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These changes were key components of a broader process of ideological 
sorting that has left partisans on opposite sides of a diverse and growing range 
of issues. As a result, the mass bases of the two parties have grown increasingly 
distinct in their political values and ideological preferences. Ordinary Americans 
have not, to be sure, become as starkly divided by party and ideology as their lead-
ers, but the more active they are in politics, the more faithfully their divisions have 
echoed those within the political class.7

Figure 5-1 documents the growing ideological divergence of partisans in the 
electorate since the 1970s (with highs and lows labeled).8 The Republican Party 
has always attracted the larger share of conservatives, and the Democratic Party, 
the larger share of liberals, but with far greater consistency now than earlier. In 
1972, self-identified liberals and conservatives identified with the “appropriate” 
party 71 percent of the time; in 2008, they did so 88 percent of the time. The elec-
torate’s increasing partisan coherence is also evident in the growing links between 
partisanship and opinions on issues ranging from abortion, to race, to the proper 
role of government, to global warming.9 
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Figure 5-1  Ideology and Party Identification of Voters, 1972–2008

Source: American National Election Studies cumulative data file.


