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A 50:50 Nation? 


T he Red and the Blue States 


I n one of the claims quoted in the preceding chapter a writer for the Economist 
refers to "the 50:50 nation." During the late 1990s and early 2000s this phrase 

began to appear in popular discussions of American politics, as did a similar 
phrase, "the 49 percent nation. "l Such phraseology referred to the closely 
divided national elections of the late 1990s, when the winning party's popular 
vote share repeatedly came in right around 49 percent of the total vote: 

• 1996 Clinton Vote 49.2% 
• 1996 Republican House Vote 48 .9 
• 1998 Republican House Vote 48.9 
• 2000 Gore Vote 48.4 
• 2000 Republican House Vote 48.3 
• 2002 Republican House Vote 50.9 

If we consider only the two-party vote, the parties are almost exactly evenly 
matched nationally-50:50-or at least they were until the 2002 House elec
tions, when the Republicans broke through that ceiling and got to 52.9 percent. 
Clearly, recent national elections have been exceedingly close. No presidential 
candidate has won a majority of the popular vote since 1988, the past three elec
tions constituting the longest such streak since the so-called "era of indecision," 
when no presidential candidate won a majority of the popular vote in the four 
elections from 1880 to 1892. 

1 Michael Barone, "The 49% Nation," in Michael Barone, Richard Cohen, and Charles E. Cook Jr., 
eds., The Almanac of American Politics (Washington, DC: National Journal, 2002): 21-45. 
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FIGURE 2.1 
Two Very Different Close Election Scenarios 

Closely and Deeply Divided 

Democrat Republican 

Closely but not Deeply Divided 

Democrat Republican 

The question is what to make of these recent close elections? For most com
mentators, the answer is obvious: the American electorate is polarized. In the pre
viously quoted words of the Economist, the close recent u.s. elections « ••• reflect 
deep dem ographic divisions . . . The 50-50 nation appears to be made up of two 
big, separate voting blocks, with only a small number of swing voters in the mid
dle. " The top panel of Figure 2.1 depicts this claim graphically. The electorate is 
highly polarized: a large number of "progressives" on the left support the 
Democrats, a large number of "orthodox" on the right support the Republicans, 
and very few people occupy the middle ground. With a polarized electorate like 
this, elections will be very close, half the voters will cheer, and half the voters will 
seethe, as USA Today asserts. 

But the U-shaped distribution in the top panel of the figure is not the only 
electoral configuration that will produce close elections. Most obviously, consider 
the bell-shaped distribution in the bottom panel of Figure 2.1, which is the inverse 
of the V-shaped distribution in the top. In the lower figure most people hold mod
:ra tc or centrist positions and relatively few are extreme partisans. But if the 
Dt'll locr;1tic <lnJ Republican parties position themselves equidistant from the cen-
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ter on opposite sides, then the bot tom configuration too produces close cleCl ioll\. 

In both examples the electorate is closely divided, but only in the top pand ul

the figure would we say that the voters are deeply divided. In the top panel it 
would be accurate to say that voters are polarized, but in the bottom panl.'! 
we would more accurately call most voters ambivalent or indifferent. 

When an election results in a near 50:50 outcome, the standard interpreta
tion seems to be that the electorate is polarized as in the top panel of Figure 2. I . 
Why should that be the default interpretation? When an individual voter report~ 

that he or she is on the fence (50:50) about whom to vote for, everyone under
stands that there are a number of plausible interpretations: the individual like~ 
both candidates equally, dislikes both candidates equally, or really doesn't give <1 

damn. No one suggests that the individual is polarized. But the aggregate and 
individual situations are analogous. In each case a continuous variable (percent 
of the vote/probability of voting for a given candidate) is compressed into a 
dichotomous variable (Republican or Democratic victory/Republican or Demo
cratic vote), with enormous loss of information. To illustrate, consider the map 
on the inside back cover of this book, which differs from the red and blue map on 
the front cover in that a state is colored red or blue only if it was won by a margin 
of 55:45 or greater, a standard political science definition of marginality. Now a 
great deal of the map is gray, reflecting the fact that many states are marginal and 
not securely in the camp of one party or the other. In language analogous to that 
used to describe individual voters, we might call such states " ambivalent" or 
"uncertain. " 

In sum, close elections may reflect equal numbers of voters who hate one 
candidate and love the other, voters who like both, voters who do not care'much 
at all about either candidate, or various combinations of these conditions. With
out taking a detailed look at voter attitudes, we cannot determine whether close 
elections reflect a polarized electorate that is deeply divided, or an ambivalent 
electorate that is closely divided between the choices it is offered. So, let us take a 
closer look at the public opinion that underlies the knife-edge elections of the past 
few years. Is it as divided as election outcomes seem to suggest? 

IS THE COUNTRY POLARIZED? 

You've got 80% to 90% of the country that look at each other like they are 
on separate planets. " (Bush reelection strategist, Matthew Dowd). 2 

Is America polarized? Strictly speaking the question should be "has America 
become more polarized?" for that is the claim. But if the country is not polarized 
to begin with, the question of whether it has become more polarized is moot. 

2 Quoted in Ron Brownstein, "Bush Falls to Pre-9/I1 Approval Rating, " Los Angeles Times, Ocroh(.'r 
3, 2003: At. 
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TABLE 2.1 

Red Versus Blue St ates: Political Inclinations 

BLUE RED 

Vote intention: Bush 34% 44% 

Democratic self-ID 36 32 

Republican self-ID 25 31 

Liberal self-ID 22 18 

Conservative self-ID 33 41 

Barely two months before the supposed "'values chasm separating the blue states 
from the red ones" emerged in the 2000 election, the Pew Research Center for the 
People & the Press conducted an extensive national survey tha t included a wide 
sampling of issues, a number of those which figure prominently in discussions of 
the culture war) We have divided the Pew survey respondents into those who 
resided in states that two months later were to be categorized as blue states and 
states that two months later were to be categorized as red states. The question is 
whether there is any indication in these data that the election results would leave 
one half the country "seething" and one half "cheering," as USA Today reports. 

Table 2.1 indicates that the residents of blue and red states certainly intended 
to vote differently: the percentage expressing an intention to vote for George 
Bush was ten points higher in the r ed states. Reminiscent of our discussion of 
dichotomous choices, however, the partisan and ideological predispositions 
underlying these voting differences were less distinct. 4 The difference between the 
proportions of red and blue state respondents who consider themselves Democrats 
is not statistically significant, and the difference in the proportions who consider 
themselves Republicans is barely so- in both red and blue states self-identified 
independents are the largest group. Similarly, about a fi fth of the respondents in 
both red and blue states consider themselves liberals (the four point difference is 
not statistically significan t), and while there are more conservatives in the red 
states, there are more conservatives than liberals even in the blue states. In both 

The Pew survey was conducted August 24-September 10, 2000. Pew's summaries of the findings 
(a long with links to the data and questionnaires) are contained in two separate reports: "Issues and 
Continuity Now Working for Gore" http://people-press.org/reports/display.php3?ReportID=33 and 
"Religion and Politics: The Ambivalent Majority" http://people-press.org/reports/display.php3? 
RcportlD=32. 
.~ More generally, William Mayer shows that in the presidential elections between 1980 and 2000, 
inl.'i ll sive, votes are far more polarized than candidate evaluations. See William Mayer, "The Swing 
V() l er in American Presidential Elections: A Preliminary Inquiry," Northeastern University, ms.: 
Ll hk 2. 
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TABLE 2.2 

Red Versus Blue States: Group Evaluations 
(Percent very/mostly favorable toward •..J 

BLUE RED 

Republican Party 50% 58% 

Democratic Party 64 55 

Evangelical Christians 60 63 

Jews 79 77 

Catholics 77 79 

M uslims 56 47 

Atheists 37 27 

the red and blue states the largest group of people classified themselves as moder
ates. In sum, while the aggregate voting patterns of red and blue states would 
turn out to be quite distinct in November, the underlying patterns of political 
identificati on were much less so. 

Table 2.2 reports similar results for the group evaluations reported by resi
dents of red and blue states. Unsurprisingly, red state residents regard the Repub
lican Party more favorably than the Democrats, but 55 percent of them reg~rd 
the Democratic Party favorably. Conversely, blue state residents regard the 
Democratic Party more favorably than tlle Republicans, but 50 percent report 
favorable evaluations of the Republican Party. Evangelical Christians are eval u
ated equally positively by solid majorities in both red and blue states, as are Jews 
and Catholics . Muslims fare less well overall and red state residents regard them 
lower still, but one wonders how much experience many people have with actual 
Muslims- especially in many of the red states-as opposed to the abstract con
cept of a M uslim. Finally, in a standard finding, neither red nor blue state resi
dents like atheists: Americans do not care very much what or how people believe, 
but they are generally negative toward people who don't believe in anything. 

Across a range of other matters, blue and red state residents differ li ttle, if at 
all. Figures in Table 2.3 indicate that sin1ila r proportions regard the government 
as almost always wasteful and inefficient-relative to the red states, the blue 
states clearly are not wellsprings of suppor t for big government. Only small 
minorities in either category regard discr imination as the main reason that 
African-Americans can't get ahead-the blue states are not hotbeds of racial lib
era Ii sm. Immigrants receive a warmer reception among blue state residents, but 
multiculturalism remains a minority position even in the blue states. Blue state 
residents are less likely to endorse unqualified patriotism. 
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TABLE 2.3 
Red Versus Blue States: Beliefs and Perceptions: 

(Percent st rongly supporting statement) 

BLUE RED 

Gov't almost always wasteful and inefficient 39% 44% 

Discrimination main reason blacks cannot get ahead 25 21 

Immigrants strengthen our country 44 32 

Fight for country right or wrong 35 43 

Too much power concentrated in large companies 64 62 

Corporations make too much profit 44 43 

Al Gore is more liberal than he lets on 55 59 

George Bush is more conservative than he lets on 59 57 

Wish Clinton could run again (s trongly disagree) 51 61 

On the other hand, red state residents are just as likely as blue state residents 
to believe that large companies have too much power and to think that corpora
tions make too m uch profit- the red states are not the running dogs of corporate 
America. Am usingly, maj orities in both red and blue states agree that Al Gore is 
more of a liberal than he lets on , and that George Bush is more of a conservative 
than he lets on-they were not fooled by all the talk about "progressives" and 
"compassionate conservatives." And finally- and counter to suggestions of 
numerous Democrats after the election- majorities in both red and blue states 
strongly disagree with the proposition that they wish Bill Clinton could run 
again. Clinton was more favorably regarded in the blue states, but Clinton 
fatigue by no means was limited to the red states. 

When it comes to issue sentiments, Table 2 .4 shows that in many cases the 
small differences we have seen so far become even smaller. Contrary to Republi
can dogma, red state cit izens are equally as unenthusiastic about using the sur
plus (har !) to cut taxes as blue state citizens. Nearly equal numbers of blue and 
red state re'sidents think the surplus should be used to payoff the national debt, 
increase domestic spending, and bolster Social Security and Medicare. Contrary 
to Democratic dogma, blue state citizens are equally as enthusiastic as red state 
citizens about abolishing the inheritance tax, giving government grants to reli
gious organizations, adopting school vouchers, and partially privatizing Social 
Security. Overwhelming majorities in both red and blue states favor providing 
prescription drugs through Medicare, and solid majorities endorse protecting the 
environment, whatever it takes. Neither red nor blue state residents attach high 
priority to increasing defense spending. Looking at this series of issue items, one 
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TABLE 2.4 
Red Versus Blue States: Issue Sentiments 

BLUE RED 

Should use the surplus to cut taxes 14% 14% 

· .. payoff the national debt 21 23 

· . . increase domestic spending 28 24 

· .. bolster 5S and Medicare 35 38 

Favor abolition of inheritance tax 70 72 

· . . gov't grants to religious organizations 67 66 

· .. school vouchers for low and middle income parents 54 50 

· .. partial privatization of SS 69 71 

· .. Medicare coverage of prescription drugs 91 92 

· . . increasing defense spending 30 37 

Do whatever it takes to protect the environment 70 64 

wonders why anyone would bother separating respondents into red and blue cat

egories-the differences are insignificant. 
But, we have not considered the specific issues that define the culture war. 

Table 2.5 brings us to the heart of the matter-questions of religion, morality, and 
sexuality.S The proportion of Protestants is significantly higher in the red states, 
of course, as is the proportion of respondents who report having a "born again" 
experience. There is a real difference here between the heartland and the coasts. 
But the significance of this difference fades when we dig deeper. Only a minority 
of red state respondents reports being very involved in church activities-only 
marginally more than those blue state respondents who report heavy involve
ment. A higher proportion of red state respondents report that religion is very 
important in their lives, but a healthy 62 percent majority of blue state respon
dents feel similarly. Very similar proportion~ think churches should stay out of 
politics, and the minority of red state residents who approve of the clergy talking 
politics from the pulpit is slightly smaller than the minority in the blue states. 
Book-burners are only slightly more common in the red states. Finally, there is a 
clear difference in one of the major issues of the culture war, homosexuality, but 
probably less of a difference than many would have expected. The level of support 
for societal acceptance of homosexuality is ten percentage points higher in the 
blue states (twelve points if we add those who waffle to those who fully accept 

5 Unfortunately, there w as no question about abortion views in the Pew Survey, onl y :.1 11 ite m on 
" which party would better represent your views?" Suc h items are contam inated hy proj (,~li on :I!lll 

rn t'io l1 a liz:ni on. We deal with the qlle~ tio ll of abo rtion ;Jt le ngth in t: h:1 prcr 4. 



\ su. ,() N:ltioll?T lll' Rl'd .[IlJ ti ll:' 1 ~ 11I l" '-.;t. lI l'S '" 


TABLE 2.5 


Red Versus Blue States: Religion and Morals 


BLUE RED 

Protestant 50% 69% 

"Born again" or Evangelical Christian 28 45 

Very involved in church activities 21 29 

Religion is very important in my life 62 74 

Churches should keep out of politics 46 43 

Ever righ t for clergy to discuss candidates or 35 33 
issues from the pulpit? (yes) 

Ban dangerous books from school libraries (yes) 37 42 

H omosexuality should be accepted by society 
Agree strongly 41 31 
Agree not strongly 16 14 

homosexuality). The difference is statistically significant, but it hardly conjures 
up an image of two coalitions of deeply opposed states engaged in a culture war. 
Opinion is almost as divided within the red and the blue states as it is between 
them. Significantly, this ten- to twelve-point difference on the issue of homosexual 
acceptance is about as large a difference as we found between red and blue state 
respondents in the survey. Readers can judge for themselves whether differences 
of this magnitude justify the military metaphors usually used to describe them. 

A legitimate objection to the preceding comparisons is that they include all cit
izens rather than just voters. Only about half of the age-eligible electorate goes to 
the polls in contemporary presidential elections, and far fewer vote in lower-level 
elections. It is well known that partisanship and ideology are strong correlates of 
who votes: more intense partisans and more extreme ideologues are more likely to 
vote. 6 Thus, it is possible that the voters in red states differ more from the voters in 
blue states than the residents do. To consider this possibility we turn to the 2000 
National Election Study which- after the election-asks individuals whether and 
how they voted. In 2000, the NES reported a vote distribution reasonably close to 
the actual national division: 50.6 percent of the respondents reported voting for 
Gore, 45.5 percent for Bush, and the remainder for minor candidates'? 

Tables 2.6 and 2.7 report differences among reported voters in the NES that 
are only marginally larger than those reported among all respondents in the Pew 

6 For time series data see Figures 2a-2b and 3a-3b in Morris Fiorina, "Whatever Happened to the 

Median Voter?" available at http://www.stanford.edul-mfiorina/. 

7 http://www.umich.edu/-nes/. The National Election Studies is a research and data-distribution orga

nization located at the University of Michigan and supported by the National Science Foundation. 

Sm veys have been conducted in every national election year since 1952. 
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TABLE 2.6 

Red Versus Blue States: Political Inclinations 

BLUE RED 

Bush vote 37% 54% 

Democratic self-ID'" 40 32 

Republican self-ID 25 34 

Liberal self-ID 20 11 

Conservative self-ID 24 31 

Clinton job approval~' x· 71 57 

Clinton foreign policy job approval 70 63 

Clinton economic job approval 81 74 

Democrats better able to handle economy 35 27 

Republicans better able to handle economy 24 29 

Prefer unified control 24 24 

"- Party identifiers include strong and weak identifiers, not independent leaners. 
Liberal identifiers are scale positions 1-2, conservative identifiers 6-7. 

'. *Unless otherwise noted approval figures in the table combine "strongly approve" 
and "approve." 

Survey. Again, the largest difference is for the vote itself. To reiterate, even if an 
individual feels 55:45 between the two candidates, she has to vote one way or 
the other. The reported vote for Bush is 54 percent in the red states versus 37 
percent in the blue states-a seventeen-point gap, which is larger than the ten
point gap in vote intention in the earlier Pew Survey. Self-identified Democrats 
were significantly more common among blue state voters and self-identified 
Republicans significantly more common among red state voters, but in neither 
case does the difference reach double digits; independents and minor party affili
ates were a third of the actual electorate in both categories. Self-identified liber
als are more common in the blue states, but self-identified conservatives were at 
least as numerous as liberals in blue states. Again, moderates or centrists were 
the majority in both categories. An overwhelming majority of blue state voters 
approved of Bill Clinton's general job performance as well as his foreign policy 
job performance and his economic job performance, but so did a heavy, if 
smaller, majority of red state voters. Only minorities of both blue state and red 
state voters thought that one party could better handle the economy. Finally, 
rather than blue state residents favoring Democratic control of the Presidency 
and Congress and red state residents favoring Republican control, nearly identi

cal majorities of both prefer divided control. 



TABLE 2.7 

Red Versus Blue States: Issue Preferences 

BLUE RED 

Immigration should decrease ~· 41% 43% 

Make English official language 70 66 

Environment over jobs 43 42 

Favor school vouchers 51 54 

Favor death penalty 70 77 

Government should ensure fair 57 51 
treatment of blacks in employment 

Blacks should get preferences in hiring 13 14 

Stricter gun control 64 52 

Equal women's role ':·~· 83 82 

Attend church regularly 50 65 

Moral climate: much worse 26 30 
somewhat worse 25 25 

Tolerate others' moral views 62 62 

Abortion-always legal 48 37 

Allow homosexual adoption 52 40 

No gay job discrimination 73 62 

Favor gays in military {strongly) 60 44 

* Unless otherwise noted, the figures in the table combine "strongly" or "completely agree" 
responses with "mostly" or "somewhat agree" responses 

~. *Scale positions 1-2 

Table 2.7 indicates that issue preferences in the two categories of states are 
surprisingly similar in many instances. Four in ten voters in both red and blue 
states agree that immigration should decrease, and seven in ten believe that Eng
lish should be the official language of the United States (the proportion is actually 
slightly higher in the blue states). Four in ten voters in both categories put envi
ronmental considerations above employment considerations, a surprising similar
ity in light of the image of red states as hotbeds of clear-cutters and blue states as 
strongholds of tree-huggers. Narrow majorities of voters in both categories sup
port school vouchers, and large majorities support the death penalty. In neither 
blue nor red states are people wildly in favor of government intervention to 
ensure fair treatment of African-Americans in employment, and virtually identi
cal (small) proportions support racial preferences in hiring. 

Again, when we turn to the specific issues that define the culture war, larger 
differences emerge, but there also are numerous surprises. A solid majority of blue 
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statt: voter,. ~lIpporr for women 's equality is overwhelming and idel1t ical ~ll1HHlg 

voters jn both categories of states. Although regular church attcndcr~ ~1rl' ~igni 1'1 

candy more common in the red states, similar proportions in both red and blue 
states believe the moral climate of the country has deteriorated since 1992, and 
identical proportions believe that others' moral views should be tolerated. Support 
for unrestricted abortion is eleven points higher among blue state voters, but SLlch 
unqualified support falls short of a majority, and more than a third of red stan: 

voters offer similarly unqualified support. The 2000 NES is particularly rich in 
items tapping people's views about matters related to sexual orientation. Here we 
find differences between blue and red state voters that are statistically significant, 
though smaller in magnitude than regular consumers of the news might have 
expected. A narrow majority of blue state voters would allow homosexuals to 

adopt children, but so would four in ten red state voters. Solid majorities of voters 
in both categories support laws that would ban employment discrimination 
against gays, Sixty percent of blue state voters fully support gays in the military, 
contrasted with 44 percent of red state voters. This 16 percent difference is the sin
gle largest disparity we found between the issue preferences of red and blue state 
voters. Perhaps Bill Clinton picked the one issue in the realm of sexual orientation 
that was most likely to create controversy. But the evidence supports the alterna 
tive hypothesis that Clinton's executive order polarized the electorate: according 
to Gallup data, populal' support for gays in the military rose through the 1980s 
and had reached 60 percent in 1989 before plul1Uneting in the wake of Clinton's 
executive order. 8 

All in all, the comparison of blue and red state residents who claim to have 
voted in 2000 seems consistent with the picture reflecting comparisons of all resi 
dents of blue and red states. There are numerous similarities between red and 
blue state voters, some differences, and a few notable differences, but little that 
calls to mind the portrait of a culture war between the states. 

RED STATES VERSUS BLUE STATES: 

A SUMMARY 


Since 1972 the National Election Studies have included an item that asks 
respondents to place themselves on a seven-category liberal-conservative scale 
that runs from "extremely liberal" on the left to "extremely conservative" on the 
right. If the " two nations" metaphor accurately describes the electorate, red 
state residents should overwhelmingly position themselves on the right of the 
scale, and blue state residents on the left. Figure 2.2 compares the ideological 

8 Alan Young, "Poll Trends-Attitudes Toward Homosexuality," Public O pinion Quarterly nI 
(1997): 502. 
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FIGURE 2.2 
Both Red and Blue State Residents Are Basically Centrists 

Ideolog ica l Self-Placement of All Respondents Living in Red and Blue States 
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Ideological Self-Placement of Voters Living in Red and Bl ue States 
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Ji stnbll\ll)ll" Ilf rcd anJ blue state residents (top panel) and voters (bottom 
pane) ).') A'::> ~cen , the distributions of self-placements in the red and blue states arc 
very similar- both are centered over the "moderate" or "~middle-oF-the road" 
position, whether we consider all residents or just voters. 10 Moreover, as Figure 
2.3 shows, the respondents in red and blue states are in almost complete agree
ment about the positions of the two parties: large pluralities place the Democratic 
Party at scale position 2 ("liberal" ), and majorities place the Republican Party at 
scale position 6 ("conservative" ). When combined with the data presented earlier 
in this chapter we think the evidence is compelling th at the bottom panel of Fig
ure 2.1 (p. 8) better describes the current state of American politics than the top 
panel. Elections are close, but voters are not deeply or bitterly divided. In both 
red and blue states a solid majority of voters see themselves as positioned 
between two relatively extreme parties. 

T H E OBVIOUS HYPOTHESIS 

Given the surprisingly small differences between red and blue states that are 
apparent in survey data, what underlies all the discussion abou t the clash of cul
tures? The most plausible explanation is that culture wars, two nations, and simi 
lar exaggerations make an excellent story line for the media, so differences are sys
tematically exaggerated to support the story line. Consider an extensive follow-up 
report on the 2000 elections published in USA Today) 1 Rather than conduct a 
comprehensive examination of represen tat ive survey data, USA Today chose two 
towns--M ontclair, New Jersey, and Franklin, Tennessee- to exemplify the cul
tural djfferences assumed to exist between the red and blue states. The three-day 
report discussed public opinion in the towns and reported in detail on the resi 
dents and their views. The resulting profile painted a vivid portrait of an America 
deeply divided by both values and lifestyle. 

Montclair, where Gore got three-quarters of the vote, is described as a 
bustling suburb. With jazz clubs, art museums, and coffee bars it is " teeming with 
energy and interaction." According to the profile, the local interest groups and 
associations aloe prominently left of center: "Montcl air has its own gun control, 
abortion rights, and antiwar groups, its own chapters of Amnesty International 
and the N AACP." The Council fo r SeculClr Humanism recently opened up a 
"faith-free" Center for Inquiry. 

9 Figures 2.2 and 2.3 are based on the half of the 2000 sample that received the traditional seven
point sca le. Because of a question wording exreriment the other half of the sample rece ived a branch
ing format question, 
10 We omit those respondents who reply that they do not think of themselves in these terms or do not 
know what they are-generally about 30 percent of the sample. Political scientists often add this 
group to those in the middle scale position, which, of course, wo uld make the case for a centrist elec
torate even stronger. 
11 http://pqasb.pqarchiver.comIUSAToday/results.html?num=25&st=basic&QryTxt=One+Nation
Divided&sortby=REVERSE_CHRON&datetype=7&x=21&y=10. 

5 6 
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FIGURE 2.3 
Red and Blue State Residents Agree That the Parties Are Not Centrist 

Voter Place ments of the Democratic Party 
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Voter Placements of the Republ ican Party 

60 

50 

40 
(l) 

~ 
(l) 30 
~ 
(l) 

a... 

20 

10 

o 
2 3 4 5 

7-Point Scale 

• Red States Blue States 

Source : Calcu lated from the 2000 Nat ion al Election Studies. 

6 

III( l )ll\' lllllS H} 1'011, (." " 

In contrast, Franklin, Tennessee, where Bush won by almost thirty point~, 
has brick buildings on Main Street and "shops with such names as Pigg & Peach 
and Heart and H ands." A Confederate war memorial stands on the town square. 
The Christian music indust ry is prominent, with gospel music associations look
ing for space in the town. Franklin's interest groups and associations are right
leaning: "It's home to the Middle Tennessee Home Education Association for 

.home-schoolers and Christian World Broadcasting, which produces Christian 
programming in Russian and Chinese and beams it to those countries from a 
tower in Alaska." The local colleges are mostly Christian.12 

USA Today went to some length to highlight differences between the two 
towns. When it came to gun control, for example, USA Today interviewed a gun 
control activist in Montclair, the father of a young man left permanently crippled 
by a Palestinian terrorist shooter on the Empire State Building observation deck. 
His views were contrasted with the views of the owner of the Franklin Gun Shop. 
In all likelihood readers remember vivid contrasts like these- however extreme 
and unrepresentative-much longer than marginal differences in nationally rep
resentative polls, such as those presented earlier in this chapter. 

In sum, rather than draw the conclusion that the country is deeply divided 
from a systematic look at a broad array of data, USA Today reversed the process, 
selecting data to fit its preexisting conclusion that the country was deeply 
divided. USA Today is a reputable national newspaper, more balanced in its polit
ical coverage than other national newspapers (one of us even is a long-term sub
scriber-its graphics are valuable teaching aids). Thus, it pains us to give USA 
Today an "F" on this report, although we hasten to add that it is not atypical of 
what one finds in the media.13 Repeatedly subjected to "analyses" like this one, 
people can hardly be blamed for believing in a culture war between the states-at 
least those who play attention to politics.14 We have read a great deal of popular 
commentary on the red and blue states and in our view the journalistic analysis 
that best reflects the statistical portrait we have painted is contained in David 
Brooks's sensitive contrast of life in Montgomery County, Maryland, with life in 
Franklin County, Pennsylvania. Our conclusion mirrors his: "Although there are 
some real differences between Red and Blue America, there is no fundamental 
conflict. There may be cracks, but there is no chasm. "15 

12 Jill Lawrence, " One Nation, Divided " USA Today, February 18,2002: lOA. 
13 As this book was going to press, the Washington Post published a series of articles on the red and 
the blue states which made USA Today 's analysis look comprehensive by comparison. See David Von 
Drehle, "Political Split is Pervasive," Washington Post, April 25, 2004: AI. David Finkel, "For a Con
servative, Life is Sweet in Sugar Land, Tex.," Washington Post, April 26, 2004: A1. David Finkel, "A 
Liberal Life in the City by the Bay, " Washington Post, April 27, 2004: AI. 
14 We doubt that the notion of a culture war extends any deeper than the journalistic community and 
the political class in this country. On numerous occasions when we have tried to describe the research 
question addressed in this book to neighbors, relatives, and friends, the reaction has been incompre
hension. The idea of a culture war is something completely unfamiliar to most Americans. 
15 " One Nation, Sl ightly Divisible, " The Atlantic, December 2001 : 65. 
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CHAPTER 3 


+ 

A 50:50 Nation? Beyond 

the Red and the Blue States 

D espite the attention the red state/blue state categorization has received in the 
media, few professional analysts would be surprised by the lack of major 

differences in the preceding chapter's contrasts of public opinion in the red and 
blue states. A state is a large aggregation, a gross unit of comparison. California 
is a blue state, but as the accompanying map of county election returns shows, 
most of the state's counties are red. Similarly, Texas is a red state, but there is con
sidera ble blue in its large cities and along its border with Mexico. For this reason, 
we doubt that many professional analysts have taken the red states/blue states 
distinction very seriously. Thus, one can accept the argument tha t the division of 

22 

;0." ', 

th l.' (';O lllll' rr IllI u rr.:d ,lntl blue is a gross exaggeration but still believe thOlt th l' 

country j~ rolarileci, increasingly so. We simply need to examine other, more pre
cisely defined categories or dimensions in order to find the expected polarization . 

IS T H E CO UNTRY POLARIZED? 

DEMOGRAPHIC AND POLITICAL GROUPS 


Happily, we need not bury the reader beneath an avalanche of additional 
data, for there has been some very thorough research on this subject. DiMaggio, 
Evans, and Bryson have reported an intensive analysis of public opinion covering 
the period 1972 (when the culture war first flared up) through 1994 (when it 
erupted into the Republican capture of Congress and Bill Clinton's su bsequent 
impeachment). Evans later updated the study through 2002.1 Their analysis uses 
data from the N ational Election Studies (NES) and the General Social Survey 
(GSS) and focuses squarely on the question of opinion polarization, applying four 
different statistical measures of polarization to thirty-five different opinion 
scales.2 Table 3.1 summarizes their findings. 

TAB LE 3.1 


DiMagg io. Evans. and Bryson 

Analysis of Opinion Trends 


CHANGE IN OPINION OVER TIME? 

By Age-convergence 

By Education-convergence 

By Race-convergence 

By Religion-convergence 

By Region-convergence 

By Gender-no change 

By Ideology-no change (except on abortion) 

By Party ID-polarization 

1 Paul DiMaggio, John Evans, and Bethany Bryson, "Have Americans' Social Attitudes Become More 
Polarized?" American Journal of Sociology 102 (1996): 690-775. John Evans, "Have Americans' 
Attitudes Become M ore Polarized?-An Update," Social Science Quarterly 84 (2003 ): 71-90. 
2 The NES is discussed in footnote 7 of chapter 2. The GSS is a continuing study conducted by the 
National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago, partially funded by the National Sci
ence Foundation. The survey has been conducted twenty-four times since 1972. 



Contrary to claims of growing polarization, DiMaggio, Evans, and HI }son' 
exhaustive statistical analysis finds that during the last quarter of the twentieth 
century older and younger Americans grew more alike in their views, not more 
dissimilar. The same is true for more-well-educated and less-well-educated 
Americans, for black and white Americans, for Americans of different religious 
denominations, and for Americans living in different regions. Despite the appear
ance of a significant gender gap in post-1980 elections, men and women have 
become neither more nor less similar than in the early 1970s before the gender 
gap appeared. Americans who self-classify themselves as liberals or conservatives 
are no further apart now than several decades ago, except on the single issue 
of abortion. The only category that showed evidence of polarization was self
classification by party affiliation: people who consider themselves Democrats and 
Republicans are further apart in their views than partisans were several 
decades ago. Overall, DiMaggio and his coauthors conclude that, "The evidence, 
then, points to dramatic depolarization in intergroup differences" (emphasis in 
original). 

What of the possibility that voters polarized before 1972, the starting point 
of the DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson study, but political activists and elites did 
not polarize until later? This possibility is inconsistent with evidence that public 
opinion tends to lag elite behavior not lead it) Moreover, an earlier report by 
Glenn finds no evidence of increas ing polarization between the early 1950s and 
late 1960s, although Glenn had fewer measures of opinion available to rum than 
did DiMaggio et a1. 4 Ironically, Glenn was searching for evidence of · 
depolarization because many at the time thought that the spread of the mass 
media would have a homogenizing effect on p ublic opinion. 

One of the qualifications about the DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson findings 
(" no polarization of liberals and conservatives except in the case of abortion") 
may strike some readers as belonging to the Mrs. Lincoln genre of caveats (Other 
than that, Mrs. Lincoln, how did you enjoy the play? ). If there is a single issue 
that is the touchstone of the culture war, abortion is it. If there has been signifi
cant polarization on abortion, then perhaps it does not matter whether there has 
been polarization on any other issue. Interestingiy, a critique of the DiMaggio, 
Evans, and Bryson analysis questions the finding of increased polarization on 
abortion. 5 Mouw and Sobel argue that increasing polarization on the NES abor
tion question coincides with a change in question wording, suggesting that the 
finding is an artifact. Moreover, there is evidence that the meaning of individual 

3 For example, Edward Carmines and James Stimson, Issue Evolution (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni

versity Press, 1989). 

4 Norval Glenn, " Recent Trends in Intercategory Differences in Attitudes," Social Forces 52 (1974): 

395-401. 

5 Ted Mouw and Michael Sobel, "Culture Wars and Opinion Polarization: The Case of Abortion," 

Am erican Journal of Sociology 106 (2001): 913-43. 


n :<;pOIl ... l· ... c.. hill\gl'd with the change in the status quo made by the Supreme 
COllrt'~ Webste r decision. Mouw and Sobel conclude that 

Our results indicate no increase in polarization in abortion attitudes between 
1980 and 2000. While the contemporaty culture wars have been portrayed 
as a threat to democratic institutionsJ our evidence suggests that, at least with 
respect to the debate over abortion rights, the American public is no more 
divided now than in the past. 6 

We will have much more to say about abortion in the next chapter. 

PARTISAN POLARIZATION 

The finding of increasing partisan polarization is consistent with previous 
academic research and is clearly a significant development.7 But it is crucial to 
understand that it is partisan polarization, not popular polarization. Partisan 
polarization in the absence of popular polarization indicates that there has been 
some "sorting" in recent decades-those who affiliate with a party are more 
likely to affil iate with the "correct" party today than they were in earlier periods. 
As is widely appreciated, liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats have 
gotten scarce. The realignment of the South has a lot to do with this, of course. 
People who once were conservative southern Democrats are now more likely to 
be conserva tive southern Republicans, leaving the remaining Democrats more lib
eral on average and contributing to the increasing conservatism of Republicans. 
But the South is not the entire story. Research indicates as well that to some extent 
people are entering the party consistent with their views and to some extent peo
ple are changing their views to make them consistent with their party affiliation.8 

Nevertheless, one should not exaggerate the extent of partisan polarization 
as did a Pew Research Center report in late 2003 . Provocatively titled The 2004 
Political Landscape: Evenly Divided and Increasingly Polarized, the study 
received widespread notice in the media.9 The report was highly informative, 
summarizing the results of extensive surveys conducted between 1987 and 2003. 
But despite the claim embodied in the title, one strains to find evidence consistent 
with increasing polarization in the body of the report or in the myriad tables and 
figures that accompany the text. For examI?le, the report's first page carries the 

6Ibid., 938. 

7 For a recent statement see Jon Bond, "Evidence of Increasing Polarization among Ordinary Citi

zens," in Jeffrey Cohen, Richard Fleisher, and Paul Kantor, eds., American Political Parties: Decline 

or Resurgence (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2001): 55-77 . Some years ago one of us discussed the sig

nificance of this development for electoral position-taking. See Morris Fiorina, "Whatever Happened 

to the Median Voter?" http://www.stanford.edu/-mfiorina/. 

8 For recent discussions see Thomas M. Carsey and Geoffrey Layman, "Party Polarization and Party 

Structuring of Policy Attitudes: A Comparison of Three NES Panel Studies." Political Behavior, 24 

(2002 ): 199-236; Geoffrey Layman and Thomas Carsey, "Party Polarization and 'Conflict Extension' 

in the American Electorate," American Journal of Political Science 46 (2002): 786-802. 

9 http://people-press.orglreports/display.php3 ?ReportID= 196. 
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FIGURE 3.1 

Republicans and Democrats Are Further Apart than Ever 
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chart depicted in Figure 3.1 purporting to show a country that is "further apart 
than ever in its political values." Provided that "country" is limited to Demo
cratic and Republican partisans and "ever" means sixteen years, the claim is not 
exactly false: Democrats and Republicans on average have grown five percentage 
points further apart in twenty-four political and policy attitudes and four per
centage points further apart in seventeen social and personal attitudes between 
1987 and 2003. But despite these increases the absolute differences between 
Democrats and Republicans are relatively small, consistent with those that have 
been showing up throughout our survey of the evidence. The scale of the Pew fig
ure makes partisan differences look larger than they are, however. Remember 
that in principle, Democratic and Republican differences could range between 
o percent and 100 percent; as shown in the redrawn plot of the Pew data in 
Figure 3.2. Rather than "further apart than ever," a glance at Figure 3.2 suggests 
the far less newsworthy conclusion "still close together but maybe not quite as 
close as in 1987." 

Disaggregation of the Pew scales into their more specific components simi
larly fails to support the title and tone of the report. For example, two pages after 
making the claim that Americans are "further apart than ever," the report notes 
that ""Over the past decade there has been a decided shift across the political spec-

FIGURE 3.2 


Republic,ms and Democrats Are Further Apart than Ever? An Alternative Perspective 
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trum in favor of tolerance on issues relating to hom osexuality and race" (p. 3). 

And later in the report Pew elaborates on those conclusions: "Since 1987, Ameri
cans-both black and white-have become much more personally tolerant. The 
idea of blacks and whites dating, once highly divisive, is now broadly accepted. 
There also has been a steady decline in the number of Americans who say they 
have little in common with people of other races" (p. 45). Regarding social 
issues-the heart of the culture wars, Pew reports that "Over the past sixteen 
years, public values on most social issues have remained generally stable ... Yet in 
that period there also has been a distinct shift toward acceptance of several social 
changes, some of which challenge traditional views of the family" (p . 69). 

In sum, a disinterested reader who plows through the 150+ page report 
comes away with an impression rather different from the columnist or reporter 
who reads only the first page.1 0 Rather than indicating "further apart than ever," 

10 On a NewsHour with Jim Lehrer segment entitled "Divided Nation," former Representative 
Mickey Edwards commented, "But this poll shows a great deal of division among just registered vot
ers, who are not partisans, not activists.. . " Although that is a defensible rendering of the title and 
first page of the report, the accompanying data showed no such thing. http://people-press.org/ 
commentary/display. php3? AnalysisID= 73. 
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small increases in the size of opmlOll differences are intermixed with small 
decreases and numerous fluctuations without any real pattern. Pew is a highly 
professional organization with an excellent reputation. Thus, the misleading spin 
they put on their findings attests to the strength and pervasiveness of the prevail
ing media frame of a polarized nation, a frame that Pew chose to perpetuate 
rather than use their data to debunk. ll 

To continue with the argwnent offered at the end of the last chapter, the inac
cura te picture of national polarization presented by the media undoubtedly 
reflects the fact that the thin stratum of elected officials, political professionals, 
and party and issue activists who talk to the media are indeed more distinct, more 
ideological, and more polarized than those of a generation ago. To a lesser extent 
the same is true for the strongest identifiers in each party. But the polarization 
story is much less accurate for the less strongly identified, let alone for political 
independents and in general for the mass of citizens who rarely are considered 
worthy of attention from the media, a point that will be strikingly illustrated in 
the next chapter when we closely examine the abortion issue. 

The following three figures illustrate the general pattern. Figure 3.3 depicts 
the difference in ideological polarization between the 3-5 percent of the citzenry 
who are party activists, as compared to the 25-30 percent who are strong party 
identifiers, the 35-40 percent who are only weakly identified and the 25 percent 
who profess independence but admit to leaning toward a party.12 The activists 
are several times more polarized than everyone else, and there is some indication 
of increased polarization among the strong party identifiers. 13 

One colleague suggested that measures of emotional feeling might show 
more evidence of increasing polarization than measures of ideological position. 
The NES includes a device called the "feeling thermometer" which invites 
respondents to rate individuals and political groupings on a "very cold" to "very 
warm" scale. If we compare the difference between ratings of one's own party 
and ratings of the opposing party (Figure 3.4) we find that there has been little 
increase in polarization since 1980. Strong partisans are far more polarized than 
weak partisans and independent leaners, but there is only a slight indication of 
any growing polarization during the past two decades.1 4 

If we compare thermometer ratings of liberals and conservatives (Figure 3.5) 
we find somewhat more evidence of increasing polarization-Democratic 

11 Pew would have done better to give its report the subtitle of an earlier report: "An Ambivalent 

Majority." 

12 The remaining 1 0 percent of Americans deny any leaning toward either party. 

13 The apparent decline in activist polarization in 2000 is probably only sampling error. Only half of 

the 2000 NES sample was asked the traditional seven-point scale which resulted in only 33 

Democrats being classified as activists. For some reason they were more moderate than usual. 

14 Interestingly, activists are not quite as favorable to their party and hostile to the other as strong par

tisans. We have no explanation for this slight difference. 
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FIGURE 3.3 


Partisan Polarization on the Liberal-Conservative Scale 

Has Not Increased Much in the Past Generation 
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activists and strong partisans like liberals and dislike conservatives more than a 
generation ago, and Republican activists and strong partisans feel just the oppo
site, but we see the same general pattern of polarization at the top which fades 
out as partisan commitment declines.1 5 

IS THE ELECTORATE POLARIZED? INDIVIDUALS 

A final objection to our consideration of the relative lack of polarization in 
the policy preferences of Americans might run something like this: okay, so mass 
attitudes on political issues are distributed more evenly across states, regions, 
religions, genders, ages, races, and even parties and ideologies than popular dis
cussions might have led us to believe, but it still may be the case that individual 
voters are more polarized today than they were a generation ago. The blue/red 

15 See also Evans, "Have Americans' Attitudes Become More Polarized?" Alan Abramowitz and Kyle 
Saunders, "Ideological Realignment in the U.S. Electorate," Journal of Politics 60 (1998) 634- 652. 
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FIGURE 3.4 
Inter-Party Dislike Has Scarcely Changed in the Past Two Decades 
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categorization of the journalists and the classic demographic categories of the 
social scientists may simply not correlate as highly with policy attitudes today 
because the natural communities of the past have eroded under the assaults of 
increased geographic mobility and the revolution in communications technology. 
Citizens now choose their beliefs with less regard to where they live and who they 
are than in past decades, but individuals are more polarized, nevertheless. 

This is a more difficult objection to consider than simply categorizing people 
in different ways and comparing their similarities and differences, but an earlier 
research project of ours enables us to offer a response to the objection. In an 
analysis that sought to explain Al Gore's surprisingly poor showing in 2000 we 
estimated vote choice models for all voters in the elections between 1972 and 
2000.16 The data were drawn from the National Election Studies, and the esti
mated models incorporated identical survey items asked in each of the eight 
presidential studies conducted during the period. Vote predictors included party 

16 Morris Fiorina, Samuel Abrams, and Jeremy Pope, "The 2000 US Presidential Election: Can Retro
spective Voting Be Saved?" British Journal of Political Science 33 (2003 ): 163-187. 

FIGURE 3.5 

Activists and Partisans Have Stronger Feelings About 


Liberals and Conservatives than They Did a Generation Ago 
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affiliation, ideological self-classification, presidential performance judgments, 
evaluations of the two major candidates, and evaluations of economic conditions 
in the country. The statistical output of the estimated equations consists of prob
abilities that the voter would support the Republican or Democratic candidate) 7 

Now, if voters have become more polarized over time we should see an 
increase in the number of voters predicted to vote for one candidate with very 
high probability and the other candidate with very low probability, or equiva
lently, a decrease in voters with probabilities of voting for the two candidates that 
are close to 50:50. Since there is no generally agreed-upon definition of what is 
very high probability, we present the results for three increasingly strict defini
tions: 70:30, 80:20, and 90:10. As shown in Figure 3.6 the exact definition of 
polarization makes little difference. Taking a strict definition of polarization 
(90:10) we see that about 60 percent of the electorate was polarized in the 

17 The estimation method was probit analysis. It generates predicted probabilities of voting for Bush 
versus Gore, which are the basis of the figure. 
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FIGURE 3.6 
levels of Individual Voter Polarization 
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1972-1980 elections, a figure that increased 10-15 percent in the Reagan
Clinton years, but then declined in 2000. The same pattern holds with less strict 
definitions of polariza tion-a rise in the Reagan-Clinton years, but a drop in 
2000. On the whole the estimated levels of individual voter polarization are rela
tively high overall, but polarization in 2000 is about the same as in the Ford
Carter election of 1976. Like the 2000 election that was a very close election, but 
in contrast to the commentary surrounding 2000, we do not recall much talk of 
how polarized the coun try was in 1976 . 

SUM MARY: NOT A POLARIZED ELECTORATE 

To some degree, polarization is a subjective judgment. For some people a 
10 percent difference in the preferences of a state or a socioeconomic group on 
abortion or gay rights may be sufficient to conclude that the American electorate 
is engaged in a culture war. Our judgment differs. Certainly, in a majority rule 
electoral system 10 percent differences that occur in the neighborhood of 50 per
cent may be politically very consequential. A jurisdiction with a small right-of
center majority may elect a hard-right Republican representative while another 

wilh :1 1i 1ll,,11 left of Cl'nter majority may elect a hard-Idr Democrat. Bur tll infer 
from tbe polarization of election outcomes that voters in the first jurisdiction 
overwhelmingly disagree with voters in the second jurisdiction is both a logical 
error and an inference at odds with the data. 

On the contrary, the data presented in this and the preceding chapter indicate 
that reports of an American population polarized around moral and religious 
issues-or any other issue for that matter-are greatly exaggerated. That is espe
cially true for the red/blue state categorization so popular in the contemporary 
media, but it is true as well when one looks at traditional demographic categories 
dear to the hearts of sociologists and political scientists. Even taking the analysis 
down to the level of individual voters reveals that while a majority of Americans 
go to the polls with a fairly set idea of how they will cast their votes, that major
ity was no bigger in 2000 than in 1976. Reports of a culture war are mostly 
wishful thinking and useful fund-raising stra tegies on the part of culture war 
guerrillas, abetted by a media driven by the need to make the dull and everyday 
appear exciting and unprecedented. 

In one of its articles on the 50:50 nation the Economist remarked in passing 
that a misprint in one draft had rendered the phrase, the "so-so nation." Uninten
tional though it was, that misprint better describes the state of American public 
opinion than do the commentaries of many political pundits. 

A PUZZLE 

But if Americans are about as liberal or conservative as they were a generation 
ago, if their positions on specific issues have not polarized, and if partisan polar
ization has increased, although not by as much as often assumed, how can we 
explain the polarized choices reported by many polls in the spring of 2004? Polls 
are reporting that up to 90 percent of Republicans approve of President Bush's 
performance while similar proportions of Democrats disapprove. Trial heats 
report comparable partisan divisions, with 90 percent of Republicans intending to 
vote for Bush and 90 percent of Democrats for ~erry. The answer is that it is not 
voters who have polarized, but the candidates they are asked to choose between. 
Consider a number of thought experiments: (1) Would presidential performance 
numbers be so polarized if George Bush had never launched a war on Iraq, never 
proposed drilling in the Arctic Wildlife Refuge, and never advocated a constitu 
tional amendment outlawing gay marriage, to name a few controversial actions 
and proposals? (2) Would presidential performance numbers be so polarized if 
John McCain were president? (3) Would the trial heat numbers be so polarized if 
the presidential nominees were Senator John McCain and Senator Joseph Lieber
man? We believe that the answer to all three questions is no: polarized alternatives 
can produce the appearance of polarized citizens. More on this in Chapter 7. 
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