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			Book Presentation: Red State, Blue State, Rich State, Poor State by Andrew Gelman

			Book Abstract

			In the 2000 and 2004 elections, George W. Bush captured the lower-income states in the South and middle of the country, while the Democrats took the richer states in the Northeast and West Coast. Democrats are doing better in the richer parts of the country, but ironically, while these rich states have become more Democratic over time, rich voters have remained consistently more Republican than lower-income voters. Red State, Blue State, Rich State, Poor State examines this paradox and some of the potential variables such as race, cultural issues, and religion, and what all this means for American politics.

			About the Author

			Andrew Gelman is a professor of statistics and political science at Columbia University. He is also the author of Teaching Statistics: A Bag of Tricks. He received the Presidents’ Award in 2003, awarded to the best statistician under 40.

		


		
			Summary of Red State, Blue State, Rich State, Poor State (Andrew Gelman)

			Rich State, Poor State

			In recent elections, poorer states have voted Republican and richer states have voted Democrat. Yet, amid all the noise about red and blue states, the truth is that rich voters continue to support the Republicans. In 2004, Bush received 62% support from voters making more than $200,000 annually, compared to only 36% from voters making less than $15,000. At the individual level, income continues to be an important predictor of the Republican vote. Therefore, since there are more poor and middle-income voters than rich voters, this variable would seem to favor the Democrats. However, the winner of the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections was Republican, not Democrat.

			Throughout the 20th century, the Democratic Party has been considered the party of the lower classes and average Americans. Given the income predictor of voting, how is it possible for this rich-poor pattern to go in opposite directions between individuals and states?

			In 2004, Bush won Mississippi, the poorest state in the nation, but he didn’t do it with votes of the poor. Conversely, John Kerry won Connecticut, the richest state, not by piling up the votes of the rich, but gaining votes equally among all income groups. In middle income states such as Ohio, Bush did better among the rich and Kerry among the poor, with the balance tipping based on the partisanship of the state.

			The red-blue map captures some of the ways voting patterns have been changing. Economic battles are intersecting with cultural issues in a new way. Income no longer seems to be such a strong predictor of individual votes in richer states like New York and California, but is still a strong predictor in poorer states. If only rich peoples’ votes were counted, Republicans would overwhelmingly win, and vice-versa for Democrats if only poor peoples’ votes were counted. But it is the middle- and upper-income voters who drive the political culture war and where rich states and poor states have their political differences.

			Why does income matter more in poor states than in rich states? Part of the story is race. In poor southern states like Mississippi, the rich-poor divide coincides with a racial divide, which will lead to bigger differences between the voting patterns of the rich and poor. Additionally, race is tied to economic issues and policies: given the high correlation of race and income, redistribution often looks like a racial policy.

			Religion also plays a role. In poor states, wealthier people are more likely to attend church services, but in rich states, it is often poor people who are churchgoers. Rich churchgoers in Mississippi and other poor states will have no conflict about voting Republican; but rich voters in Connecticut and other rich states will have a conflict between their economic status and relative lack of religiosity.

			Historically, the rich states in the Northeast, Midwest, and West Coast have higher rates of unionization and their large cities have a tradition of immigration, which has perhaps led them to be more politically liberal on social issues. The recent polarization of issues has coincided with more cosmopolitan states moving toward the Democrats and rural states moving in the opposite direction.

			Finally, culture and religion are increasingly more important predictors of vote choice among the rich than the poor, so the country is becoming polarized in two ways: economically between the rich and the poor, and culturally between upper-income Americans in red and blue states.

			How Can Talking Heads Be So Confused?

			The conceptual confusion between patterns among states and among individuals has led respected journalists to confusion. After seeing the pattern of richer coastal states supporting the Democrats and poorer states of the South and the middle of the country supporting the Republicans, the image of the typical Democrat has moved “from a unionized laborer to a Starbucks-sipping yuppie, while the image of the Republican is perhaps an unstable balance between a religious Wal-Mart shopper and a smug banker.”

			Americans show systematic misperceptions about race, ethnicity, and economic status. In 1995, the Washington Post reported findings that most whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asian Americans said that the black population (about 12 percent) was twice its actual size. The percentage size of Hispanics and Asians in the country were similarly overestimated. From the same survey, it was reported that most white Americans thought that the average black person was faring as well or better than average whites in the areas of jobs, education, and health care. In reality, government statistics show that whites, on average, earn 60% more than blacks, they are far more likely to have medical insurance, and they are twice as likely to graduate from college.

			Misperceptions are driven by several factors. Lack of education and social engagement tend to render estimates more inaccurate and misperceptions are positively related to economic dissatisfaction as well. Misconceptions can also drive policy preferences. Cognitive scientists use the term “availability bias” to refer to the human tendency to generalize based on nearby information. A national survey of journalists found that there were about twice as many Democrats as Republicans. This availability bias could lead a journalist to overestimate Democrats’ support in the population.

			Political journalists are well aware of the latest polls and election forecasts and therefore unlikely to make such a mistake, but can easily make the second-order error of assuming that the correlations they see of income and voting are representative of the population. Another form of the availability bias comes from the locations of national journalistic activity, which include the relatively rich states of New York, California, Maryland, and Virginia; it is possible that journalists here make the second-order error of assuming that the richer counties of their states that tend to support the Democrats are representative of richer counties elsewhere. This assumption is simply not true.

			Income and Voting Over Time

			The current political difference between rich and poor states has seen a persistent and gradual increase over a 20-year period. Thus, it has the feel of a political realignment rather than a blip in history.

			Examining the patterns of individual voting differences through the past several decades, the results remain consistent: rich voters favor Republicans and poor voters support Democrats, but no more so at present than in the 1980s or 1990s, or even the 1940s.

			However, looking at the changing voting patterns of the rich and poor within states, we see that income matters more in red America than blue America. Additionally, since 1992, the rich-poor voting gap has increased in low-income states. Why have the rich and poor diverged so much in poor states and so little in rich states?

			Inequality and Voting

			Certain political scientists have pointed to the dramatic increase in income inequality as the reason for the new polarization in American politics. The last 30 years have seen exponential growth in the incomes of the wealthiest Americans. This increasing inequality has occurred within, not among, states. In fact, the income gap between rich states and poor states has steadily declined over most of the last century. To the extent that the parties represent the rich and poor differently, it would make sense that as the income gap between rich and poor grows, so too would there be a corresponding increase in the voting gap. However, the data indicates that income inequality does not explain the voting differences between red and blue states. Overall, the Democrats’ vote share by state is slightly correlated with income inequality, but much less than the correlation with income itself. It is in the rich states, not necessarily the unequal states, that Democrats are doing best.

			A natural question is: when did the rich states become rich and the poor states become poor? The rankings of states by income have remained stable over the past century. Rural southern states have been the poorest and northeastern industrial and suburban states have had the highest per-capita income. Thus, the rich/poor discussion is potentially as much a discussion about each state’s history as rural or urban.

			Looking deeper at the county level, richer counties used to vote Republican, but this pattern has steadily declined over the last 40 years. In most southern states, rich counties have voted and continue to vote Republican. The patterns are not so strong in the rest of the country. In western states, richer counties once tended to vote Republican, but now increasingly vote for Democrats. Trends in the Midwest and Northeast are more mixed.

			When the income differences are examined at the regional and county level, the analysis revealed that, within any county, the higher your income, the more likely you are to vote Republican. However, richer counties tend to have higher levels of Democratic support. But any patterns begin to mask themselves when combined in a statewide analysis. But any patterns begin to mask themselves when combined in a statewide analysis.

			The variable of race was also examined as a potential factor in the shift in voting trends, particularly in poor states like Mississippi. However, even adjusting for variables of race, sex, age, and education, the patterns for income remain. Differences in the racial or other demographic characteristics of states explain only some of the state differences by
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