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			Book Presentation: Divided America by Earl Black and Merle Black

			Book Abstract

			American politics are so closely divided between the Republican and Democratic parties that elections can sway in either direction. Over the last 50 years, this close competition has arisen as a result of changes in the political landscape and the demographic composition of the country in terms of race and religion. Divided America analyzes the nation in terms of its political regions. While the Republicans overwhelmingly dominate the South and the Mountains/Plains and the Democrats are strongest in the Northeast and in the Pacific Coast, neither party can win a national election by carrying its strongholds alone. The 10 states of the Midwest comprise the country’s swing region, which is sure to be the site of the fiercest upcoming battles as Republicans and Democrats compete over this region.

			About the Author

			Earl Black and Merle Black are twin brothers and professors. Earl Black earned his PhD at Harvard and is a professor of Political Science at Rice University. Merle Black earned his PhD at the University of Chicago and is a professor of Politics and Government at Emory University. They have collaborated on three previous books about politics and the South: The Rise of Southern Republicanism; The Vital South; and Politics and Society in the South.

		

	
		
			Summary of Divided America (Earl Black and Merle Black)

			Introduction

			The Democratic and Republican parties are so evenly matched that a national or congressional election can easily be tipped one way or another. These parties are driven ideologically, and financially, by liberal Democrats and conservative Republicans whose views are polarized more than ever before, and who disagree fundamentally about so many areas of public policy, such as the war with Iraq, taxation, and social policy. “American’s unstable power politics generates relentlessly bitter conflicts over a huge range of domestic and foreign policies, and motivates activists in both parties to compete fiercely all the time.” Both parties must struggle to vie for the centrist and moderate voters, whose votes can sway an election. “Close national elections between ideologically distinct parties give American politics its harsh tones and its extraordinarily high stakes, thus magnifying the difficulties of governing the world’s only superpower.” A change in which party is in power can and will affect the lives of billions around the world.

			How close have recent elections been? In Bush’s first election of 2000, he actually lost the popular vote, and only narrowly won the electoral vote. The election of 2004 saw his margins improve, for he won the popular vote by 51% to 48%, and the electoral vote at 53% to 47%. However, had the Democrats won either Florida or Ohio, John Kerry would have taken the election.

			The current political landscape can be mapped out into each party’s strongholds: the Republicans in the South and the Mountains/Plains, and the Democrats in the North and in the Pacific, with the Midwest a swing region too close to call. How these areas have been carved out can be understood by tracking the parties’ geographic changes that have occurred since the Civil War, particularly the changes that have evolved since the 1950’s, and the country’s population changes in terms of racial and religious groups and their political affiliations.

			History of Two Parties

			The dynamics of the Republican and Democratic parties, and the nearly complete reversal they have both undergone in terms of their geographic make-up, can be understood beginning with the legacy of the Civil War. The Republicans were the party of the North, and the Democrats the party of the South, and the post-Civil War period with its continued tensions between the regions maintained these overwhelming identifications into the mid-20th century. If Republicans won two-thirds of the electoral votes in the North, they could take a national election and didn’t even have to factor in the South. It was not until the Great Depression that Republican favor declined in the North, for Republicans were blamed for the economic woes and Democrats suddenly gained a foothold in the North, becoming the majority party during FDR’s New Deal.

			The Democrats had led the sectional South since the Civil War and continued to advocate for the practices of segregation and Southern racism, while new black voters predominantly identified as Republicans in the early 20th century. It wasn’t until the 1960’s – when President Johnson’s Great Society and war on poverty showcased a shift to the left that “combined economic and racial liberalism” and alienated many Southern whites – that more Southerners voted as Republicans than Democrats. This marked the beginning of Southern conservatives’ migration from the Democratic to the Republican Party. The political tumult of the ‘60s saw the Democrats strengthened by the support of growing minority groups and resulted in Democrats consolidating their lead in the North, which has persisted.

			The 1980s, with Reagan’s election, were pivotal in consolidating Republican strength in the South. The Reagan years were responsible for the most important shift of voters in terms of race. Since Reagan, more whites have voted as Republicans than as Democrats in every national election. Democrats, by turn, have benefited from the growth in population and political participation by minority voters, including African-Americans and Latinos, who today comprise 30% of voters in the North and 20% in the South. The current political landscape has thus been completely reversed in terms of the parties’ geographical distributions when compared to the early 20th century, for Republicans hold the South as a stronghold, while the Democrats maintain their base in the North.

			Regional Political Trends and Population Groups

			Rather than talk in the general terms of the North and South, the nation can actually be divided into the five regions: the South, the Northeast, the Pacific Coast, the Mountains/Plains, and the Midwest. These areas are emerging as distinct political units with common social characteristics, population trends, and party breakdowns. Tracing population groups by race and by religion can better account for the enormous changes that have occurred in these regions over the last half-century. Concerning race, whites have dropped from 96% of the total electorate in 1952 to 78% of voters, according to exit polls in 2004. Meanwhile, the population growth and political influence of African-Americans and New Minorities (comprised of Latinos and other minorities, mainly Asian Americans) has changed politics dramatically, for minorities are now heavily Democratic.

			Percentage of Voting Population, Percentage Changes by Race (Numbers are Approximate):

			Whites

			
					1950s: 96%

					2000s: 78%

			

			African Americans

			
					1950s: 4%

					2000s: 11%

			

			New Minorities

			
					1950s: –

					2000s: 11%

			

			Changes in the religious make-up of Americans over the past 50 years have also had dramatic political effects as partisanship is commonly divided along religious lines. “Because whites made up virtually all of the electorate in 1952, white Christians were more than nine-tenths of all American voters. By 2004, white Christians had become a much smaller majority (63 percent) of American voters, due to the smaller percentages for whites among all voters and to smaller percentages of Christians among all white voters.” The decline in the number of white Protestants, and also their overall political realignment from Democrats to Republicans, is the most important religious shift in partisan politics.

			White Voters, Percentage Changes by Religion (Numbers are Approximate)

			Protestant Whites

			
					1950s: 70%

					2000s: 55%

			

			Catholic Whites

			
					1950s: 24%

					2000s: 27%

			

			Non-Christian Whites

			
					1950s: 6%

					2000s: 16%

			

			Republican Strongholds

			Republican strongholds today consist of the South and the Mountains/Plains regions, each with their own characteristics. “These regions commonly generate strong Republican surpluses of electoral votes and House and Senate delegations, surpluses that are the geographic foundations of national Republican competitiveness.”

			The South

			Three-tenths of Americans live in the South, even though the region only contains 11 states. The realignment of the South is the century’s biggest shift, for in 1950, Democrats held all 22 Senate seats and 103 of 105 House seats in the region. But “in the 2002 and 2004 elections, for the first time in history, more voters in the South called themselves Republicans than Democrats. When conservative and liberal independents are added to these partisans, the Republican base exceeded the Democratic base by 9 percentage points, 49 to 40, in 2004.”

			The Reagan years were the pivotal point of Republican invigoration in the South. The most important political shift in the South, and indeed in the country, has been the realignment of white Protestants to the Republican party. In 1950, the Democratic Party’s make-up was more than 90 percent white Christians; today they comprise less than 45% of the Democratic Party. The role of white evangelicals has also become particularly important; they make up 59% of Protestants in the South. In fact, “two out of every five white voters in these regions were evangelical Protestants, and they voted Republican in 2004 at 65%.”

			Political trends are shaped most in the South by white Protestants who have attended college. They define notions of economic success in the region, they are generally upwardly mobile, and they are the region’s business and political leaders. They approve of Bush’s conservative message; they liked Bush’s national security and economic policies, his conservative religious attitude, and his conservative social agenda against gays and abortion. They believe in individual responsibility and favor limited government and limited taxes. Seventy-six percent voted for Bush in 2004.

			In the South, Republican appeal also extends to non-college educated whites and Republicans have conquered a traditional religious divide between Catholics and Protestants, taking the majority of Catholic support as well. Overall, the South is the site of the most dramatic Republican realignment of white Christians since the ‘50s.

			The Mountains/Plains

			Republican realignment occurred in the Mountains/Plains region before it did in the South. The two parties were close in the ‘70s, but Reagan’s messages of individual responsibility, aggressive economic and Cold War conservatism, and his position against big government played well in this region. Republican success has also been favored by “western suspicion of the Northeast – now increasingly Democratic.” These trends continue to shape political beliefs in the region.

			Whites comprise a large majority of the Mountains/Plains electorate – they were 99% in 1950 and 84% in 2004 – and this helps Republicans in the region tremendously, for “in 2004, 50 percent of Mountains/Plains whites were Republicans and only 28% were Democrats.” The region also has a lower number of minorities than others. “Ethnic and racial minority groups have grown from only 1 percent of Mountains/Plains voters in the 1950s to 15 percent in 2004,” although this increase has helped Democrats remain competitive nationally and partly offsets Democratic losses among white Protestants. White Protestants are actually the majority of the voters in this region – the only region where this remains the case – and this majority explains Republican success there. In 2004, 59% of voters were white Protestants and

			
			Democratic Strongholds

			
			
			The Northeast

			
			
			The Pacific Coast

			
			
			
			The Midwest, America’s Swing Region

			
			
			
			
			
					1950s: 95%

					2000s: 85%

			

			
			
					1950s: 5%

					2000s: 12%

			

			
			
					1950s: 1%

					2000s: 5%

			

			
			
			
					1950s: 72%

					2000s: 48%

			

			
			
					1950s: 20%

					2000s: 24%

			

			
			
					1950s: 10%

					2000s: 28%

			

			
			
			
			Election Prospects for the Future

			
			
			
			
					Democrats & Liberal Independants: 74%

					Republicans & Conservative Independents: 21%

			

			
			
					Democrats & Liberal Independants: 67%

					Republicans & Conservative Independents: 21%

			

			
			
					Democrats & Liberal Independants: 62%

					Republicans & Conservative Independents: 25%

			

			
			
					Democrats & Liberal Independants: 50%

					Republicans & Conservative Independents: 30%

			

			
			
					Democrats & Liberal Independants: 43%

					Republicans & Conservative Independents: 42%

			

			
			
					Democrats & Liberal Independants: 30%

					Republicans & Conservative Independents: 52%

			

			
			
					Democrats & Liberal Independants: 30%

					Republicans & Conservative Independents: 57%

			

			
			
					Democrats & Liberal Independants: 24%

					Republicans & Conservative Independents: 62%
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