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The puzzle 



Red states and blue states 
——————————————————————————— 

 
Since the mid-1990s, a large number of states have been reliably 
red or blue in presidential elections 

Red: south, Indiana, plains and mountain states, Alaska 

Blue: northeast, Illinois-Michigan-Wisconsin-Minnesota,   
west coast, Hawaii 





The puzzle 
——————————————————————————— 

 
Blue states are, on average, much richer (GSP per capita) than 
red states 
 
But how can that be, given that richer people tend to vote red 
(Republican) while poorer people tend to vote blue (Democratic)? 
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Republican vote by state in 2004 
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Figure 2.1: For each state, Bush's share of the two-party vote in 2004, plot­
ted with the average income of people in the state, ordered from poorest 
(Mississippi) to richest (Connecticut). Republicans won the poor states and 
Democrats won the rich states. (Most of the states are above the 50% line, 
but Kerry won most of the larger states so that the national vote was close to 
evenly divided.) The red-blue map of the states won by each candidate in 
the 2004 election is shown in plate 1. 



CHAPTER T W O  RICH STATE, P O O R  STATE 

Bush vote in 2004 by income 

but at the individual level, income continues to be an important 
predictor of Republican vote. 

The income differential between voters for the two parties has 
persisted for decades-and since there are more poor and middle- 
income voters than rich voters, the Democrats would seem to have 
it made. Democrats outnumbered Republicans in voter registra- 
tion and self-identification from the 1930s to the 1990s. During 
this period, however, the patterns of support for the two par- 
ties have shifted, even reversing in some places, with California, 
New Jersey, and New England moving from the Republican to the 
Democratic column and the southern states decisively going in the 
other direction. This has led to vigorous discussion about how this 
could happen and what it means. 

Like upscale areas everywhere, from Silicon Valley to Chicago's 
North Shore to suburban Connecticut, Montgomery County 
[Maryland] supported the Democratic ticket in last year's 
presidential election, by a margin of 63 percent to 34 percent. 

-David Brooks, 2001 

Exploring the new geography of liberal and conservative America 
is a prime task for political journalists. Two of the most influential 
recent explorations of political and cultural divisions come from 
David Brooks, the N m  Ymk Times columnist and author of Bobos 
in Paradise and On Paradise Drlve, and Thomas Frank, left-leaning 
cultural critic and author of The Conquest of Cool and other studies 
of the ideology of corporate America. 

David Brooks gave his take on the differences between red 
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frankness of the left and the wholesomeness of the rightn-and 
his economic views are conservative but he sees the need for social 
cohesion between rich and poor. His Atlantic article compared 
Montgomery County, Maryland, the liberal, upper-middle-class 
suburb where he and his friends live, to mal ,  conservative Franklin 
County, Pennsylvania, a short drive away but distant in attitudes 
and values, with "no Starbucks, no Pottery Barn, no Borders or 
Barnes & Noble," plenty of churches but not so many Thai restau- 
rants, "a lot fewer sun-dried-tomato concoctions on restaurant 
menus and a lot more meatloaf platters." 

In Brooks's home state of ~a~-$and, there is no clear rela- 
tionship between county income and Republican vote, and it 
was not difficult for him to go from Montgomery County, the 
prototypical wealthy slice of blue America, to a poorer, more 
Republican-supporting county nearby; see figure 2.3. 

Brooks lives in a liberal, well-off part of the country. It is charac- 
teristic of the Northeast and West Coast that the richer areas tend 
to be more liberal, but in other parts of the country, notably the 
South, richer areas tend to be more conservative. A comparable 
journey in Texas would go from Collin County, a wealthy suburb 
of Dallas where George W. Bush received 71 % of the vote, to rural 
Zavala County in the southwest, where Bush received only 25% 

0 
and blue America in an influential article, "One Nation, Slightly 

$100,000 $200,000 

Family income 
Divisible," in the Atlantic Month& shortly after the 2000 election. 
Sometimes described as the liberals' favorite conservative, Brooks 

Figure 2.2: From exit-poll data, voting patterns by income. Despite all the embodies the red-blue division within himself. He has liberal 
talk of latte Democrats and NASCAR Republicans, Bush won among the rich 
voters and Kerry won in the lower-income brackets. leanings on social issues but understands the enduring appeal 

of traditional values-LLtoday's young people seem happy with the 
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Figure 1.1: The red-blue paradox: Rich states vote for the Democrats, but 
rich peaplevote Republican. 



The end of class voting? 



The end of class voting? 
——————————————————————————— 

 
One frequently-suggested possibility 

Poor voters in traditionally conservative states now vote 
based on their views on social and cultural issues ("God, 
guns, and gays") rather than on their economic interests 

So they vote Republican 







The end of class voting? 
——————————————————————————— 

 
It turns out that the influence of income on voting has indeed 
weakened 
 
But it's higher-income voters who now betray their (presumed) 
economic interests 

Many upper-income voters — especially professionals — in 
blue states now vote based on their views on social-cultural 
issues 

So they vote Democratic 
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Figure 2.7: The resolution of the red-blue paradox and the introduction of 
a new puzzle. Within any state, Republican support is flat or increasing with 
income. At the same time, the Democrats do better in richer states. (The 
three lines show the estimated pattern of income and voting in 2004 in the 
poorest state, a middle-income state, and the richest state.) The new puzzle 
is that the relationship between income and vote choice is much stronger in 
poor states such as Mississippi than in rich states such as Connecticut. 



Summary 



Summary 
——————————————————————————— 

 
In the past four presidential elections, Republican candidates have 
consistently won one group of states while Democratic candidates 
have won another 
 
The conventional view is that this is because low-income 
Americans in blue states continue to vote their economic interests 
(Democratic) while those in red states now vote their social-
cultural preferences (Republican) 
 
In fact, it's because high-income professionals in blue states have 
shifted to the Democrats on social-cultural grounds 




