics and the economy af-
fect gubernatorial popularity in lowa. The interviews suggest
perceived effort and comfortability may influence how voters
view the chief executive of the state, and the survey data provide
a first attempt at measuring those two concepts in the form of my
“connecting powers” index.

In short, | agree with Larew that the atmospherics of the 2010
gubernatorial election were unusually bad for a Democratic in-
cumbent; in fact, they were unprecedented in lowa politics. How-
ever, | take issue with Larew’s discounting of my research as “im-
pressionistic.” As | demonstrate here and throughout the book,
the perceived differences between the three governors, based on
approval ratings and survey responses, are empirically robust;
I would point readers to the appendix for complete details. |
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would also again stress that the book was not based on the per-
sonal attributes of Governor Culver but rather the perceived
personality traits of recent lowa governors. The interviews were
conducted with a consistent set of questions designed to get at
what variables might be missing from existing research on gu-
bernatorial popularity, and the results suggest that perceived dif-
ferences in visibility and relatability are worthy of further explo-
ration by scholars. | used the concluding chapter to lay out the
beginnings of what such a theoretical framework might look like
and encourage state politics scholars and others to think about
how best to measure related concepts.
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