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Introduction

By the end of this segment, students should recall the following:

• The nature, scope, and causes underlying American political
realignments and polarization.
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The American Political Game

• American politics is a game of
shifting coalitions.

• The key to any party’s agenda
is to builld a core constituency
and to poach disaffected
members from the opposite
party’s coalition.

• These coalitions are inherently
unstable (recall vote cycling).
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The Nature of Realignments

• Voter partisanship is in a
constant state of flux as parties
vie for control of the
government.

• Sometimes shifts within the
electorate take place quickly,
but usually much more slowly.

• “Critical” vs. “Secular”
Realignments–“Bottom”
vs. “Top-Down”

V. O. Key (1908–1963)
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A Brief History of American Party Coalitions

• Since the Civil War, only 2
credible parties

• From 1898–1932, Democrats
represented southern whites and
the progressive wing of the
electorate. GOP represented
business interests and moderate
civil rights.

• 1932 was a “Critical
Realignment.”

• The “New Deal Coalition” was
the Democratic juggernaut that
contained southern whites,
northern Catholics, labor, and
agriculture from 1932 to 1972.

Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882–1945)
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The 1928 Election: Roaring Twenties-Style!
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The 1932 Election: Critical Realignment
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Realignments in the Modern Era

• After World War II, the
Democratic Party advanced a
more aggressive civil rights
platform.

• This stance angered southern
Democrats leading to the
Dixiecrat Party and defections
in 1948 (Thurmond), 1960
(Byrd), and 1968 (Walllace).

• Eisenhower put the first GOP
cracks in the Democrats’
southern firewall in the 1950s.

• The issue came to a head in the
1960s.

Lyndon B. Johnson (1908–1973)
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The 1960s-Era Realignment

• Democrat LBJ aggressivley
pursued the CRA ’64 and VRA
’65.

• LBJ faced Goldwater, who
voiced the first Republican
platform actively opposing civil
rights in 1964 presidential
election.

• 1968 saw the Democrats fall
apart between Humphrey
(pro-civil rights) and Wallace
(pro-segregation). George C. Wallace (1919–1998)
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The 1964 Election: First Signs of a Realignment in the
South
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The 1968 Election: An Open Seat for the Presidency
Splinters the Democrats
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The Secular Realignment begins in Earnest: The Nixon
Coalition

• By 1968, Nixon is openly
courting the southern vote via
his “Southern Strategy.”

• In 1972, he pummels McGovern
in the Electoral College: 520-17.

• The Nixon coalition consisted
of southern whites, Christian
evangelicals, and business
interests (sound familiar?)

• The rise of the “Moral
Majority” largely helped him in
this effort. Richard M. Nixon (1913–1994)
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The 1972 Election: Nixon Picks up the Pieces and Sees his
“Southern Strategy” Materialize

13 / 37



The Republican Era: 1969–?

• Since 1969, the GOP has largely
dominated the Presidency.

• Obama was the first
non-southern Democrat elected
since Kennedy in 1960.

• Democrats rebranded as the
“Rainbow Coalition” and are
locked out of the White House.

• GOP finally breaks Dems’
stranglehold on legislatures
across USA, used punishing
gerrymanders to consolidate
their gains.

Ronald Reagan (1911–2004)
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Today’s Electoral Coalitions: The Big Sort

• The Nixon Era gave us our
modern American political
coalitions.

• No longer do we have
conservative Democrats or
liberal Republicans.

• The American voter has
“sorted” into parties based
upon ideology, class, etc.

• Nixon, Reagan, and Wallace are
largely to credit for this.

• Increasingly, economic factors
matter less to voters than
ideology and party (which are
basically the same thing now).
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A Polarized America

• Partisan sorting has given way
to polarization.

• Once Americans chose parties
based upon their ideologies,
their ideologies became more
extreme.

• The two parties are farther and
farther apart from one another,
making crossover voting more
difficult.

• Polarization is largely driven by
race, geography, and economics.
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A Polarized Electorate
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A Polarized Congress
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The Final Phase of Nixon’s Vision: 2016

• Trump punched the first major
hole in the last readoubt of the
New Deal coalition—labor.

• Trump, like Sanders, captured
blue collar voters who had
supported the Democratic
ticket since 1932 but who felt
alienated by the two major
political parties, especially
among white, blue collar voters.

• Today, American voters are
more polarized by race in their
partisanship than perhaps at
any other time in 100 years.
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The Last Gasps of the New Deal Coalition

2008 Election 2016 Election
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A New Coalition Emerges?

• But there are important reasons
to doubt the viability of the
Nixon—today,
Trump—coalition.

• From 1992 through 2016, the
GOP has only won a majority
vote in one presidential election
(2004).

• The Obama Coalition is
overwhelmingly composed of
non-white, liberal/progressive,
urban, and labor elements).

• The GOP is overwhelmingly
composed of white, rural,
evangelical interests.
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Demographics Polarization: Race, Age, and Gender

• In 1952, c. 5% of electorate was
nonwhite. Closer to 30% today.

• Younger cohorts are much more
racially diverse.

• The Democratic Party has
gradually monopolized the
non-white vote. Hence, it’s also
monopolizing the young vote.

Alan Abramowitz (Emory Uni.)
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Evovling Racial Demographics
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Evovling Racial Party Preferences
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Evolving Age Preferences
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Evolving Cultural Differences: Gay Rights
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Cultural Polarization: Religion, Education, and Geography

• The GOP has monopolized the
devout, especially with Moral
Majority.

• The GOP has captured the
rural vote.

• The GOP is capturing those
with HS degrees—the blue
collar vote.

• But rural, religious, blue collar
voters are on the decline as a
total proportion of the
electorate.

Alan Abramowitz (Emory Uni.)
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Preferences by Church Attendance: 2008
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Church Attendance among American
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American Religiosity
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Political Preferences by Education
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Educational Trends in the U.S.
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Preferences by Urbanity
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Changes in Americans’ Living Patterns
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The Future of American Partisanship

• We’re at a crossroads in American partisanship.

• The current rate of polarization in America is inherently
unstable, and eventually one party will emerge on top. One
party is much better-positioned to do that than the other.

• Each political party has its factions, but the GOP is far more
splintered ideologically than the Democrats.

• This is clear given the split between the business wing and the
grassroots wing.

• The next realignment in American will likely come from the
confluence of these two interests—the suburbs.

• Look to the Sun Belt and away from the Rust Belt for the
next American political realignment.
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Snapshot: Virginia’s 2017 Gubernatorial Election
(Democrats won, 54 to 45%)

Virginia’s 2017 Elections (Source: Washington Post)
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Conclusion

• Republicans are facing a “demographic time-bomb.”

• We could be in the midst of a new, though very slowly moving
realignment as the Nixon Coalition dwindles.

• The GOP has structural barriers in place to keep this from
happening very quickly such as gerrymandered legislative
districts.

• And the Democrats’ firewall is far from foolproof, as 2016
showed.

• But a realignment is almost definitely in the works, and the
suburbs—once the cornerstone of GOP support—are likely the
lynchpin.
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