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Chapter 7

Categorical Politics
Gender, Race, and Public Opinion

Nancy Burns and Donald Kinder

Research on public opinion is booming, and this holds particularly for inves-
tigations that center on gender or on race. For those of us trying to keep up, it
is downright alarming. Every time we turn around, there are more papers to
read, more books to review, more conferences to attend, and more findings to
assimilate. Our purpose here is to bring some order and coherence to this
lively and rapidly expanding field of scholarship.

We begin by enumerating important features that gender and race share in
common and then point out one major difference. This one difference, which
has to do with how gender and race are organized in society, has far-reaching
ramifications for the distinct roles that gender and race play in public opinion.
Or so we try to show here, as we take up a series of consequential political
puzzles: the changing relationship between gender and race and the American
party system; gender gaps and racial divides in public opinion on policy;
gender and race as sources of group solidarity; gender and race as objects of
attitude; and, finally, the activation of gender and race in politics. In the con-
clusion, we speculate, cautiously, on the future.'

Important Similarities between Gender and
Race—And One Big Difference

Gender and race are alike in several important respects. Both are socially con-
structed; both are central to how we think about ourselves and about others;
and both represent relationships of ongoing inequality. Gender and race also
differ from one another—most notably, in the way that men and women, on
the one hand, and blacks and whites, on the other, are distributed in everyday
life. Understanding the parts played by gender and by race in public opinion
begins with an appreciation of these factors.

Gender and Race as Social Constructions

Sex is a biological concept. It has to do with genetic structure, with physiol-
ogy, and anatomy. Women give birth, breast-feed infants, and menstruate;
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men do not. On average, men are larger and stronger. These physical facts of
life are real—but they are trivial compared to the extraordinary and far-
reaching arrangements and practices that constitute relations between men
and women in modern society. This is gender. Gender is what society makes
of sex.?

Much the same can be said about race. If, as the Oxford English Dictionary
asserts, race is “One of the great divisions of mankind, having certain physical
properties in common,” then, according to modern biology, no such thing
exists. The idea that all of human diversity can be reduced to a small number
of pure races is nonsense.” And yet our social beliefs and practices are organ-
ized as if race were real.

Gender and Race as Mental Categories

Categories are essential to human thinking. In their absence, mental life
would be overwhelmed by detail, language staggeringly complex, and com-
munication virtually impossible.* As far as experiencing and understanding
social life are concerned, no categories are more important than gender and
race. The capacity for classifying the social world in these terms emerges very
early. Before children have command of language, they are able to make
gender and race distinctions. By age three, children “know” whether they are
a boy or a girl and whether they are white or black. Around the time they
enter kindergarten, they have come to believe that gender and race are fixed
and immutable. They understand differences between men and women and
between whites and blacks as natural. Gender and race are now central to
their sense of personal identity and central as well to how they think about
others, tendencies they carry with them through the rest of their lives.’

Gender and Race as Sites of Durable Inequality

In the United States, as in other advanced industrial societies, individuals vary
tremendously in wealth, power, and status. Inequality is generated in part by
individual differences in talent and enterprise. It is generated in part by luck,
good and bad. And it is generated in part by recurrent social processes,
whereby different social groups are subject, again and again, over time and
across situations, to systematically different treatment.

Over the course of American history, men and women and blacks and
whites have often been singled out in this way. Indeed, gender and race are
exemplary instances of what Charles Tilly calls “durable inequalities.” Tilly
argues that differences in advantage that pivot on categorical opposites—male
versus female, black versus white, Muslim versus Jew, citizen versus foreigner,
Catholic versus Protestant—tend to be persistent. Durable inequality—in-
equality that lasts—depends heavily on the institutionalization of categorical
pairs.®
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In Tilly’s theory, systems of enduring categorical inequality are established
by two general processes. The first of these is exploitation, whereby members
of a categorically bounded network command resources from which they
draw significantly increased returns, accomplished by denying outsiders the
full value of their efforts. Slavery provides an extreme example.”

Complementing exploitation is a second mechanism, opportunity hoard-
ing, whereby members of a categorically bounded network gain control over a
valued resource from which outsiders are excluded. Depending on time and
place, hoarding might encompass high-paying jobs, good education, desirable
neighborhoods, or any other valued resource.

Once established, categorical inequality is generalized by a process of emu-
lation, whereby existing inequalities are transplanted from one setting to
another. This can take place in labor markets when firms copy categorical ine-
qualities established in other settings. Some firms assign certain jobs—high
paying, promising advancement—to one group (say, whites), and assign other
kinds of jobs—low paying, dead end—to another group (say, blacks). Other
firms follow suit. Eventually the practice generates pools of workers with dif-
ferent experiences and different capabilities defined along group lines. Firms
hire and promote accordingly. The result is categorical inequality entrenched
within an entire industry.?

Inequality is locked into place through adaptation, whereby daily routines
are organized around categorical distinctions. One variety is the invention of
norms governing day-to-day interaction between members of categorically
unequal groups, as in the extensive and intricate system of deference that
grew up between blacks and whites in the Jim Crow south. Racial “etiquette”
guided every detail of every encounter—forms of address, topics of conversa-
tion, appropriate demeanor, and more—thereby providing blacks and whites
a regular reminder of the unbridgeable gulf that separated them.’

As categorical inequality spreads, participants invent stories about social
group differences. Such stories are first and foremost boundary maintaining:
they “embody shared understandings of who we are, who they are, what
divides us, and what connects us.” Members of advantaged groups create
what Elizabeth Anderson calls “stigmatizing stories.” Their purpose is to
explain and rationalize inequality. In such stories, glaring differences between
groups in wealth, power, and status are accounted for by corresponding dif-
ferences between groups in talent, virtue, or culture.'

Today, of course, slavery is gone. The Jim Crow regime of racial oppres-
sion that followed emancipation has been dismantled. The 1964 Civil Rights
Act made discrimination by race illegal, and surely it is neither as flagrant nor
as pervasive today as it once was. But this does not mean that exploitation and
opportunity hoarding along racial lines have disappeared. Evidence to the
contrary is overwhelming.

African Americans still face discrimination in the labor market. African
Americans looking to purchase homes are still steered away from white
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neighborhoods and still subject to racial bias in mortgage lending. African
Americans still endure racist epithets on the streets, harassment by police
officers in public spaces, rudeness, excessive surveillance, and price discrimi-
nation while they shop, coolness from their teachers and bosses, and racist
jokes from their co-workers."

More generally, in American society today, race and disadvantage remain
closely inter-connected. Take the basic matter of health. Black women who
bear children today are much less likely to lose an infant than were their
parents and grandparents before them, but the infant mortality rate remains
more than twice as high among blacks than among whites. Moreover, black
children who survive their first year can look forward to poorer health, more
illness, and a substantially shorter life, on average, than white children.'

Likewise, while African Americans made significant inroads into the
middle class over the last fifty years, sharing in the economic prosperity that
came to all of American society following World War II, racial differences
remain and they are imposing. Blacks are twice as likely to be unemployed;
they are substantially over-represented among “discouraged workers,” those
who have given up looking for work and so do not appear in official unem-
ployment figures; and when blacks are employed, they earn less. These differ-
ences are large, but they are nothing compared to racial differences in wealth.
According to recent figures, the average white household commands more
than ten times the financial assets of the average black household."”

Progress and inequality also characterize the domain of politics. Thanks to
the heroic efforts of the Civil Rights Movement, black participation in polit-
ical life towers over what it was a generation or two ago. And as a con-
sequence of that, many blacks now hold positions of political authority."* In
1965, the year of the Voting Rights Act, of the 435 elected officials serving in
the U.S. House of Representatives, just four were black. Not a single black
served in the Senate. Just three were mayors of American cities. In the entire
country, fewer than 300 blacks held elected office, most as members of school
boards, city councils, or state houses. A decade later the number of blacks
holding elective office across the nation had increased more than tenfold. This
sharp upward trend continued through the 1970s, but now is leveling
off—and leveling off well below strict proportionality. African Americans
make up roughly 13 percent of the voting age population in the United States,
but they comprise less than 2 percent of elected officials. Blacks have made
impressive gains in politics—illustrated most dramatically by Barack Obama’s
election in 2008—but taken all around, black Americans remain substantially
underrepresented."

In Tilly’s theory, remember, differences in advantage that pivot on categor-
ical opposites are especially likely to endure. According to Tilly, “paired and
unequal categories do crucial organizational work, producing marked,
durable differences in access to valued resources. Durable inequality depends
heavily on the institutionalization of categorical pairs.”'® Race qualifies in this

New Directions in Public Opinion, edited by Adam J. Berinsky, Taylor & Francis Group, 2011. ProQuest Ebook Central,
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/brown/detail.action?docID=957843.
Created from brown on 2020-03-27 14:36:05.



Copyright © 2011. Taylor & Francis Group. All rights reserved.

Gender, Race, and Public Opinion 143

respect, but so, too, does gender. Indeed, the categorical distinction between
men and women is no doubt the oldest and most durable of social distinc-
tions. All human societies engender the social world. Everywhere, women do
more of the “tending, cooking, cleaning, clothing, washing, nurturing, and
otherwise caring for people.” Societies vary tremendously in how sharply they
are stratified by gender, of course. In the contemporary United States, men
generally amass more wealth, exercise greater power, and enjoy higher status
than women."”

Parallels between gender and race in this respect are striking. In the first
place, for most of American history, women were denied first-class citizen-
ship. Full voting rights did not come to American women until 1920 with rat-
ification of the 19th Amendment. In the 1930s about one half the states still
denied married women ownership of their wages. Not until 1979 did sexual
harassment became a serious legal concept. And not until 1984 did courts find
it possible for rape to take place within marriage. Domestic violence, sexual
abuse, rape, prostitution, and pornography remain commonplace features of
contemporary American life. All this can be read as evidence of women’s sub-
ordinate place.'

Economic inequality in gender relations in the United States has been gen-
erated and maintained principally by separating men and women into dis-
tinctive occupational structures. Over most of American history, this
separation was accomplished by assigning women to work inside the house-
hold and men to work outside the household. After the turn of the twentieth
century, increasing numbers of women entered the paid labor force, but as
they did so they were steered away from positions of influence and authority.
Stenographer, typist, secretary, and filing clerk became women’s jobs; super-
visor, manager, partner, and professional were reserved for men."

Over the last thirty years, gender’s role in the structure, organization, and
operation of the labor market has diminished. Women now constitute nearly
one-half of the U.S. labor force. The gap in earnings between men and women
is narrowing. Educational and employment opportunities for women are
opening up. But economic inequalities between men and women still exist.
Under current trajectories, they will not disappear anytime soon.?

A final parallel we will draw between race and gender has to do with pol-
itics. We've already noted that full voting rights were not extended to Ameri-
can women until 1920. In the immediate aftermath of the 19th Amendment’s
ratification, differences in participation between men and women were
enormous. Now they are negligible. Today, on such matters as turning out to
vote, working on a campaign, serving on a local governing board, or attend-
ing a public meeting, women take part nearly as often, and sometimes more
often, than men.”

With increases in political participation have come increases in political
power. In 1974, Jeane Kirkpatrick began her groundbreaking study of female
state legislators with this crisp assertion:
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Half a century after the ratification of the nineteenth amendment, no
woman has been nominated to be president or vice president, no woman
has served on the Supreme Court. Today, there is no woman in the cabi-
net, no woman serving as governor of a major state, no woman mayor of
a major city, no woman in the top leadership of either major party.”

Things have changed. Over the last thirty years, women have made dramatic
progress in securing positions of political authority. But, as in the case of race,
so, too, for gender, progress toward full equality on this front has recently
slowed. Despite impressive gains, women—Ilike African Americans—remain
substantially underrepresented in the halls of power.”

Gender and Race in Society

As norms and practices, gender and race are made by society. As mental cat-
egories, gender and race are important and consequential features of how we
think about ourselves and others. As sites for discrimination and exclusion,
gender and race remain prime examples of durable inequality. In all these
important respects, gender and race are alike.

Gender and race are not alike in all respects, however. Most significantly
for our purposes here, gender and race differ from one another in their social
organization. Gender and race are “made” by society, but they are made in
very different ways. The social organization of gender emphasizes intimacy;
the social organization of race emphasizes separation.

For analytic purposes, it is useful, as Goffman points out, to distinguish
between two kinds of disadvantaged groups: “those that can and tend to be
sequestered off into entire families and neighborhoods and those that do not.”
Women belong to the latter category. Women are not segregated into
enclaves—but neither are they scattered haphazardly through the social struc-
ture. On the contrary, women “are allocated distributively to households in
the form of female children, and then later, but still distributively, to other
households in the form of wives.” Women spend much of their lives in inti-
mate relationships with men: with fathers, husbands, brothers, and sons.**

Things are very different for race. A persistent feature of race relations
in the United States is spatial segregation. Despite federal fair housing legisla-
tion passed in 1968, the United States remains today, in many respects, a
segregated society. In neighborhoods across the country, blacks and whites
are separated more completely now than they were 100 years ago. In a typical
major American city at the close of the twentieth century, nearly 80 percent
of the black population would need to pick up and move into new neigh-
borhoods in order to achieve racial balance in the city as a whole. And
if neighborhoods continue, by and large, to reflect the color-line, then so
do other important American institutions: schools, churches, work, and
marriage.”
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Because gender and race are central to how Americans think about social
life, and because gender and race are sites of persistent and serious inequality
in America, we expect both to figure importantly into public opinion. Because
gender and race—men and women, whites and blacks—are organized so dif-
ferently in American society, we expect gender and race to figure differently
into public opinion. Let’s see.

Gender, Race, and Political Parties

At the center of American politics are political parties, long-lasting coalitions
among politicians, interest groups, activists, and donors. Through elections,
parties seek control of government in order to further coalition goals: to
extend affirmative action, say, or to end it; to legalize abortion or to prohibit
it. With such goals in mind, parties recruit candidates and supply them with
the money, expertise, and labor they need to win public office.?®

As parties are central to American politics, party identification is central to
how ordinary citizens think about political life. Most Americans identify them-
selves as Democrats or as Republicans, and this is not a casual thing. Party iden-
tification is a standing decision, a “durable attachment, not readily disturbed by
passing events and personalities.” Nor is party identification inconsequential:

To the average person, the affairs of government are remote and com-
plex, and yet the average citizen is asked periodically to formulate opin-
ions about these affairs.... In this dilemma, having the party symbol
stamped on certain candidates, certain issue positions, certain interpreta-
tions of reality is of great psychological convenience.”

Our first question for public opinion, then, is what do gender and race
have to do with party identification? A general analysis of the relationship
between social groups and political parties is set out by Lipset and Rokkan in
Party Systems and Voter Alignments (1967). There, Lipset and Rokkan trace
the origins of social groups relevant to politics back to the “two revolutions”—
the national and the industrial —that mark the onset of modernity. The rise of
the nation state, Lipset and Rokkan argue, generated a pair of conflicts of con-
tinuing relevance to politics: one that opposed the nation-building center
against the ethnically, linguistically, and religiously diverse subject popula-
tions in the provinces; the other that set the state against the church. Accord-
ing to Lipset and Rokkan, the conflicts arising from the national revolution
primarily concerned moral values and cultural identities. The industrial
revolution gave rise to conflict between economic interests. The expansion of
markets and the rapid spread of new technologies opened up new and endur-
ing cleavages: first between landed interests and the rising class of industrial
entrepreneurs; and later between owners and employers on the one side and
tenants and workers on the other.

New Directions in Public Opinion, edited by Adam J. Berinsky, Taylor & Francis Group, 2011. ProQuest Ebook Central,
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/brown/detail.action?docID=957843.
Created from brown on 2020-03-27 14:36:05.



Copyright © 2011. Taylor & Francis Group. All rights reserved.

146 Nancy Burns and Donald Kinder

The generation of distinctive interests associated with particular social
groups encourages alignments to form between those groups and the political
parties. A key point here is that once established, such alignments persist. The
party system tends to “lock in” conflict between groups.”

The alignment between social groups and political parties is durable, as
Lipset and Rokkan say, but it is not permanent. There is perhaps no clearer
illustration of this point than that provided by race in the United States.

We pick up this story with the rising of the Civil Rights Movement, which
became visible nationally for the first time through simple acts of civil disobe-
dience carried out as protest against segregation in a handful of southern
towns. Marches, demonstrations, “freedom rides,” and voter registration
efforts soon followed, eventually triggering massive resistance in the Deep
South and, finally, action from the federal government. In July of 1964, after
the longest legislative debate in the history of the U.S. Congress, President
Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into law. Arguably the greatest legislative
achievement of the Civil Rights Movement and the most important domestic
legislation of the postwar era, the Civil Rights Act made possible rapid and
dramatic declines in racial segregation of public places, opened up employ-
ment opportunities for black Americans, and laid the groundwork for
enforcement of the Supreme Court’s historic 1954 decision on school
desegregation.”

The Civil Rights Act also became part of the 1964 presidential campaign,
thanks in no small measure to Senator Goldwater’s success in capturing the
Republican Party’s presidential nomination. In his campaign, Goldwater
argued against the encroachments of the federal government in general and
against the civil rights legislation sponsored by the Johnson administration in
particular. As he made his case, Goldwater moved the Republican Party
decisively to the right on matters of race, just as Johnson hauled the Demo-
cratic Party to the left. The result, in the short run, was a Republican cata-
strophe. Outside the Deep South, Goldwater carried only his home state of
Arizona and was buried under a landslide of historic proportions.

As is often the case, the long run was a different and more complicated
affair. After his lop-sided victory, Johnson created a flurry of new programs as
part of a War on Poverty. He engineered passage of the Voting Rights Act. He
established the Department of Housing and Urban Development, putting in
place for the first time the capacity to develop and carry out an urban policy,
and appointed Robert Weaver as its secretary, the first black cabinet member
in United States history. Johnson pressed for and eventually obtained legisla-
tion to prohibit discrimination in the housing market, through the Fair
Housing Act of 1968. And he appointed Thurgood Marshall to the Supreme
Court, the ninety-sixth Justice and the first black, some twenty-five years after
Marshall had argued the Brown school desegregation case.

Here (finally), is the relevant point: the Johnson-Goldwater contest and
the liberal initiatives that shortly followed precipitated a massive and rapid
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shift in party allegiances. African Americans moved almost unanimously into
the Democratic Party, while white southerners began to move out. The net
result, shown in Figure 7.1, was the emergence of a huge racial divide in
partisanship.

A huge and persistent racial divide: since Johnson’s presidency, party dif-
ferences over matters of race—over school desegregation, anti-poverty pro-
grams, crime, welfare reform, and affirmative action—have remained. Black
Americans have continued to vote in overwhelming numbers for Democratic
candidates. Southern whites have continued to vote for Republican candid-
ates. And the south, for 100 years solidly Democratic, is now a Republican
stronghold.”

The story of gender and the party system is similar in some respects, but,
as we'll see, comes to a much less dramatic conclusion. In the first decades of
the twentieth century, the prospect of extending the franchise to women gen-
erated a lively debate over the possibility of a “women’s vote.” Feminists
hoped that newly enfranchised women voters would support candidates pro-
moting “maternalist” social policies: protective labor laws or government
subsidy of health and housing. For their part, professional politicians doubted
that women would coalesce behind one of the parties—and they turned out to
be right. Ratification of the 19th Amendment gave women the vote, but the
parties undertook only modest and probably off-setting measures to appeal to
women, and no distinctive women’s vote materialized.”
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Figure 7.1 The Racial Divide in Partisanship 1952-2008 (source: American
National Election Studies).
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Not until the rising of the modern women’s movement—the second wave
of feminism—were gender issues again pushed onto the national agenda. In
1963, the President’s Commission on the Status of Women issued its report
documenting serious inequalities at work and before the law. In the same year
Congress passed the Equal Pay Act, outlawing different pay for women and
men doing the same work. Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique, urging women
into careers and public life, also appeared in 1963. The following year passage
of the Civil Rights Act prohibited discrimination on the grounds of race, reli-
gion, or (as an afterthought) sex. In 1966, the National Organization for
Women came into being, providing women with organizational representa-
tion in Washington and some assurance that the new laws would be
enforced.”

Suddenly there were press conferences, meetings, protests, marches, and
demonstrations. More and more women declared themselves sympathetic to
feminism, enlisted in feminist organizations, and ran for public office. Hear-
ings on women’s rights became commonplace in Congress. Women’s rights
became a salient subject in national party platforms and conventions. Bills
representing various aspects of the women’s rights agenda were routinely
introduced and very often passed. The Equal Rights Amendment (ERA),
promising that “Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or
abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex,” sailed
through both houses of Congress. This (apparent) triumph was followed in
short order by Roe v. Wade (1973), the Supreme Court’s ruling that efforts to
regulate abortion by the states were unconstitutional.”

For many socially conservative Americans, “the ERA and abortion symbol-
ized everything about feminism worth opposing.” Conservatives organized,
entered the political fray, and often won. They blocked state ratification of the
ERA, and through persuasion, pressure, litigation, and in some cases intimi-
dation, placed restrictions on abortion.*

The political struggle over women’s rights and roles is ongoing. The point
we wish to emphasize here is that, increasingly, the fight takes place between
the political parties. Over the last forty years or so, the two parties have staked
out distinctive positions on gender. The Democratic Party has embraced fem-
inist ideas. In turn, the Republican Party has welcomed the conservative reac-
tion to feminism. This polarization of the parties over gender is apparent in
all sorts of ways: in party platforms, roll-call votes in the House and in the
Senate, in sponsorship of legislation, in ratings of Members of Congress by
relevant interest groups, in the views expressed by delegates to the national
party conventions, in presidential campaigns, and in State of the Union
addresses. The polarization is especially pronounced on abortion. In the early
1970s, the Democratic and Republican congressional delegations were more
or less indistinguishable on abortion. No longer. The typical Democratic
Member of Congress now takes a strong pro-choice position; the typical
Republican Member of Congress is now ardently pro-life.”
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In short, over the course of the last several decades, the Democratic and
Republican parties have shifted their positions on gender, just as they have on
race. The Democratic Party moved to the left; the Republican Party moved to
the right. The question then is this: in response to these changes in what the
parties were offering, did men move to the Republican Party while women
moved to the Democratic Party, in effect retracing the steps taken by whites
and blacks over matters of race? And the answer, shown in Figure 7.2, is: not
really.

As Figure 7.2 reveals, men’s and women’s partisan movement over matters
of gender is nowhere near as clear and decisive as blacks” and whites’ partisan
movement over matters of race. There is evidence in Figure 7.2 of an emerg-
ing gender gap in partisanship, but a modest one. During the Eisenhower
administration, women were actually slightly more likely than men, not less,
to identify with the Republican Party. By the early 1970s this difference was
reversed. For some time now, women have been some eight to ten percentage
points more likely than men to identify as Democrats.*

The contrast between gender and race here is dramatic. This is surprising.
We expected that the relationship between gender and party, on the one side,
and race and party, on the other, would be the same. Both, we thought, would
be governed by the same principle: namely, that when the political parties
change position on an important issue decisively, and maintain that change
persistently, ordinary citizens will adjust their partisan allegiances accord-
ingly. In the case of race, we expected African Americans would move in one
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Figure 7.2 The Gender Gap in Partisanship 1952-2008 (source: American
National Election Studies).
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direction and white Americans would move in the opposite direction. Like-
wise, in the case of gender, we expected that men would go one way while
women went the other. This is not what we find.

Our expectation, notice, was based on two parallel assumptions: first, that
blacks and whites differ in their interests, opinions, and aspirations on matters
of race, and so will gravitate naturally to one party or the other when the
parties offer a real choice; and second, that men and women differ in their
interests, opinions, and aspirations over gender, and so will gravitate naturally
to one party or the other when presented with a real choice. As we’ll see next,
the first assumption is (more or less) right, but the second is not.

Gender Gap, Racial Divide

In this section we focus on public opinion on matters of policy: what Americans
say that the government should do about pressing national problems. Here we
are especially interested in the possibility of differences between men and women
on issues of gender, and differences between blacks and whites on issues of race.

Table 7.1 presents a small but representative sampling of findings, taken
from the 2008 American National Election Study. The results shown there are
about as clear as public opinion findings get. Differences between men and
women on policy in the domain of gender are tiny. Women are a bit more
likely to support abortion rights than men, and a bit more likely to support
increased federal spending on childcare. The overwhelming pattern is similar-
ity. In contrast, differences between African Americans and whites on policy
in the domain of race are enormous. Blacks are much more likely to support
government prohibiting racial discrimination than whites, and much more
likely to support affirmative action in hiring and promotion. What stands out
in the case of race is difference.

Table 7.1 Opinion of Men and Women on Gender versus Opinion of Whites
and Blacks on Race (percentage supporting the liberal option)

Gender

Abortion rights Childcare spending
Women Men Women Men
62 59 75 72
Race

Fair employment Affirmative action

White Blacks Whites Blacks
47 76 17 57

Source: 2008 American National Election Study.
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The pattern shown in Table 7.1 is utterly general. Whatever the exact
policy, differences between men and women on policy in the domain of
gender are negligible, while differences between blacks and whites on policy
in the domain of race are enormous. Tiny gender gaps and huge racial divides
on matters of gender and race are the rule.””

Why are differences between men and women in politics so muted? The
principal cause, we think, goes back to social organization. In the typical case,
women spend much of their lives in intimate relationships with men: with
fathers, husbands, brothers, and sons. This means both that women are cut off
from their own kind in significant ways, and that they acquire interests and
values in common with the men whose lives they share. Women, as Simone
de Beauvoir once put it,

have no past, no history, no religion of their own; and they have no such
solidarity of work and interest as that of the proletariat. They are not even
promiscuously herded together in the way that creates community feel-
ing among the American Negroes, the ghetto Jews, the workers of Saint-
Denis, or the factory hands of Renault. They live dispersed among the
males, attached through residence, housework, economic conditions and
social standing to certain men—fathers or husbands—more firmly than
they are attached to other women.™

Women and African Americans as Objects of
Identification

If mere membership in social groups is sometimes sufficient to generate dif-
ferences of opinion on matters of policy, the political consequences of group
membership are typically accentuated among those who belong to the group
psychologically, or, as we will say, who identify with their group. Group iden-
tification comes in two main varieties. Common fate refers to the extent to
which individuals believe that their life chances and outcomes are intertwined
with the opportunities and experiences of their group, that what happens to
their group, will happen to them. Those highly identified with their group on
grounds of common fate will come to a political choice with their group’s
interests prominently in mind. A second variety of group identification is
grounded in emotional interdependence, occurring when individuals feel
close to their group, experiencing pride when other group members do well
and anger when they are treated unfairly. Emotional interdependence reflects
the expressive side of politics. To the degree Americans derive their sense of
self from their membership in social groups, political choices become acts of
affirmation and solidarity.”

People vary in the degree to which they identify with a group. For some
group members, attachment is effectively zero; for others, identification with
a social group constitutes a central aspect of identity; and there exist all shades
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in between. Strength of identification is a sign of a person’s priorities. The
stronger the identification, the more powerful the political consequences of
group membership will be.*’

This is an altogether general claim, and as you might expect by now, it
applies more readily to race than to gender. Our findings on this point come
from a pair of surveys undertaken in the fall of 2000, one in Atlanta, the other
in Detroit. In each city, we questioned equal numbers of whites and blacks
and equal numbers of women and men, more than 2,000 people in all. We
assessed group identification with a series of standard questions, tapping both
forms of identification (common fate and emotional interdependence).
Women were asked how much they thought their own fate was tied up with
the fate of women in general; whether they felt close to women; how often
they felt pride over the accomplishments of women; and how often they felt
angry about the way women were treated. A parallel series of questions was
posed to African Americans about their group.

On each of these measures, African Americans were much more likely to
identify with their race than women were with their gender. For example, 40
percent of African Americans reported that they often felt angry over how
blacks were treated in American society, compared to just 21 percent of
women saying the same about society’s treatment of women. Furthermore,
racial group identification turned out to be a more powerful force influencing
opinions on matters of race policy among African Americans than was gender
group identification as a force influencing opinions on matters of gender
among women. African Americans who strongly identified with their race
were more likely to push for integration of the public schools, for affirmative
action in the workplace, and for increased foreign aid to African nations,
compared to African Americans who claimed no such identification. In con-
trast, women who strongly identified with their gender were sometimes more
likely to support women’s issues but sometimes not. They were more likely to
favor equal pay for equal work but no more likely to endorse the pro-choice
position on abortion than were women who were psychologically less attached
to their gender.*

In sum, group identification appears to be both more prevalent among
African Americans and more potent. Why? The social organization of
gender emphasizes intimacy between men and women; the social organiza-
tion of race emphasizes separation between whites and blacks. Separation
fosters solidarity among African Americans. Integration impairs solidarity
among women.

Women and African Americans as Objects of
Attitude

Now we turn from in-group to out-group, from feelings of solidarity among
one’s own kind to attitudes of resentment or condescension directed at others.
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We have known for some time that attitudes toward out-groups can power-
fully influence the views Americans take on particular matters of public
policy. The argument behind this empirical regularity is straightforward. It
goes like this. Policy is complicated. The arguments are hard to follow. It is
unclear what will really work. Under these conditions, many Americans may
happily forego careful analysis of a policy’s merits and instead decide what
their opinion is according to how they feel about the groups implicated in the
policy. According to this logic, support for tightening welfare benefits derives
from hostility toward the poor; opposition to government action against
AIDS turns on contempt for homosexuals; resistance to immigration reflects
suspicions that the new immigrants are somehow un-American. Attitude
toward out-groups is not the only force driving opinion in these various
policy disputes, but it is always present, and of all the forces that shape
opinion, it is often the most powerful.*

Does this argument apply to opinion in the domains of gender and race?
Yes—though successful application requires taking into account, once again,
differences in how gender and race are organized in society.

By attitude toward women we mean this: belief about the proper place of
women in contemporary society—where women belong, and where they do
not. For at least 100 years, public discussions over gender have been preoc-
cupied with this one overriding question: whether women’s primary, or
even exclusive, responsibilities should lie in the private sphere of home and
family. Politicians, activists, intellectuals, and religious leaders have all had
something to say about women’s place. The traditional position holds that
women belong, properly and naturally, to the private sphere of home and
family; that their fragile and delicate natures must be protected from the
heat and grime and rough and tumble world of work; that their mission,
ordained by biology if not by God, is to support their husbands and nurture
their children.

This view came under intense and public challenge by the modern
women’s movement. For the first time, Americans in visible numbers began
to question the notion that men and women were essentially and fundament-
ally different, and that society must be organized to the last detail to harmo-
nize with this fundamental fact of nature. Perhaps women were equal in talent
and ambition to men and could make significant contributions outside the
home.

To capture differences over women’s place, we have drawn upon
research done by Janet Spence and her Attitude toward Women Scale
(AWS), developed in the early 1970s. AWS is a measure of beliefs about
women’s roles, rights, and responsibilities. The scale puts front and center
the traditional view of the family, in which the husband works in the world
and the wife maintains the home. The particular questions we use to
measure beliefs about women’s proper place are presented in Table 7.2. As
shown there, some of the questions are about where women and men
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belong (e.g., “It is much better for everyone involved if the man is the
achiever outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and
family”). Some, going further, propose that the traditional division of labor
between men and women is a direct reflection of differences in their under-
lying essences (“Men are naturally better-suited to the world of work than
women are”).*

Table 7.2 suggests that the traditional notion of women’s place is no longer
taken for granted. The traditional position has many defenders, but at least as
many opponents. Notice also that the questions displayed in Table 7.2 make
no attempt to directly assess hostility toward women. To do so would be a
mistake from our perspective, for it would ignore the distinctive social
arrangement of gender. Gender is characterized by intimacy and interdepend-
ence. Intimacy and interdependence generate complicated feelings. Men
depend on women for affection, pleasure, and descendants. Women are
revered for their role as mothers and counted on for their kindness. Resist-
ance to change in the status quo in gender relations is expressed not through
resentful feelings and denigrating stereotypes, but through beliefs aimed at
keeping women in their (natural) place.**

If we are trying to understand opposition to women’s issues, outright hos-
tility toward women should play a minor part. More important in fueling
opposition to family leave or abortion rights should be a conviction about
social order, a conviction that women’s proper place is the home. This turns
out to be so. Men who subscribe to the traditional view of women’s place tend
to oppose a wide range of progressive initiatives in the domain of gender.
These effects are especially strong for policies that entail changes in roles: for
example, on whether women in the military should be permitted to serve in
combat.”

The social organization of race is characterized by separation. Separation,
in the presence of inequality, is a breeding ground for stereotyping and deni-
gration. The particular variety of racial stereotyping and denigration promi-
nent in American society today emerged out of the post-Civil Rights era. Its
principal theme is that blacks fail to take advantage of the ample opportun-
ities provided them in a society that is now blind to color. Freed from dis-
crimination and segregation, African Americans choose idleness over work,
crime over honest labor, promiscuity over restraint and responsibility, and
alcohol and drugs over sobriety."*

A measure of racial resentment (as we will call it) is presented in Table 7.3,
taken from the January 2008 component of the Cooperative Campaign Anal-
ysis Project (CCAP). As the table reveals, substantial numbers of whites agree
that if blacks would only try harder they could be just as well off as whites or
that the best way for blacks to solve their problems is to stop complaining and
get to work. Likewise, many whites reject the proposition that blacks must
settle for jobs below what they deserve or that blacks still face substantial dis-
crimination on account of their race. Taken together, responses to these
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Table 7.2 Men’s View of Women’s Place (%)

A working mother can establish just as warm and secure a relationship
with her children as a mother who does not work.

Agree strongly 15.6
Agree 20.2
Neither agree nor disagree 1.9
Disagree 36.0
Disagree strongly 16.3

It is much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside
the home and the woman takes care of the home and family.

Agree strongly 10.9
Agree 22.6
Neither agree nor disagree 29.7
Disagree 19.6
Disagree strongly 17.3

As a general rule, when a couple gets divorced, their children should go
live with their mother.

Agree strongly 5.3
Agree (N
Neither agree nor disagree 36.6
Disagree 25.2
Disagree strongly 21.8
Men are naturally better suited to the world of work than women are.

Agree strongly 7.3
Agree 20.3
Neither agree nor disagree 27.5
Disagree 24.3
Disagree strongly 20.6
When it comes to the care of children, women are just naturally better

than men.

Agree strongly 13.4
Agree 40.2
Neither agree nor disagree 19.9
Disagree 14.8
Disagree strongly 1.8
It’s fine for a husband to stay home to take care of home and family

instead of working outside the home.

Agree strongly 6.5
Agree 5.2
Neither agree nor disagree 18.4
Disagree 43.1
Disagree strongly 26.8

Source: 2007-2008 CCAP.

Note
Number of cases: 512.
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Table 7.3 White Attitudes toward Blacks (%)

Irish, Italians, Jews, and many other minorities overcame prejudice and
worked their way up. Blacks should do the same without any special
favors.

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly

Even today, government officials usually pay more attention to a complaint
from a white person than from a black person.

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly

If blacks would only try harder they could be just as well off as whites.
Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly

When it comes to good jobs and decent salaries, most blacks still end up
with less than they deserve.

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly

In America today, blacks still face plenty of discrimination because of their
race.

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly

Blacks face real problems, but the way to solve these problems is to stop
complaining and get to work.

Agree strongly

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Disagree strongly

42.4
28.1
14.5
10.2

7.9
21.9
19.0
27.4
23.8

17.0
28.3
27.0
17.0
10.7

6.1
27.0
25.8
25.3
15.8

15.4
40.4
15.5
17.9
10.7

30.7
354
16.8
1.7

Source: CCAP 2007-2008.

Note
Number of cases: 865.
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various propositions allow us to distinguish between those whites who are
generally sympathetic toward blacks from those who are generally unsympa-
thetic, who resent the failure of blacks, as they see it, to demonstrate the
virtues of self-reliance and hard work.

Such differences turn out to be politically consequential. Racial resentment
strongly predicts white opinion on school integration, fair employment,
foreign aid to Africa, federal support for Head Start, affirmative action in
hiring and promotion decisions, and much more. Of course, opinion on such
matters is not a reflection of racial resentment alone. But among the standard
explanations of public opinion—party identification, several varieties of con-
temporary conservatism, age and education—none is more important than
racial resentment.”’

Political Activation of Gender and Race

Americans belong to many social groups at once. They are simultaneously
black or white or brown; Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, or atheist; male or
female; bankers or carpenters; urbanites or suburbanites; Southerners or
Yankees; and so on. This means that Americans have available, in principle at
least, an extensive repertoire out of which to create an identity. In parallel
fashion, Americans possess attitudes toward many social groups—towards
Catholics, women, bankers, and more—any number of which could be rele-
vant to their political opinions.

Which aspects of identity and attitude become important—which are acti-
vated—depends on political circumstances. More precisely, activation
depends on the clarity of group cues. Some issues clearly evoke social group
memberships and attitudes (e.g., affirmative action in college admissions);
others do not (e.g., rebuilding infrastructure).

To illustrate this point, consider public opinion on federal support for
early education. Respondents to a national survey were asked for their
opinions on “spending more money on the schools in black neighbor-
hoods, especially for pre-school and early education programs” or they
were asked for their opinions on “spending more money on the schools in
poor neighborhoods, especially for pre-school and early education pro-
grams.” The proposal is identical in each case but for the intended benefici-
aries: black children in the first case, poor children in the second. This
one difference has major consequences. When government policy is tar-
geted on black children, the racial divide in opinion doubles in size (com-
pared to opinion on early education for poor children); black support
increases slightly; white support declines dramatically; and the effect of
racial resentment on white opposition to federal support of early education
increases substantially. When policies and programs explicitly designed to
provide assistance to black Americans are put before the public, racial
considerations are activated.*
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Clarity of group cues depends not only on the issue itself, but on how the
issue is framed. The issues that government take up are always complex; they
are always subject to alternative interpretations. For example, what exactly is
affirmative action? Who is it for? Is it quotas or outreach? Is it reverse dis-
crimination? Is it compensation for the injustices of the past? Activists and
partisans are constantly trying to frame issues in ways that will advance their
cause, hoping that others, including the general public, will find their fram-
ings persuasive. Which frames prevail among elites affect how citizens under-
stand the issue, and, in the end, what their opinions on the issue turn out to
be.”

The importance of frames for activation is illustrated in an experiment on
public opinion on affirmative action. In a national survey, Americans were
asked for their views on affirmative action in college admissions, posed in one
of two ways. For half the sample, affirmative action was framed this way:
“Some people say that because of past discrimination, it is sometimes neces-
sary for colleges and universities to reserve openings for black students.
Others oppose quotas because they say quotas discriminate against whites.”
The other half of the sample was presented with affirmative action framed this
way: “Some people say that because of past discrimination, it is sometimes
necessary for colleges and universities to reserve openings for black students.
Others oppose quotas because they say quotas give blacks advantages they
haven’t earned.” All respondents were then asked whether they were for or
against quotas to admit black students.

In both versions of the question, it is suggested affirmative action might be
supported on the grounds that such policies are necessary to overcome past
discrimination. The questions differ in that one version suggests that affirma-
tive action might be opposed because such policies constitute discrimination
against whites (the reverse discrimination frame), while the other version sug-
gests that affirmative action might be opposed because such policies give to
blacks advantages they have not earned (the unfair advantage frame).

It turns out that framing opposition to affirmative action in terms of
advantages to blacks that they do not deserve evokes white Americans’ racial
feelings powerfully. Racial resentment is a much more powerful factor in
white opinion on affirmative action when the issue is framed in this way. Put
the other way around, the impact of racial resentment diminishes dramati-
cally when affirmative action is framed as reverse discrimination. This is an
important result. It suggests that even on controversial issues that are trans-
parently and obviously about race, racial resentment need not play a domi-
nant role in white public opinion. It depends on how the issue is framed.”

Implications

Gender and race are central to how people think about social life; both are
“made” by society; and as sites for discrimination and exclusion, both have
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been and continue to be good illustrations of durable inequality. In all these
important respects, gender and race are alike. They differ in social organiza-
tion—in the characteristic ways that men and women, on the one hand, and
blacks and whites, on the other, experience one another. The social organiza-
tion of gender emphasizes intimacy, the social organization of race emphasizes
separation, and this difference, we have argued, has important implications for
the roles that gender and race play in American public opinion. Intimacy
impairs group solidarity among women and interferes with hostility between
men and women. Separation encourages group solidarity among African
Americans and encourages hostility between whites and blacks.

Shortly before we began to work on this chapter, a quite remarkable
natural experiment was coming to a close. In the contest for the 2008 Demo-
cratic Party’s presidential nomination, the two principal rivals were, of course,
Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama. Heading into the race, Senator Clinton
was the odds-on favorite. She enjoyed the backing of her party, endorsements
from prominent African Americans, money to burn, and what appeared to be
a commanding lead over all rivals. But, as we know, in a tight and fiercely
contested race, Obama eventually secured the nomination, and then went on
in the fall to be elected president of the United States.

If, as we say, the activation of identity and attitude depends on the clarity
of group cues, then the 2008 contest for the Democratic Party’s presidential
nomination offers up a tantalizing and important additional test of the find-
ings we have presented here. Senator Clinton made gender salient in exactly
the same unequivocal way that Barack Obama made race salient—by embod-
ying it.

As it happens, analysis of voters’ reactions to Clinton and Obama yield the
familiar results. Obama’s campaign elicited a huge racial divide; Clinton’s
campaign produced a modest gender gap. African Americans expressed more
solidarity with their group than women did with theirs. Racial solidarity was
more powerful in building support for Obama than gender solidarity was in
building support for Clinton. Traditional notions of women’s proper place
made some trouble for Clinton. Racial resentment among whites undermined
support for Obama. In short, the claims we have made about gender and race
seem to have been borne out in a most consequential practical case.”

A broader lesson of our chapter is the reminder that public opinion is a
reflection, in part, of historical processes. Social movements come onto the
political scene, new groups of voters are enfranchised, political parties modify
their platforms in order to win elections, new candidates, with visible connec-
tions to certain social groups, are nominated. In the face of such changes,
voters alter their views and adjust their political loyalties. Relations that we
may think of as fixed—African Americans are Democrats, Republicans are
anti-abortion—are not. Things change. Social movements, new voters, polit-
ical parties, and fresh candidates are significant participants in the “dance” of
public opinion.
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This makes forecasting difficult. It would be foolish to predict the future
course of gender and race and public opinion—and we won’t try. But we will
suggest, by way of closing, two factors that any sensible forecast should take
into account.

The first is inequality. As pointed out in the first part of the chapter, the
quality of life experienced by black Americans has improved notably over the
last fifty years, but racial inequalities persist in many important domains of
life. In some instances, the differences are actually increasing. The corre-
sponding story for gender is quite different. By comparison to race, inequali-
ties between men and women are less extreme and they appear to be
narrowing relatively rapidly. Should this pattern continue into the future, the
conclusion we have drawn here—that in the contemporary United States, race
plays a more prominent role in public opinion than gender—is likely to con-
tinue to hold.

A second factor to consider concerns social organization. A central feature
of American race relations is separation. Despite the efforts of the Civil Rights
Movement and the intent of national legislation, the United States remains
today, in many respects, a segregated society. We see this in neighborhoods,
schools, workplaces, churches, and marriages. All true. But what is also true is
that segregation is declining, if slowly and fitfully. Neighborhoods are less seg-
regated than they were thirty years ago. Marrying across racial lines is still
rare, but less rare than it was a generation ago. Insofar as these trends con-
tinue, the power of race to organize political conflict should diminish.””

One last point to keep in mind: inequality and segregation have something
in common. Both are products, in part, of decisions made in politics. As such,
inequality and segregation illustrate well the general doctrine that politics
matters: that policies have material consequences for the lives its citizens lead.
In a democratic political system, what the future brings for gender and race
depends in an important way on what we decide to do.

Notes

1. As we say, research on public opinion that centers on gender or on race is boom-
ing, but research that takes up gender and race together is quite rare. Throughout
our chapter, we compare the role of gender and the role of race in contemporary
American public opinion, motivated by the intuition that a systematic comparison
between the two will turn out to be informative about both. By race we mean the
distinction between white (non-Hispanic white) and black (non-Hispanic black).
Things are more complicated than that, of course. The chapter by Junn, Mendel-
berg, and Czaja in this volume takes up the increasingly multi-racial character of
American society.
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