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A Divided America? Examining the Polarization of the Electorate from 1974 to
2004

Abstract

To what extent are Americans divided in terms of their liberal and conservative preferences? Have their
opinions become more polarized over time? Much of the recent literature on voter polarization suggests
that there are far fewer moderate voters in the United States today compared to in the recent past, and
that the country is in the midst of a massive “culture war” between liberals and conservatives. By
examining public opinion polls taken from the 1970s until today, this analysis finds that in contrast to the
suggestions that these authors make in regards to voter polarization, American voters have not steadily
become less moderate since the 1970s. Rather, the level of polarization in America has tended to rise and
fall over time depending on the political situation in the country.
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A DIVIDED AMERICA?
EXAMINING THE POLARIZATION OF THE
ELECTORATE FROM 1974 1O 2004

Liz Chandler

Abstract
To what extent are Americans divided in term$eirtliberal and conservative

preferences? Have their opinions become more Eadrover time? Much of the recent
literature on voter polarization suggests that #hare far fewer moderate voters in the
United States today compared to in the recent @ent,that the country is in the midst of
a massive “culture war” between liberals and conssives. By examining public
opinion polls taken from the 1970s until todays thnalysis finds that in contrast to the
suggestions that these authors make in regardsttr polarization, American voters
have not steadily become less moderate since fhés1Rather, the level of polarization
in America has tended to rise and fall over timpeataling on the political situation in
the country.
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INTRODUCTION

According to Greenberg, “America is divided. Wkeelin a moment in history
when the two big political parties have fought todeaw, reflecting the intense
partisanship of our times” (2005: 2). This conmp@t has led to the development of
what Greenberg calls “the Two Americas—divided fomdily, and, increasingly,
culturally, with distinct and counterpoised viewoab government, values, the family,
and the best way of life” (2005: 5). However, manythe field of American politics
believe that this perceived polarization is simplgnyth. Robinson and Ellis believe that
“pundits and political scientists have equated rdyadivided’ with ‘polarized,” thus
mistakenly attributing close electoral races toeeply divided nation (2006: 22). Is it
true that Americans are no longer moderate, dnastheory of voter polarization simply
over-exaggerated? Have Americans become less atedever time? If so, what is
causing this increasing polarization of the elesti? These are the issues that will be
addressed in this paper and empirically testedxaynening the levels of polarization in
various public opinion questions.

Before determining whether or not the electorate lecome more polarized, it is
first necessary to define the concept of “polarcrat In their study of opinion
polarization, DiMaggio et al. (1996) define polation as the extent of disagreement
between two groups of people. This descriptiolumtional for this study, in which the
measures of disagreement are recorded and exaroirexdtime. In terms of public
opinion data, polarization can also be definedhaseixtremity of and distance between

responses, another useful guideline for this studye greater extent to which these
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opinions move toward separate extremities and dveery the middle position, the more

polarized the group on the particular item.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In order to begin to understand the polarizatiothefelectorate, it is important to
first recognize that polarization is seen in terofioth partisan leanings and cultural
attributes. Ceaser and Busch (2005) have undertakéhorough study of how the
polarization of the electorate has changed ovep#st several decades, both in terms of
partisanship and culture. They point out that rdftees, political scientists and
sociologists alike think that this divide is primain terms of culture. More specifically,
because two groups of citizens have voted difféyent recent presidential elections,
many mistakenly believe that these citizens mustdsply divided culturally as well as
by their partisan leanings. According to the atghtOne ill effect of the [red state, blue
state] color scheme is that it can contribute te kind of dichotomous thinking” (Ceaser
and Busch 2005: 18). What matters most, accordir@easer and Busch, is the relative
degree of support for Republicans or Democrats.

Klinkner (2004) suggests that there is littledance showing that the United
States is segregated along political lines. Hedwsrmined that although the cultural
divide that has appeared after the 2000 electianbemome “accepted wisdom” about
contemporary politics, political diversity and padompetition still flourish in most of
the country (Klinkner 2004: 1). By portraying easthte as either red or blue, the initial
map that showed the 2000 election results by gdateed the differing levels of support
for each candidate, thus leading some to belieae“tamericans had sorted themselves

into isolated partisan islands” (Klinkner 2004: 2By breaking the results down into
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counties, Klinkner attempts to show that there ieag diversity within each state.
Furthermore, he shows that the number of counhes went to Bush or Gore in a
landslide vote (60% or more for either candidasedactually average relative to previous
presidential elections.

Contrary to Klinkner’s article, Bishop and CushifZ§04) report that because the
presidential outcome has become so predictabledent election cycles, there must be
some degree of polarization that did not exist jonesly. In response to Klinkner’'s data
at the county level, Bishop and Cushing criticizinkner methodology for including
third-party candidates, thus diluting the assertibat the number of county-level
landslides was relatively large in 2000. Bishop &ushing look at a few case studies in
California in an attempt to show that America isdr@ing more polarized. For instance,
in San Francisco County, the difference in Repabliand Democratic votes in 1980 was
just under 50,000; by 2000 that difference jumpeduer 200,000. Bishop and Cushing
do not suggest reasons for this increase in colamgslides, but they do expect this
polarization to continue, and possibly become neriglent, in upcoming presidential
elections.

Rather than using county voting data, Fiorina @Q@ses public opinion polls to
show that polarization in the electorate is muclalen than many political pundits think.
He finds that voters from states that elected Basdw little difference from Kerry states
in terms of their opinions on most issues. Espgcia terms of gay marriage and
abortion, Fiorina has found that Americans arealbtless polarized on such issues than
they have been in previous election cycles. Thsae for this discrepancy between what

many political scientists think and how Americarally feel is that most Americans are
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moderate on issues rather than deeply split intodistinct camps. According to Fiorina,

“the electorate igloselydivided...but nodeeplydivided,” meaning that extremely close
elections do not represent an extremely polaritect@ate (2006: 14). In addition to the
confusion between a closely divided and deeplydéidi nation, other factors that
contribute to the myth of polarization are the nagdh tendency to confuse peoples’
positions with their choices, and mistaking podti@activists’ positions with those of

regular voters.

Fiorina is not without his critics. Some point ¢li&t Fiorina’s biggest mistake is
using data collected before September 11, 2001ln(K&904). Because Americans have
paid more attention to certain issues such asadnagthe economy in 2004, Fiorina’s data
from 2000 cannot be used to explain voter behawidhe 2004 election. According to
Andrew Kohut of the Pew Research Center, “In 2@3@rage voters were having a hard
time telling the difference between the presidémigdidates on most issues. That’s not
the case this year [2004]... The partisan differefads/een the political activists are the
greatest I've seen” (Klein 2004: 27). ContraryHorina’s belief that political activists
are unrepresentative of the larger population, Kdtas found in surveys taken in 2004
that swing voters are actually influenced by pasatie political activists.

Once it has become established whether or not di@tcy has become more
polarized, it is necessary to identify factors thawve contributed to this polarization.
Some scholars blame the media for making Americeerpolarized, or at least making it
appear more divided. Schudson (2002) argues hleatmiedia has increasingly become
more like a political party than simply a news etitideveloping sophisticated strategies

to push certain issues or ideas on the generaigouBlut does the media’s shaping of
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public opinion add to the polarization of the eteate? Hunter (1991) believes that it
does. He contends that the polarization is “infests and institutionalized through the
very media by which that discussion takes place”dbfining the environment of the
dialogue and predetermining the substance of vehadmmunicated (Hunter 1991: 170).

Another explanation for an increase in polarizatisnthe divisiveness that
resulted from the Reagan administration. StonppRart, and Abromowitz (1990) argue
that by sticking so closely to his party’s conséimeawing, Reagan polarized the parties
in Congress and thus electoral politics at theonali level for years to come. In fact,
Reagan even used his office to influence publimiopi, resulting in polarization over
abortion and defense spending in particular. RageShapiro claim that “on an issue he
cares about, a president can hammer away with teppepeeches and statements and can
expect to achieve a five or ten percentage poiahgé in public opinion over the course
of several months” (1992: 370). Reagan’s rightgnvagenda also led liberal activists to
“rally their base by agreeing that Reagan was aymbof an extremist fundamentalist
movement” (Hough 2006: 181). In this way, Reagahthe conservative voters to attach
with the more conservative positions while driviemyay the more liberal voters, which
according to these authors, has led to the potaizaf the electorate.

A third factor that may add to the polarizationtloé electorate is the polarization
within Congress. There is much debate over whefloeigress has a polarizing effect on
the electorate or if a more divided electorate teledeological candidates. Jacobson
(2000) shows in his study of party polarizationtth@embers of Congress affect the
voters rather than the other way around. “Voted themselves out politically by

responding to the alternatives represented by we garties” according to Jacobson
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(2000: 25). Fleisher and Bond (2001) also show ithia the nature of current elections
that presents this effect on the voters. Theyebelthat the polarization that occurred in
the 1980s and 1990s among voters “is not a fundi@stronger role for political parties
but is instead the consequence of the type of date nominated in an age of
candidate-centered politics” (Fleisher and Bond12@38). Considering the multitude of
literature on the polarization of the electorateisisurprising that such inconsistency

exists among these works. This study will attetodettle the debate on this topic.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Data Collection

The public opinion data gathered to test this the@ame from both the General
Social Surveys (GSS) and the American National tiElecStudies (NES). The GSS,
produced by the National Opinion Research Cergdrgipful for time-trend studies such
as this one because it asks a wide variety of gunssto its respondents, with similar or
identical question wording each year. The dataused here is a cumulative file of GSS
surveys taken from 1972-2004. Although the GSSremigs topics anywhere from
ethnicity of respondents to information literacyist study utilizes the survey data
primarily to determine opinions, over time, on aga of public policy issues.

Similar to the GSS dataset is the NES surveybbskted at the University of
Michigan’s Center for Political Studies. This emtion focuses more on specific
guestions dealing with political values, making ihelpful supplement to the GSS survey
data. The NES also asks many of the same quesii@rsa long period of time. The
cumulative data file obtained for the years 197240as been previously recoded by the

University of Michigan to ensure consistency over time span.
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The process of deciding which research gquestionsise from these public
opinion polls has important implications for ansiwgrthe research question presented
here. If one were to test the polarization of &hectorate by choosing to include only
“hot-button” issues, such as abortion, he or shg fimal different results than if one had
chosen to use more mundane, everyday issues swttias security spending. In order
to ensure that my research findings are as geasrabssible, | have made an effort to
utilize a wide-range of issues both controversiad aon-controversial while ensuring
that each research question was available for alatlogears of the study. From the GSS
data | have chosen questions regarding politicatypaffiliation and ideology of
respondent, preferences on education spendingigfoi@d, welfare spending, social
security spending, and whether or not the govermnsbould equalize wealth of its
citizens. The NES items chosen for this study udel questions regarding the
government’s responsibility to protect the envir@mt) spending to fight crime, abortion,
whether the respondent believes the governmentewask money, the extent to which
the respondent believes government should proviealtth insurance, and defense
spending. For a more detailed list of these végmlsee Table 1.

In using this dataset | came across three problenine first of these deals with
the limitations of the dataset in the questionsedskUnfortunately not every question
from either set was asked consistently throughl®&4-2004 time period. For example,

the environmental
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Table 1
Variables Used from GSS and NES Datasets
ltem Description Range Years
Party ID Political party affiliation 0-6 1974-2400
Ideology Think of self as liberal or conservative -7 1974-2004
Education Amount spent on improving education 1_13 1974-2004
system
Foreign Aid Amount spent on aid to foreign courdrie, 1 —3 1974-2004
Welfare Amount spent on welfare payments 1+3 13004
Equal Wealth G_overnment should re_d_uce income 1-7 1978-2004
differences between citizens
Social Security Amount spent on social security 3 + 1984-2004
Environment Amount spent on environmental protectiol — 3 1984-2004
Abortion Abortion be allowed by law 1-4 1980-2004
Crime Amount spent on decreasing crime rates 11— 3984-2004
Government Government wastes tax money 143 1976-2004
Waste
Government Qovernment should provide public health 1-7 1976-2000
Health Insurance | insurance
Defense Spendin JGover'nment should increase defense 1-7 1980-2004
spending

protection item was asked beginning in the year4l@8her then 1974. Two other
variables were asked beginning in 1984, leavingteutyears of data. | do not think my
results will be distorted by this problem becaudeund no pattern suggesting that a
certain type of question was over- or under-represk in the dataset. The second
problem with the data was the existence of the rido know” responses and missing
cases. For the purposes of this study | decidedianate the “do not know” responses
from the analysis. The third problem, and probahk most debilitating in this part of
the research design, was the absence of one ydaEsfrom the GSS. The dates of
collection from this survey included the years 19878, 1980, 1981-1991, 1993, 1994
and all even-numbered years after that. For thayais, using just even-numbered
years, the loss of one year’s data has been agmoblAlthough the NES data does

include all even-numbered years 1974-2004, the tddake GSS data for 1992 greatly
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skews the analysis. For this reason | have deaidedo include the 1992 responses for

the NES items surveyed, creating a slight breakden the years 1990 and 1994.
Methods of Data Analysis

In order to determine first if the electorate basome more polarized, two types
of data taken from these surveys will be analyzBkt the respondents’ party
identifications and ideologies and second theipeases on the public opinion questions
mentioned above. In order to examine the poladamaby party identification and
ideology the two GSS survey items were recoded dummy variables. The party
identification variable originally had values sahlfom zero to six, zero for “strong
Democrat” and six for “strong Republican.” Rathiean being interested in the number
of Republicans and Democrats or liberals and coasges, for purposes of this study |
am more interested in the number of those in thedhaiof the ideological spectrum. If
the number of moderates has gone up in the yaadgedthere, it could be suggested that
the electorate has become more polarized. In doddetermine if the number of voters
identifying as Independent has gone up, a dummyahiar was created: values of
“Independent,” “Independent leaning Republican,d &mdependent leaning Democrat”
were all given values of one, while “strong” andotnso strong” Democrats and
Republican responses were given values of zere riéan values were then taken for
each year, with declining mean values represemmihgyrization.

A similar process was undertaken for ideology. e Tideology variable was
originally coded on a one to seven scale, one bagnost liberal and seven being the
most conservative. In order to determine if thenbar of moderates has increased or

decreased since 1974, it was necessary to crehtmmy variable to represent a change
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in the number of moderate positions. Values ofr&axely liberal,” “liberal,” “extremely
conservative,” and “conservative” were given valaégero, while values of “moderate,”
“slightly liberal,” and “slightly moderate” were ¢gn values of one. Similar to the party
identification variable, the mean values decreasetle electorate becomes more
polarized.

The second test used in this study is the kurtesis Kurtosis is the measure of
the extent to which data points cluster around rerak point, with a normal value of
zero® As the data points cluster more toward the cettterdistribution’s kurtosis value
grows larger; as the points cluster more towardeeiside, kurtosis becomes smaller. As
Figure 1 shows, a larger number of data pointsiénnhiddle of the distribution results in
a higher kurtosis, whereas a higher number of datats grouped toward the outside
results in a lower kurtosis value. Kurtosis is

an ideal measure of polarization because it meadheeextent to which the data points

gather towards the extreme or moderate opinions.

! The formula for kurtosiskf isk = {[= (X — m)* = N}/s"} — 3, wherem is the mears is the standard
deviation, and subtracting “3” ensures that themaddistribution remains “0” (DiMaggio et al., 694)
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Figure 1

Examples of Kurtosis Distributions
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Analysis

Party Identification and Ideology

The first test used to determine if the electotas become more polarized was a
test of the party identification and ideology ofpendents. By taking the mean of the
dummy variables for these two variables to sepamatelerates from non-moderates
(recall that a mean value closer to one represbatmore moderate position), interesting
results have appeared. First of all, voters areerpoone to take the middle-of-the-road
position ideologically than party-wise. In otheonds, people would more readily regard
themselves as moderate (rather than liberal orecwasve) than as Independent (rather
than Republican or Democrat), as shown in Figure 2.

Second of all, this test has shown somewhat ictinfj results. | originally

assumed that a rise in left- or right-of-centeroldgy and a rise in party identification
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would represent an increase in polarization. phisnomenon would be characterized by
a decrease in the mean values of the ideology artgl glentification dummy variables.
However, as Figure 2 shows, the number of selftiied moderates decreases, while
the number of Independentgreases

over time. These conclusions can be drawn by tapkit the net change in mean values
from 1974-2004.

Figure 2

Mean of Moderate and Independent Voters, 1974-2004
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In order to get a clearer picture of the trend ldigpd in Figure 2, it is necessary
to understand how moderate these small numberaddpendents are. For the years
1974 through 2004, exactly 65.2% of respondentsitified with the Republican or
Democratic Party, while only 22% of all respondentsuld describe themselves as
liberal or conservative (see Table 2). Althougkst numbers appear plausible, it is

puzzling that only 25.4% of respondents would idgnas both Independents and
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moderates. In fact, more moderates would call Hetwes Republican or Democrat than
self-identify as an Independent.

Although an average 65.2% of respondents identiligd a party but only 31.4%
identified themselves as liberal or conservativee trend seems to be pushing the
percentages of each variable closer together. ré&fgts shown in Figure 2 may have
been due to the polarization of the parties dutimgtime period (Crenson and Ginsberg,
2001). As party platforms become less diversehairtissue positions, voters may be

driven away from them

Table 2
Party ID - Ideology Crosstabulation
Ideology
Lib or Cons | Moderate Total

Party RorD Count 8172 16086 24258

ID % of Total 22.0% 43.2% 65.2%

Independent Count 3499 9440 12939

% of Total 9.4% 25.4% 34.8%

Total Count 11671 25526 37197

% of Total 31.4% 68.6% 100.0%

while simultaneously feeling more prone to identiith a particular ideology on a few
issues of importance to them. However, by simpbking at the crosstabulation in Table
2, it seems flawed that the number of those tralythe middle (identifying as both
moderate and Independent) is only 25.4%. Evidethily test is inconclusive, so it is

necessary to turn to the results of the kurtosisdespecific issues in order to clarify.

Kurtosis Values
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By taking the kurtosis valueg)(of each separate question utilized then finding
the mean value for each year, | have found a n@edse, representing a definite rise in
polarization (see Figure 4). In 1976, tkevalue was -.10, while in 2002 it dropped
nearly .30 points to -.36. The overall kurtosisuea of all years for this study can be
characterized as low, given that they all fall betbe normal value of zero.

A surprising result of this test has not been thedecrease of the kurtosis values
from 1974-2004, but the fluctuations within thosags. From 1976 to 1982, the country
remained at a fairly steady level of polarizatiGrvélues ranging only from -.10 to -.05),
with the overall levels remaining relatively lowHowever, in the years 1982 to 1988, the
electorate saw a steep increase in polarizatidnis dhange is represented by the drop in
kurtosis values from -.05 in

Figure 3
Mean Kurtosis Values, 1976-2002
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1982 to a low -.37 in 1988. To compare this petiodhe previous six years, 1976 to

1982 sawan average yearly change of .01, while 1982 to Hffvs an average change

2To see an illustration of a kurtosis value of zese Figure 1.
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of -.07 per year, a fairly drastic difference. Tyears from 1988 to 1994 saw another
sharp change in polarization, but this time theppation took an abrupt decrease rather
than increasé. Thek values in this time period ranged from -.37 in 1988.06 in 1994,
nearly back to the same level as in 1982. Findl§94 to 2004 shows a fairly steady
increase in polarization, with kurtosis values iaggrom -.06 in 1994 back down to -.36
in 2002.

Possible Explanations for Findings

As Figure 3 shows, kurtosis values representiegevel of polarization have not
remained constant throughout this time period, lmave they taken a steady, gradual
downward path. Instead, the kurtosis values sthatively constant for a short period of
time then take aggressive downward and upward jur§gs rather than trying to explain
the net increase in polarization from 1972 to 2004l in this section try to determine
the causes of the periodic swings in the polaoratif voters. | will break this analysis
into three separate periods: the sharp increagelarization seen in 1982 to 1988, the
steep decrease from 1988 to 1994, and the rehkativatual decrease from 1994 to 2002.

The first increase in polarization generally etates to the term of President
Ronald Reagan. Despite the fact that there wdglat slecrease in polarization during
his first two years as President, there is reagdrelieve that the Reagan presidency may
have had an impact on this steep increase in patasn from 1982 to 1988. According
to David Von Drehle, Ronald Reagan “framed his iolesscy in ideological terms,”
forcing religious conservatives away from the Deratic Party and while “making it

uncomfortable” for liberal voters to remain withetiRepublican Party (2004: 16). By

% Recall that the 1992 values are unavailable, pbsdistorting these results.
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looking back to the mean values of ideology andigeamship in the previous section
(Figure 2), it can also be seen that both ideokgy party identification increased during
Reagan’s two terms as president, consistent with Beehle’s argument that Reagan
helped voters sort themselves into separate faction

The steep decrease in polarization from 19889@41correlates to the drastic
change in foreign policy occurring in those yeafsccording to a recent Pew Research
Center study, foreign policy has a larger effectdiwiding the electorate than once
thought (Kohut, 2005). So, judging from this carsibn, it seems fair to suggest that
because there were relatively few controversiakifpr policy initiatives occurring
immediately after Cold War, the country was notrextely polarized because they had
no large foreign policy questions to become divideer. Compared to the post-
September 1M foreign policy era occurring today, there was viéittfe controversy
surrounding foreign policy in the early 1990s. tAis time, the Cold War was officially
over, the Gulf War of 1990 ended quickly and susftgly, and the United States was a
nation fixed on using its foreign policy strengtha“force for good,” demonstrating not
a lack of foreign policy focus but rather a lack paflarization on these issues (Bush,
1989). If Kohut's theory is accurate, the datahiis study would back up the contention
that America was less polarized from 1988 to 190é tb the lack of controversy in
foreign affairs. From 1988 to 1994, the kurtosatues of the foreign aid variable rose .6

points from 1.22 to 1.83, showing less polarizaiiothese years. So, on the whole, the

* Recall that a decrease in mean values indicat@sesase in far-left/far-right party identificati@and
ideology.

® Notice how this variable also shows a definit&latpolarization in its positive kurtosis valuesfter
1994, the values began to fall, dropping below zer2000.
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electorate was not divided on foreign policy isstiesn 1988 to 1994 which may
correlate to the lack of polarization at this time.

The final increase in the level of polarizatioccurring from 1994 to 2002, is in
my belief a combination of two different factorsetgrowing polarization of Congress
and the Bush presidency. There is little doubt @@ngress has become more polarized
in recent years, especially since the 1994 mid&auations (Jacobson, 2000; Aldrich and
Rohde, 2000). But does this trend have any eftectthe polarization of voters?
Jacobson believes that it does, given his theost tloters sort themselves out
politically by responding to the alternatives regmeted by the two parties” (Jacobson
2000: 25). One example of this occurrence was tiwgtian issue: the controversy first
surfaced in Congress and then spread to the ed¢etgAdams, 1997). Congress’s
ideological divergence facilitated the move for éhectorate to divide ideologically from
1994 until now by making it easier for each vowmécognize his or her “appropriate
ideological home” (Jacobson 2000: 26). Jacobsie@sry is consistent with the growing
polarization in this period.

The more gradual increase in polarization from 2@0P002 may have something
to do with both the 2000 presidential election émel aftermath of the September™1
terrorist attacks. If one were to break down theseyears it would probably show that
the electorate was deeply divided immediately atiter 2000 election, somewhat less
divided after the 2001 attacks, and then reversadk o their original factions again with
the coming of the war in Irag (Jacobson, 2003)collaon claims that Bush’s first two
years in office have “left the electorate, like tGengress, as divided and polarized as

when he entered the White House,” which accordmghte results of this study is
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accurate (2003: 728). These events helped totl§ligacelerate the growing polarization
in the years between 2000 and 2004, with mean &isri@lues dropping only .05 points
from 2000 to 2004 compared to a .13 drop from 1@08000. Despite this continuing
increase in polarization after 2001, it is stilbtearly to determine the lasting effects that
the Iraq war and the remainder of the Bush presigevill have on the polarization of

the electorate.

CONCLUSION

Although the measure of party identification adédlogy over the time period
studied here has shown questionable results, thdtseof the kurtosis comparisons
appear to be conclusive. The time period from 1&72004 has shown a variation in
polarization rather than a consistent increaseecrahse. The pattern of polarization in
the electorate has been relatively steady in thersyérom 1976-1982, took a steep
increase in the years from 1982-1988, decreasdd &gan 1988-1994, and has steadily
increased from 1994 until now. Research has shtwab these variations can be
explained by the connections between electoratarigation and the presidency of
Ronald Reagan, the period of an agreeable foreddjnyp the polarization of Congress,
and the events of Bush presidency. Overall, aspghper has shown, the political pundits
that focus on the increasing polarization are abri@a certain extent. The electorate has
become more polarized in the last 10 or 12 yeansAmmerica is hardly in the midst of a
“culture war...that will continue to have reverbeoat not only within public policy but
within the lives of ordinary Americans everywhess’ Hunter has described (1991: xii).

Although these results have shown a continuougase in polarization over the

past ten years, there is reason to believe thatrind may have already begun to switch
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course. In the 2006 midterm elections, many higlagservative Republicans were
defeated, while many moderate Democratic candidaéze elected. Although this may
primarily be an indication of voter's dissatisfacti with the party in government, |
believe that it at least partly has to do with @avwgng number of moderate voters.
President Bush in his Novembéf Bew conference also attributed the results to emo
moderate electorate, making several referencelsetméed for bipartisan cooperation in
the coming years (Bush, 2006).

If there really is a shift in the polarization dfet electorate after 2006 and the
trend does continue, it may have serious implicatitor the ways candidates run their
campaigns. Karl Rove’s strategy in 2004 includéacipg much more emphasis on
mobilizing the conservative base to vote in thectgda rather than trying to win over
moderates. This may have been effective becawssdsigure 3 shows on page 14,
polarization was very high in 2004, meaning thar¢hwere probably fewer voters taking
moderate positions on issues or voting for the nmaooderate candidates. It seems that in
2006 the Republicans stuck with this strategy, @vhlso not working with the Democrats
in Congress to pass more moderate legislations fdfusal to cooperate may have also
caused the defeat of the Republican “party machthat had developed since 2000
(National Review Online, 2006). So, as shown @2B06 election, the level polarization
in the American voting population has two major licggtions: how politicians run their
campaigns and the way they perform their dutidavamakers. Judging by the results of
this study and the 2006 midterms, officeholdersughaot rely too much on a seemingly
reliable base of voters whom they believe share dhme ideologies, because the

electorate will more than likely shift in termstbkir level of polarization.
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