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PRAISE FOR THE NEXT AMERICA:


“The broad takeaway from Taylor’s outstanding work is that age and ethnicity are reshaping our country, and even our ways of describing each other, rapidly and meaningfully.”


—Washington Post


“Taylor’s book raises big questions about how we’ve generally managed to get along so well despite wildly divergent expectations and economic differences.”


—Boston Globe


“The book’s greatest strength lies in its detailed analysis of significant trends—from politics to lifestyle choices—among the four generational groups surveyed. . . . Taylor proves a plainspoken translator of . . . survey data, and makes . . . statistical techniques accessible to the lay reader.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Well-written, fact-packed, neatly graphed, comprehensive description of the contemporary US. . . . Highly recommended.”


—CHOICE


“An incisive survey of vast recent changes in American society and the ever-wider generation gap between baby boomers and millennials. . . . In this well-written, data-rich book, Taylor . . . examines the demographic, economic, social, cultural, and technological changes that are reshaping the nation. . . . An authoritative report and required reading for policymakers.”


—Kirkus


“A terrific primer on the key demographic and economic trends that will impact work, family, and political life in the US.”


—Inside Higher Ed


“The book paints a data-rich portrait how the United States is changing and the coming challenges.”


—Oregonian


“Showed some peculiar trends never before seen in history.”


—The Source


“An eye-opening and wonderfully written account of how swiftly our country is changing, and how we can preserve our social compact across the generational and ethnic divide. A brilliant analyst of public policy and social trends, Paul Taylor offers a hopeful look at America’s future in challenging times—studded with fact, and penetrating and revealing from page to page. The Next America is an indispensable book for anyone who wants to know where we are, and where we are going.”


—Richard North Patterson, author of the #1 New York Times bestseller Loss of Innocence


“Informed by decades of research data, The Next America is a lucid exploration of the social, cultural, economic, and demographic trends that are reshaping every corner of our society. Taylor’s focus is the fundamental generational shifts that are redefining who we are as a people. His analysis of where we’ve been and where we’re headed is the best and most comprehensive you’ll read this year.”


—Neil Howe, author of The Fourth Turn and Millennials Rising


“The Next America provides a lively, readable guided tour through the numbers that will influence how well the young adults of today will support the seniors of tomorrow.”


—Andrew Cherlin, Griswold Professor of Public Policy at Johns Hopkins University and author of The Marriage Go-Round


“A provocative yet balanced assessment of intergenerational relations, filled with invaluable data. Essential reading for citizens and policy-makers alike.”


—Stephanie Coontz, author of The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap


“Provocative national polling data by the Pew Research Center address such issues as generational differences and similarities in America; the impact of demographic changes; attitudes toward race, religion, and marriage, and more.”


—World Wide Work bulletin
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PREFACE


Once you get far enough along in life, you’re likely to be struck by the distance between the views in front of you and the ones you can still dimly make out in your rearview mirror. I turn 65 this year. The America of my childhood—with its expanding middle class, secure jobs, intact nuclear families, devout believers, distinct gender roles, polite politics, consensus-building media—is nothing like the country my year-old granddaughter will inherit. Our political, social, and religious institutions are weaker, our middle class smaller, our cultural norms looser, our public debate coarser, our technologies faster, our immigrant-woven tapestry richer, and our racial, ethnic, religious, and gender identities more ambiguous. As a society, we’ve become more polarized and more tolerant—and no matter what we’re like today, we’re going to be different tomorrow. Change is the constant.


We’re also getting a whole lot older, as is almost every other nation on the planet—the fruits of longer life spans and lower birthrates that are each unprecedented in human history. These new demographics of aging mean that pretty soon we won’t be able to pay for all the promises we’ve made to oldsters like me. So we’ll have to either shrink their social safety net or raise taxes on their children and grandchildren. This reckoning has the potential to set off a generation war, though it doesn’t have to.


This book applies a generational lens to explore the many ways America is changing. It pays particular attention to our two outsize generations—the Baby Boomers, fifty- and sixty-somethings having trouble coming to terms with getting old, and the Millennials, twenty-somethings having trouble finding the road map to adulthood. It looks at their competing interests in the big showdown over entitlement reform that our politicians, much as they might try, won’t be able to put off for much longer. It also examines how the generations relate to one another not only as citizens, voters, and interest groups, but as parents, children, and caregivers in an era when the family itself is one of our institutions most buffeted by change.


I don’t presume to know how my story ends. Years ago when I was a political reporter I had a weakness for trying to forecast election outcomes. I was about as reliable as a coin flip. Eventually it dawned on me that the future was going to arrive anyway, unbidden by me, and that prediction was something of a mug’s game. The only forecasts I’ll venture in this book will be about the future we already know—the parts baked in by the demographics and the data. Mostly my aim is to be a tour guide who explains how our nation got from the middle of the last century to the present, then provides some insights about what this breathtaking journey tells us about the changes yet to come. I’ll conclude with some thoughts on how to renegotiate the social compact between the generations on equitable terms for all.


Be forewarned: there are a lot of data in this book. Numbers are the coin of the realm at the Pew Research Center, where I’ve worked since we opened our doors a decade ago. Our staff is a mix of public opinion survey researchers, political scientists, demographers, economists, sociologists, and ex-reporters like me. We call ourselves a “fact tank” and we’re fond of the aphorism attributed to Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan: “Everyone is entitled to his own opinions, but not his own facts.” We think good data make good facts, and we’re just idealistic enough to believe that a common foundation of facts can help societies identify problems and discover solutions.


We know, of course, that numbers aren’t omniscient. And we’re aware that public opinion surveys, in particular, can sometimes convey a false certitude that disguises ambiguities of heart, soul, and mind. If you ask Americans whether they favor more assistance to the poor, 65% will say yes. If you ask them whether they favor more spending on welfare, just 25% will say yes. Which finding is “true”? Probably both. “Do I contradict myself?” Walt Whitman once asked. “Very well then, I contradict myself. I am large, I contain multitudes.” I sometimes wonder whether he had a peek at our survey findings.


But while we’re well acquainted with the limitations of survey research, we also appreciate its value. In the shout-fest that passes for public discourse these days, politicians and pundits frequently claim to speak for the public. Well-designed opinion surveys allow the public to speak for itself. Each person has an equal chance to be heard. Each opinion is given an equal weight. That’s the same noble ideal that animates our democracy.
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A note about the paperback edition. This edition of The Next America, published nearly two years after the 2014 hardback edition, contains a new opening chapter on the roots of modern political hyperpartisanship and a new appendix chapter that describes how we conduct public opinion surveys. The rest of the book has been updated to take account of new events, studies, and trend data to emerge in the past two years.









1


Political Tribes


“I KNOW THIS IS A HORRIBLE THING to say,” former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani tantalized guests at a Republican fundraiser in February 2015, “but I do not believe the president loves America.” In an era when incendiary political attacks are as routine as a rooster crow at dawn, this one created a furor. Pundits and pols of all stripes said it crossed a line. Giuliani, normally not one to retreat, started walking it back the following day.


Then came the polls. Lo and behold, it turned out that 69% of Republicans agreed that Barack Obama didn’t love the country he was twice elected to lead, a view shared by just 6% of Democrats.1


Welcome to hyperpartisanship, arguably the most powerful force in twenty-first-century American politics. These days, Republicans and Democrats don’t stop at disagreeing with each other’s ideas. Increasingly, they deny each other’s facts, disapprove of each other’s lifestyles, don’t live in each other’s neighborhoods, impugn each other’s motives, question each other’s patriotism, can’t stomach each other’s news sources, and bring different value systems to such core social institutions as religion, marriage, and parenthood. It’s as if they belong not to rival parties, but to alien tribes.


Obama, who had burst onto the national stage declaring that “we are not a collection of Red states and Blue states,” has often found himself in the crosshairs of these partisan firefights. So did his predecessor, George W. Bush, who’d run for president as “a uniter, not a divider.” Once in office, both men pursued policies that proved highly divisive—Bush’s Iraq War; Obama’s Obamacare. They’re hardly the first White House occupants to do so. From Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society to Johnson and Richard Nixon’s Vietnam War to Ronald Reagan’s downsizing of government, the past half century has seen plenty of signature presidential initiatives that produced deep schisms in public opinion. Still, none led to the pervasive partisan animosities of the current moment.
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Figure 1.1


The Rising Partisan Gap in Presidential Approval
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Note: Data from Eisenhower through George H.W. Bush from Gallup. Because some earlier data did not include partisan leaning, Republicans and Democrats in this graphic do not include leaners.


Source: Pew Research Center’s 2014 Political Polarization in the American Public
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Today’s hyperpartisanship is as much the handiwork of the American people as it is of their leaders. It is a by-product of the many new ways Americans are sorting themselves—by ideology, age, race, ethnicity, wealth, gender, education, religion, immigrant status, neighborhood—into silos that align with their party affiliation. The sorting is being egged on by politicians and journalists, both of whom now operate in realms where hyperpartisanship flourishes. But the public plays a central role.


Not, however, the whole public. One of the paradoxes of this syndrome is that the two fastest-growing political groups in America are hyperpartisans and nonpartisans. That second group is heavily populated by the young, many of whom are mystified by the blood sport that modern politics has become. They are America’s most liberal generation by far, but when asked to name their party, fully half of young adults say they are independents. In the eight decades pollsters have posed this question, no generation has ever been so allergic to a party label.


Here’s another paradox: hyperpartisanship reigns at a time when most Americans still value the lost art of political compromise. At least that’s what they say. If you ask adults of all ages if they would rather that elected officials in Washington, DC, who share their views (1) work with those they disagree with, even if it results in some policies they don’t like, or (2) stand up for their positions, even if it means little gets done, most choose (1).2 As ever, the majority of Americans are pragmatists, ready to meet in the middle.


Yet nowadays these Americans are a silent majority. They don’t have the temperament, inclination, or vocal cords to attract attention in a media culture where shrill pundits and 140-character screeds set so much of the tone in the public square. And they punch below their weight at the voting booth, especially during primaries, where their more ideologically driven neighbors turn out in force.


This strident media zeitgeist and these balkanizing electoral dynamics favor congressional candidates who know how to run up the score with their party’s respective bases, where grievance runs hot. Other new wrinkles in the ecosystem of modern politics—including the nonstop demands of fundraising, the emergence of a donor class of billionaire ideologues, the rise of safe-seat partisan gerrymandering, and the growth of economically and ideologically homogeneous neighborhoods—have also helped tilt the campaign playing field toward hyperpartisan candidates.


It’s not hard to measure the impact of all these changes on Congress. Republicans and Democrats on Capitol Hill are further apart from one another now than at any point since the end of Reconstruction in the late nineteenth century, according to one widely accepted metric of roll call voting.3 In the 112th Congress, which ran from 2011 to 2012, every Republican senator and representative voted more conservatively than the most conservative Democrat, and every Democrat was more liberal than the most liberal Republican.4 This has left the legislative branch of government gridlocked and dysfunctional in the view of its ever more dyspeptic constituents. When confidence ratings for Congress slipped to single digits during one of its threatened government shutdowns, Senator John McCain of Arizona quipped, “We’re down to paid staff and blood relatives.” It’s easy to see why nonpartisans would react to the Beltway catfights by distancing themselves from politics, while hyperpartisans would find their animal spirits roused and their outrage amped. And so the cycle perpetuates itself.
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Figure 1.2


Democrats and Republicans: More Ideologically Divided
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Note: Ideological consistency based on a scale of 10 political values questions. The light grey in this chart represents the ideological distribution of Democrats; the black area of Republicans. The overlap of these two distributions is shaded dark grey. Republicans include Republican-leaning independents; Democrats include Democratic-leaning independents.


Source: Pew Research Center’s 2014 Political Polarization in the American Public
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As the 2016 presidential race begins in earnest, both sides of this coin have already been on vivid display. Among the candidates who surged during a wildly unpredictable 2015 campaign preseason were a celebrity real estate mogul, a retired neurosurgeon, a female former CEO, and a septuagenarian socialist. Their ideologies are as dissimilar as their resumes. But Donald Trump, Ben Carson, Carly Fiorina, and Bernie Sanders each climbed in the early polls on the strength of a common attribute. All are political outsiders. Whatever their fates in 2016, their unlikely initial success illuminated the restiveness of the American public in an era of stagnant incomes, head-snapping social, cultural, and technological changes, and gruesome global terrorism. It also suggests that hyperpartisanship has created its own contemporaneous counter-force—a populist frustration with conventional politicians of all stripes.


A DEEPER LOOK AT HYPERPARTISANSHIP


The Pew Research Center in 2014 conducted its largest political survey ever to try to better understand this phenomenon. We asked questions that explore people’s core political, social, and economic values, their news-gathering habits, and their lifestyle preferences. We interviewed 10,000 adults—roughly 7 times more than we do for a typical political survey—allowing us to generate findings for a wide range of subgroups, from blacks and whites, to young and old, to NPR listeners and Fox News viewers, and so on. We repeated 10 questions we’ve asked for 20 years that place respondents on a liberal-to-conservative continuum, allowing us to show change over time in the public’s ideological and partisan alignments.


The survey found that Republicans and Democrats are more divided along ideological lines—and partisan antipathy is deeper and more extensive—than at any point in at least the last two decades. These trends manifest themselves in myriad ways, both in politics and in everyday life.


The overall share of Americans who express consistently conservative or consistently liberal opinions has doubled over the past two decades from 10% to 21%. And ideological thinking is now much more closely aligned with party affiliation than in the past. As a result, ideological overlap between the two parties has diminished: today, 92% of Republicans are to the right of the median Democrat, and 94% of Democrats are to the left of the median Republican.


Partisan animosity has increased substantially over the same period. In each party, the share with a highly negative view of the opposing party has more than doubled since 1994. Most of these intense partisans believe the opposing party’s policies “are so misguided that they threaten the nation’s well-being.” Among all Democrats, 27% hold this view; among all Republicans, 36% feel this way.


To be sure, most Americans do not view either party as a threat to the nation. Indeed, a majority do not have uniformly conservative or liberal views. Yet many of those in the center remain on the edges of the political playing field, relatively distant and disengaged. On measure after measure—whether primary voting, writing letters to officials, or volunteering for or donating to a campaign—the most politically polarized are more actively involved in politics (see appendix Figure 1A.1). And when we asked respondents about their attitudes toward compromise, most consistent conservatives (57%) and consistent liberals (62%) said the ideal agreement is one in which their side holds out for more of their goals. By contrast, among those with mixed views, a majority said that Obama and Republican leaders should simply meet each other halfway (see appendix Figure 1A.2).
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Figure 1.3


How We Identify Conservatives and Liberals






[image: Figure 1.3 How We Identify Conservatives and Liberals]








Source: Pew Research Center’s 2014 Political Polarization in the American Public
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Figure 1.4


Beyond Dislike
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Note: Questions about whether the Republican and Democratic Parties are a threat to the nation’s well being asked only in 2014. Republicans include Republican-leaning independents; Democrats include Democratic-leaning independents.


Source: Pew Research Center’s 2014 Political Polarization in the American Public
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IDEOLOGY AND EVERYDAY LIFE


These ideological differences also play a role in many other aspects of people’s lives, from where they live, to whom they associate with, to how they raise children, to where they look for news.


FRIENDSHIPS. Nearly two-thirds (63%) of consistent conservatives and about half (49%) of consistent liberals say most of their close friends share their political views. By contrast, only 25% of those with mixed ideological values say the same thing about their friends.


SPOUSES. Three in 10 (30%) consistent conservatives say they would be unhappy if an immediate family member married a Democrat; about a quarter (23%) of across-the-board liberals say the same about the prospect of a Republican in-law.
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Figure 1.5


Conservatives Prioritize Faith, Obedience; Liberals Value Tolerance, Empathy
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Source: Pew Research Center’s American Trends Panel survey, April 29-May 27, 2014
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CHILDREARING. Conservatives place more emphasis than liberals do on the importance of teaching children religious values and obedience, while liberals are more inclined to stress tolerance, empathy, creativity, and curiosity. There’s broad agreement across the ideological spectrum that it is important for children to learn responsibility (the highest-rated trait of the 12 tested in the survey), independence, hard work, and good manners.


NEIGHBORS. Half of all adults on the right (50%) and about a third on the left (35%) say it is important to them to live in a place where most people share their political views. Just 22% of those with mixed views feel the same way.


MEDIA USAGE. Conservatives and liberals have their own ways of searching for news, with conservatives tightly grouped around Fox News and liberals gravitating toward CNN, NPR, MSNBC, and the New York Times. Likewise, in their social media habits, each group tends to cluster around friends and information sources that affirm their worldview.


THE BIG SORT


It’s hardly a surprise that these patterns of selective exposure appear in the online world; no medium in human history has made it easier for like to attract like. What’s more intriguing is that something similar also appears to be happening in the physical world. In their 2008 book, The Big Sort, authors Bill Bishop and Robert Cushing were the first to popularize the idea that more Americans were clustering into think-alike communities. They were careful not to claim that political ideology is on people’s minds when they choose where to live. As they noted, these decisions are driven by considerations such as cost, community type, family, jobs, schools, shopping, climate, and public amenities. But their thesis is that these sorts of lifestyle preferences are increasingly aligned with people’s political ideology.


To make their case, Bishop and Cushing analyzed voting patterns by county in three presidential elections that had all been decided by a few percentage points or less in the national popular vote—1976, 2000, and 2004. They measured partisan clustering at the local level by tallying the number of “landslide counties” in each election—counties where one of the presidential candidates won at least 60% of the vote. In 1976, they found, only about a quarter of all voters lived in a landslide county. But by 2000 and 2004, nearly half of all voters lived in such counties.5 Thus, they concluded, more people had ideological soul mates as neighbors.


Not so fast, countered political scientists Samuel Abrams and Morris Fiorina. They analyzed trends in party registration over a similar period and found the opposite pattern: there were many fewer “landslide counties” by party registration in 2008 than in 1976. Bishop’s rebuttal: those patterns reflect a decline in party affiliation, not a rise in partisan residential heterogeneity.


Other skeptics make a different argument: they say counties are too big to be a useful guide to the often diverse mix of neighborhoods situated within. Yes, comes the response, but counties are typically part of the same media market and regional economy. Most have a distinctive culture, as do most cities and states.


As with many debates waged with competing datasets, this one can’t be settled conclusively. But the Big Sort thesis got a nod of support from our survey when we asked people what they were looking for in a place to live. Three-quarters of consistent conservatives said they prefer a community where “the houses are larger and farther apart, but schools, stores, and restaurants are several miles away.” By contrast, 77% of consistent liberals said they’d choose to live where “the houses are smaller and closer to each other, but schools, stores, and restaurants are within walking distance.”


We also asked the question in a slightly different way—would you rather live in a city, suburb, small town, or rural area?—and found similarly sharp differences by ideology. Some 41% of consistent conservatives said they preferred a rural area, compared with just 11% of consistent liberals. Likewise, 46% of those on the left said they prefer city life, compared with just 4% of those on the right.


And to put in one more plug for the Big Sort, there’s this delectable little data nugget cooked up by David Wasserman of the nonpartisan Cook Political Report. After the 2008 election, he found that 89% of the Whole Food stores in the United States were in counties carried by Obama, while 62% of the Cracker Barrel restaurants were in counties carried by John McCain.6


ECONOMIC SORTING. While scholars may differ over the extent of ideological sorting by neighborhood, the rise in economic sorting by neighborhood is beyond dispute. To study this phenomenon, Pew Research Center analyzed household income trends over a three-decade period in the nation’s 74,000 census tracts (the typical tract has about 4,000 inhabitants, meaning it more closely resembles a neighborhood than do any of the nation’s 3,100 counties).


The study found that from 1980 to 2010, a growing share of lower-income households were located in a majority lower-income census tract, and a growing share of upper-income households were located in a majority upper-income census tract.7 Using a slightly different methodology and time frame, Cornell University’s Kendra Bischoff and Stanford University’s Sean Reardon found a similar trend: in 1970, 65% of US families resided in middle-income neighborhoods; by 2009, that number had dropped to 42%.8 Income inequality has become one of the defining features of modern American life. As these studies indicate, that trend is now as visible on a map as on a stack of tax returns.
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Figure 1.6


Rising Residential Segregation, 1980–2010
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Note: Based on census tracts in the nation’s 942 metropolitan and micropolitan statistical areas. In a majority lower-income census tract, at least half the tract’s households have a household income below 67% of the metropolitan median household income. In a majority upper-income census tract, at least half the tract’s households have a household income above 200% of the metropolitan median household income.


Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of 2006–2010 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-year file and Geolytics 1980 Census data in 2000 boundaries
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This rise in residential economic segregation doesn’t by itself prove that more neighborhoods have turned deep Red or deep Blue. But it’s another piece of the puzzle. Throughout our history, the upper rungs of our socioeconomic ladder have tilted conservative, the lower rungs liberal. Now more than ever, these rungs are separated by geography as well as income.


THE MAKING OF THE MODERN MEDIA


Half a century ago CBS anchorman Walter Cronkite wore the crown of “the most trusted man in America.”9 Then, a small, like-minded, and somewhat clubby band of broadcast television networks, wire services, and elite newspapers set the nation’s news agenda. Like Cronkite (a closet liberal), they all aspired to a nonideological brand of political reporting, for reasons dictated by the economics, regulations, and technologies of the era. At the top of the food chain, the three national broadcast networks—CBS, NBC, and ABC—effectively enjoyed oligopoly control over the television airwaves (thanks to the physical scarcity of broadcast frequencies). Their business model was to compete among themselves for the biggest slice of a giant audience. Along with attracting eyeballs, their neutral, authoritative “voice of God” journalism engendered trust. When Uncle Walter closed his newscast each night with his reassuring sign-off—“and that’s the way it is”—America took him at his word.


Today, the news media have splintered into millions of pieces, some larger than others, but all now operating at a time when new technologies have busted the oligopoly and empowered anyone to be a news disseminator.10 In this fragmented universe, many news organizations now search for profits by maximizing their appeals to narrow audience niches. And as the American public has grown more politically polarized, the economic case for serving them Red Truth or Blue Truth has grown more compelling.11


Rupert Murdoch was the first modern media mogul to seize on this logic when he launched the Fox News Channel in 1996. Its motto is “fair and balanced,” but starting with the hiring of former Republican media consultant Roger Ailes to be its chief executive, Fox’s mission has been clear: serve a steady diet of right-leaning news and commentary geared toward countering what its viewers see as the liberal bias of the traditional media.12 Fox has been a huge business success. Twenty years later, it still reigns as the runaway political news leader on cable television. A similar dynamic has played out on talk radio, where conservative talk show host Rush Limbaugh has enjoyed an even longer run atop the ratings heap (although he’s been losing listeners lately). There have been lots of efforts to match both of them from the left—in recent years best exemplified by MSNBC’s lineup of liberal commentators. All have lagged badly in the marketplace. The conservative explanation is that the mainstream media are already so liberal that there isn’t a viable market to its left. The liberal explanation is that grievance and paranoia run hotter on the right.


Either way, these outposts of Red and Blue Truths have transformed the tone, tenor, and norms of modern journalism. Objectivity remains an aspiration at many traditional news organizations, but it no longer has the stage to itself. Many of the newbies in political journalism see their mission as delivering news that rallies the faithful (and incites the enemy). This calls for mixing fact with commentary as a matter of standard practice. And it means choosing stories that depict a version of reality that’s often unrecognizable to the other side—sometimes comically so, which explains why the Left’s most effective foil to Fox, especially among the young, came in the form of two satirical news programs on Comedy Central: The Daily Show and The Colbert Report. In this funhouse-mirror media world, the hyperpartisans in the spectators’ gallery have no trouble finding their red meat. If you want proof that Obama doesn’t love America, probably isn’t a Christian, and may have been born in Kenya, Fox is your ticket. If you prefer a running account of the racism, sexism, and homophobia of Republicans, the greed of big business, or the bigotry of the Religious Right, head over to MSNBC. The liberals’ war on Christmas? Find it on Fox. The GOP’s war on women? That would be MSNBC.


The total audience for these shows is actually quite small—and it’s been shrinking since 2009.13 Nevertheless, University of Pennsylvania political communications professor Diana Mutz argues in In-Your-Face Politics: The Consequences of Uncivil Media that they set a tone that seeps into the broader culture, fostering out-group antagonism and undermining institutional trust.14


To be sure, as our studies confirm, it’s virtually impossible for anyone these days to live in a totally Red or Blue ideological bubble. The modern information ecosystem is simply too all-consuming, nonstop, full throttle, multiplatformed, and mobile. Most Americans rely on an array of outlets—with varying ideological and audience profiles—for political news. Among Millennials, Facebook has become the most widely used conduit for news,15 and as its influence has grown, scholars have debated the degree to which its algorithms feed stories to users in a way that intensifies the political echo chamber effect. In 2015, Facebook researchers analyzed the content of news stories that 10 million of its users who self-identified with a political ideology had been exposed to over a six-month period. It found that while people’s network of friends and diet of news stories are indeed skewed toward their ideological preferences, users not infrequently encounter opposing views. The study found that 22% of the news stories that Facebook presented to liberals were of a conservative bent, and 33% of the stories shown to conservatives had a liberal slant. Some critics, such as communications scholar Christian Sandvig, were not impressed. Dubbing it Facebook’s “it’s-not-our-fault study,” he said that “selectivity and polarization are happening on Facebook, and its news feed curation algorithm acts to modestly accelerate” the process.16 Meantime, Mutz notes that news consumers who search for opposing views, no matter in what platform, may have motives other than enlightenment. “People who are really into politics . . . will expose themselves to the other side,” she said. “But it could be just to make fun of it, or to know what they’re saying to better argue against it, or just to yell at the television set.”17
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Figure 1.7


Fox News, MSNBC Stir Up Negative Views Among Ideologically Consistent
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Note: Ideological consistency based on scale of 10 political values questions. “Neither” includes don’t know responses. Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.


Source: Pew Research Center’s 2014 Political Polarization in the American Public
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Our survey shows that those who occupy the left and right ends of the spectrum have very different ways of staying informed. When we asked respondents how much they use and trust several dozen prominent broadcast, cable, print, and digital-only outlets that cover politics and government, we found that consistent conservatives:


         •  Are tightly clustered around a single news source, with 47% citing Fox News as their main source for news about government and politics.


         •  Express greater distrust than trust of 24 of the 36 news sources measured in our survey. At the same time, fully 88% of consistent conservatives trust Fox News.


         •  When on Facebook, are twice as likely as the typical user (47% versus 23%) to come across political views consistent with their own.


By contrast, consistent liberals:


         •  Rely on a range of news outlets, with no single source named by more than 15% of consistent liberals.


         •  Express more trust than distrust of 28 of the 36 news outlets in the survey. NPR, PBS, and the BBC are the most trusted news sources for consistent liberals.


         •  On Facebook are more likely than other groups (44%, compared with 31% of consistent conservatives and 26% of all users) to block or “defriend” someone because of politics.


         •  In their Facebook feeds are more likely to follow issue-based groups, rather than political parties or candidates.


Not surprisingly, politics is less of a focus for those in the middle of the ideological spectrum. Their main news sources include CNN, local TV, and Fox News, along with Yahoo News and Google News, which aggregate stories from a wide assortment of outlets. And when they use social media, these adults encounter a mix of views.
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Figure 1.8


Evaluations of Press Grow More Negative




[image: Figure 1.8 Evaluations of Press Grow More Negative]





Source: Pew Research Center surveys, 1985–2011
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One casualty of this market fragmentation has been the public’s trust in media credibility and independence. It has soured badly since Cronkite’s day, a process that began before the digital revolution and has continued apace since. Most other key institutions of American life have also suffered sharp drops in public trust, though few have fallen as far as the news media. In keeping with the zeitgeist of our era, the disillusionment is not evenly distributed. Liberals are least trusting of conservative outlets, and conservatives of liberal outlets, as seen in appendix Figure 1A.3.


Dramatic though these changes have been, they aren’t new. In many ways, they take American journalism back to its raucous early roots in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when newspapers originated as propaganda pamphlets of the political parties. By the middle of the nineteenth century the invention of the telegraph enabled newspaper publishers to expand their readerships by offering real-time reporting from far and wide (the first wire service, the Associated Press, was launched in 1846). This created market incentives to provide neutral, objective news accounts. Those incentives grew stronger in the twentieth century with the invention and commercialization first of radio and then television—the two ultimate “broadcast” platforms. But now the more recent waves of technological innovation, first cable and then digital, have brought journalism full circle back to its narrow-casting origins. It’s unclear whether Americans have become better or worse informed as a result. Pew Research surveys taken over several decades suggest that even though the news audience now includes more people wedded to Red or Blue versions of reality, and also more people with higher levels of educational attainment, there’s been almost no change in the public’s overall knowledge about national and international affairs.18


THE DEMOGRAPHICS OF POLARIZATION IN 2016


To recap: Technologies, journalists, and politicians are all promoting polarization, but haven’t operated in a vacuum. The public has put its own shoulders into the process. Which brings us to an intriguing question: Why?


A pretty good one-word answer is demographics. The America of the early twenty-first century is undergoing two dramatic demographic overhauls at the same time. Our population is en route to becoming majority nonwhite at the same time a record share is turning gray. Either transformation by itself would be the dominant demographic story of its era. The fact that they are happening simultaneously has created huge generation gaps. We are at a moment in history when young and old don’t look alike, think alike, vote alike, form families alike, use technology alike, or share many core social and political values.


All of these gaps have a partisan dimension, which we can track by analyzing voting patterns and party affiliations. Observe, for example, our current electorate through the lens of our four adult generations: Millennials (ages 18 through 35), Gen Xers (ages 36 to 51), Baby Boomers (ages 52 to 70), and the Silent Generation (ages 71 to 88). Millennials are our most racially diverse (about 43% are nonwhite) and most liberal generation. Were it not for their votes, Mitt Romney would be finishing up his first term. Silents are our least racially diverse (about 78% white) and most conservative generation. Millennials are in the worst economic shape of any of the four adult generations; Silents are in the best shape. Millennials are less than half as likely to be married as Silents were back when they were the same age. They are three times as likely to be unaffiliated with any religion. They are far more likely to have given birth to their first child as a single parent. Among Millennials, gender norms are converging, both at home and work—and have traveled quite a distance from the male breadwinner/female homemaker template that prevailed when Silents were coming of age. In all of these dimensions, the transformations have unfolded along a fairly straight chronological continuum, meaning that the attitudes and behaviors of the two generations in the middle—Baby Boomers and Gen Xers—are arrayed in a stairstep pattern between those of younger and older cohorts. The same is true for views about many hot-button cultural issues, from same-sex marriage to immigration to marijuana legalization.
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Figure 1.9


2014 Partisan Advantages by Year of Birth
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These generation gaps are not the only demographic fissure that divides Democrats from Republicans. Here are others, based on more than 25,000 Pew Research survey interviews about partisan affiliation conducted throughout 2014.19


RACE AND ETHNICITY. Partisan divisions by race are our oldest and deepest demographic cleavage. What’s notable is how big they remain at a time when our racial tapestry is evolving from black and white to multicolored. Among all white adults who identify with or lean toward a party, Republicans today hold a 49%–40% lead over Democrats. The GOP advantage widens to 21 points among white men who have not completed college (54%–33%) and white southerners (55%–34%). On the flip side, Democrats hold a huge 80%–11% advantage among blacks. They also lead by close to 3 to 1 among Asian Americans (65%–23%) and by more than 2 to 1 among Hispanics (56%–26%)—the two big immigrant groups that are remaking the face of the nation.
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Figure 1.10


Strong Groups for the Democratic and Republican Parties
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Note: Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics; Hispanics are of any race. Asians are non-Hispanic and English-speaking only.


Source: Pew Research Center surveys, 2014
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GENDER. In a pattern that has persisted for decades, women lean Democratic by 52%–36%, while men are evenly divided (44% Democratic, 43% Republican). Gender differences are evident in nearly all subgroups. For instance, Republicans lead among married men (51%–38%), while married women are evenly divided (44% Republican, 44% Democratic). Democrats hold a substantial advantage among all unmarried adults, but their lead in partisan identification is greater among unmarried women (57%–29%) than among unmarried men (51%–34%).


EDUCATION. Democrats lead by 22 points (57%–35%) in party identification among adults with postgraduate degrees; 20 years ago, there was no gap in this group. The Democrats’ edge is narrower among those with college degrees or some postgraduate experience (49%–42%), and those with less education (47%–39%). Across all educational categories, women are more likely than men to affiliate with the Democratic Party or lean Democratic. For example, the Democrats’ advantage is 35 points (64%–29%) among women with postgraduate degrees, but only eight points (50%–42%) among postgrad men.


RELIGION. Adults who have no religious affiliation are the fastest-growing and youngest religious group in the population; they lean Democratic by a wide margin (36 points). Republicans lead by even larger margins among one small group, Mormons (48 points), and one large group, white evangelical Protestants (46 points). Younger white evangelicals (those under age 35) are about as likely as older white evangelicals to identify as Republican or lean Republican. Jews lean Democratic by roughly 2 to 1 (61%–31%).


INCOME. Partisan gaps here are not nearly as large as in other categories, mostly because the modern Democratic Party has become an upstairs/downstairs coalition that does best with the poor on one end of the socioeconomic scale and highly educated professionals on the other. Democrats have a sizable edge (54%–31%) among those with family incomes below $30,000. Republicans have a narrow margin (48%–45%) among those with family incomes of $75,000 and above.


One obvious takeaway from these patterns is that Democrats enjoy a big advantage with what journalist Ron Brownstein dubbed “the coalition of the ascendant”—by which he meant large, growing electoral blocs such as the young, nonwhites, single mothers, and the religiously unaffiliated. Moreover, generational churn ought to be the Democrats’ best friend. As more of today’s young age into the electorate and more of today’s old die off, simple arithmetic would seem to ensure that future elections will turn a deeper shade of blue.


Well, maybe. But these same assumptions have been around since Obama’s breakthrough election of 2008, and a funny thing has happened to the age of presumed Democratic demographic dominance. It’s been a no show. In fact, when the Democratic Party in 2015 tallied up all election results since Obama was inaugurated in 2009, it found “devastating losses” (its words) at all levels of government. By 2015 there were 69 fewer Democrats in the US House of Representatives, 13 fewer in the Senate, 910 fewer in state legislatures, and 11 fewer in governors’ mansions. The GOP hasn’t enjoyed such across-the-board majorities since the Hoover-Coolidge era of the 1920s.


What happened? It turns out that the coalition of the ascendant is often the coalition of the unengaged. There’s nothing new in the phenomenon of the young turning out to vote in much lower numbers than the old; that seems hardwired into the human life cycle. This turnout gap doesn’t amount to much when the generations vote alike, but makes a huge difference when they don’t. Nowadays Democrats are especially vulnerable in midterm elections, when turnouts typically fall by nearly half from their presidential year peaks, and when most of the missing voters are from their core voting blocs. For example, a paltry 19.9% of 18- to 29-year-olds voted in the 2014 midterm election, less than half the share that had voted in the presidential race two years earlier. It was the lowest turnout rate for young adults since the voting age was reduced to 18 in 1972. Thus we have the zigs and zags of our last four national elections—Obama’s big wins in the presidential years of 2008 and 2012 (when he became the first Democrat since FDR to command a majority of votes in consecutive elections), interspersed around the huge GOP victories in the midterms of 2010 and 2014. Political campaigns are now waged not just in Red and Blue states but in alternating Red and Blue biennials, with demographics the most important difference maker.


To stretch the metaphor into yet another realm, we also now have Red and Blue branches of the federal government, with Democrats winning the popular vote for president in five of the past six elections at the same time Republicans have built their largest majorities in Congress in nearly a century. Nothing like this has ever happened before; again, demographics are a key part of the story. The Senate, with its small-state bias, is an increasingly friendly chamber for Republicans, who have a big edge in rural white sections of the country. Over in the House, Democrats face a growing “wasted vote” dilemma. Their young, nonwhite electoral base is increasingly concentrated in urban districts, where a Democratic candidate can run up 80% or more of the vote. These big margins help give their presidential candidates the boost they need to carry electoralrich swing states like Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, and Wisconsin. But they add nothing to the Democrats’ haul in the House.20


All of these electoral dynamics have added a new layer of institutionalized partisan conflict to the elaborate system of checks and balances that our founders wrote into the Constitution. Given how broken Washington feels these days, some have even begun to wonder if we’d be better off moving to a British-style parliamentary system in which the party that controls the legislative branch picks the prime minister. “In a parliamentary system, deadlocks get resolved,” Vox Media’s Matthew Yglesias wrote in a wistful 2015 essay. “There’s simply no possibility of a years-long spell in which the legislative and executive branches glare at each other unproductively.”21


Practically speaking, any constitutional makeover of that magnitude is, of course, a nonstarter. Moreover, most students of the American system take a more benign view of the constitutional and electoral architecture that has given us three branches of government and two big tent parties. In our dynamic, heterogeneous, and individualistic culture, each party must build a diverse coalition and cater to a wide variety of interests. This has a moderating impact on public policy, as do the checks and balances among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. This formula has produced the most resilient democracy in human history. Yes, we often lurch down blind alleys or bump into brick walls, but the record shows we eventually figure out how to accommodate majority will, protect minority rights, and find Goldilocks solutions. Our system seems especially dysfunctional at the moment. If history is a guide, this too will pass, perhaps sooner than seems imaginable. Political arrangements are inherently unstable. So are all demographic “locks.” There’s no reason to expect today’s gridlock to be more durable than, say, the FDR coalition that seemed to give Democrats an impregnable hold on power in the 1930s and 1940s, or the rise of the Sunbelt and collapse of the Democratic South that appeared to do the same for Republicans in the final third of the last century. Circumstances change, history surprises, coalitions unravel, parties adapt. Just ask Donald Trump.


But anyone rooting for hyperpartisanship to recede this year has probably picked the wrong election. The 2016 campaign is the seventh presidential race since 1980 to open with a Bush in the field and the fourth since 1992 with a Clinton—making it part Groundhog Day, part Game of Thrones. Our country has known its share of political dynasties before (Adams, Roosevelt, Kennedy), but we’ve never had two on the national stage at the same time. The Clinton and Bush families came to prominence in the age of hyperpartisanship, and even though their current standard-bearers aren’t from the slash-and-burn school of political combat, both carry family baggage and battle scars accumulated over many decades. They’re not the only candidates in the field, of course. As this book went to press, the biggest surprises of the campaign preseason were Trump and Bernie Sanders, who both tapped into a vein of populist disgust with politics-as-usual even though they are each other’s ideological and stylistic opposites. As their insurgent candidacies caught fire in 2015, Jeb Bush lamented that “there’s been a hollowing out of the center in American politics,” adding, “the left is angry and the right is angrier.” It will make for an interesting campaign.


LOOKING AHEAD


Even if our political system doesn’t break free from the excesses of hyperpartisanship in 2016, it will happen eventually. Looking ahead, these are some of the demographic, economic, and cultural trends in a changing America that will shape elections this year and beyond.


GENERATIONS. “Men resemble their times more than their fathers,” goes an ancient proverb. If that bit of wisdom holds, the electoral playing field should indeed grow steadily more hospitable to Democrats. Millennials are our largest and most liberal generation, at ease with the overlapping racial, cultural, social, and technological revolutions of the new century. They’re unmoored from traditional organizations such as political parties, but we know from the votes they’ve cast since coming of age that they are the most Democratic cohort of any in modern history. Moreover, as noted earlier, generational replacement is a double whammy for the GOP. Each year as more Millennials age into the electorate, more members of the Silent Generation, the nation’s most conservative age group, will be dying off. In 2012, Millennials made up 25.5% of the age-eligible electorate but only cast about 20% of the votes (enough, however, to rescue Obama from defeat). By 2020, they will be 36.5% of the age-eligible electorate, and, if history is a guide, as they enter middle age, their turnout rates will rise as well. Thus the key question: Will their liberal proclivities stay with them over the life cycle? It’s not clear. This is a generation that eschews labels and avoids long-term commitments—to products, employers, organizations, and perhaps ideologies. As children of the digital era, their instinct is to graze, to comparison shop, to wait for the next big thing. So it’s possible that the applicable aphorism isn’t the one cited above, but the one often attributed to Winston Churchill: “If you’re not a liberal at age 20, you have no heart, and if you’re not a conservative at age 40, you have no head.” Pick your proverb as you keep this in mind: Millennials will be the biggest electoral prize on the horizon for decades to come.


RACE. According to the Census Bureau, the US population will be more than 50% nonwhite by 2044, up from 38% now. The shift will occur in steady steps, with the population becoming nearly 2 percentage points less white in each four-year presidential cycle. Two related demographic forces are driving this racial makeover: more than 8 in 10 of the roughly one million immigrants who come to our country every year are nonwhite, and birthrates among immigrants are nearly 50% higher than among native-born Americans. About half of children born in the US this year will be nonwhite. And sometime in the 2020s, this country’s aging white population, which is reproducing at below replacement levels, will decline not just as a share of the whole, but in absolute numbers (that is, deaths among whites will exceed births, and immigration will not cover the difference). For those who think in terms of Electoral College maps, a state-by-state tour tells the story vividly. Today, just four states are majority nonwhite—California, Texas, New Mexico, and Hawaii. By 2060, according to projections by three of the nation’s leading political demographers, 22 states will be majority nonwhite and another 10 will have nonwhite populations of at least 40% (see appendix Figure 1A.4).22 Now toss all these numbers into your mental blender and set them alongside the two most telling data points from the 2012 presidential campaign: 17% and 88%. The first is the share of nonwhites who voted for Mitt Romney. The second is the share of Romney’s vote that came from whites. And ask yourself: Which party has more work to do to adapt to the next America?


CLASS. Here’s another pop quiz: Which US senator uttered these words in rebuttal to Obama’s 2014 State of the Union address: “Today the United States is beset by a crisis of inequality”? Elizabeth Warren, the liberal darling from Massachusetts? Bernie Sanders, the socialist icon from Vermont? No, it was Mike Lee, the Tea Party stalwart from Utah. And his was just one of many signs of a sea change—in oratory if not ideology—the GOP has undergone on this subject since 2012, when Romney was caught telling guests at a GOP fundraiser that his job was “not to worry about the 47% of Americans” who receive government assistance. As a new presidential campaign gets under way, all major Republican candidates are talking about chronic poverty and a shrinking middle class. Like Lee, they define the problem as inequality of opportunity rather than outcome, and they see government as the problem, not the solution. So there’s been no grand partisan coming together on a policy response. But just the fact that there’s a consensus that we have a problem is noteworthy in itself. So, too, is the fact that a 2014 Pew Research global survey found that adults in the US and Europe saw income inequality as “the greatest threat to the world,” ahead of such stiff competition as religious and ethnic hatred, pollution, nuclear weapons, and AIDS and other diseases.23 The political salience of this issue has been rising for a simple reason: so has income and wealth inequality. These trends have taken hold all over the world in recent decades, but the US leads the wealth inequality sweepstakes by leaps and bounds among rich countries, with our top 10% now taking in 34% of annual income and owning 75% of the nation’s household wealth.24 The last time our economy produced such lopsided gaps was during the Gilded Era of the late nineteenth century. It led to the Progressive movement of the early twentieth century, with its tough antitrust laws, strong labor unions, redistributive income tax, and alphabet soup of regulatory agencies. Nothing of that magnitude looms on the horizon now. The menu of policy responses has been more measured; nowadays labor unions are weak, and the global and technological forces that have produced this inequality are strong. But the center of gravity in the Democratic Party has been moving left on economic issues in recent years, leading front-runner Clinton to strike more populist chords than she and her husband did back in their “triangulating” years in the 1990s. At the same time, however, the familiar smaller government/lower taxes mantra emanating from most Republicans continues to resonate with a public deeply skeptical that government can make things better. Polls show the public is conflicted on these issues. Large majorities now say our economic system is rigged in favor of the rich, and for the past decade about half of American adults have been telling Gallup that the government should “redistribute wealth by heavy taxes on the rich.” From 1940, when Gallup first posed that question, until about 2005, most Americans had opposed that idea.25 But public support for the most redistributive big policy proposal of the modern era—government-guaranteed health care coverage for all—dropped from 69% in 2006 to 45% in 2014, according to Gallup surveys.26 In short, the public’s new enthusiasm for taxing the rich bumps up against its ongoing skepticism over what the government will do with the money. These cross-currents in public opinion set the stage for what’s likely to be a spirited economic policy debate in 2016 and beyond.
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Figure 1.11


Public’s Views About Why Few Women in Top Jobs
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Source: Pew Research Center survey, Nov. 12-21, 2014
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GENDER. When she first ran for president in 2008, Hillary Clinton chose to downplay the most history-making aspect of her candidacy. This time around, her gender is a—perhaps even the—central plank of her platform. No matter how this works out for her in 2016, the tactical shift is of a piece with the steady march of women’s empowerment around the world. Just before announcing her candidacy in the spring of 2015, Clinton told a United Nations audience that “there has never been a better time in history to be born female.” She was referring mainly to girls in disadvantaged countries who for the first time can get an education, pursue a career, and exercise control over their bodies. But she was also describing the ongoing gender revolution in advanced economies. Today young women in the US are about 25% more likely than their male counterparts to have a college degree, a reversal of gender patterns that had prevailed until a generation ago. They place just as high a value as young men do on career success. Women are the sole or primary breadwinner in 4 in 10 households with minor children, quadruple the share of a generation ago. These transformations have not yet yielded full gender equality. The pay gap has narrowed but persists. And women continue to be underrepresented at the highest levels of politics and business, accounting for only about 1 in 5 members of Congress and just 1 in 20 Fortune 500 CEOs.


Why has the glass ceiling remained so hard to penetrate? The public rejects the explanation that prevailed during the Mad Men era: that women lack leadership traits. Rather, it says the problem is societal and institutional resistance. About 4 in 10 survey respondents say women who try to make it to the top are held to a higher standard than their male counterparts.27 A similar share says the electorate and corporate America simply aren’t ready to put more women in top leadership positions. Only about one in five says these barriers arise from the challenges women face in juggling family and career. Even fewer lay the blame on women’s perceived lack of leadership qualities. In fact, the survey found, most Americans find women indistinguishable from men on key leadership traits such as intelligence and capacity for innovation, with many saying they’re stronger than men in terms of being compassionate and organized leaders (see appendix Figure 1A.5). There may be better days ahead for women leaders. Fully three-quarters of Americans say they expect to see a woman in the White House in their lifetime. “People are ready for a woman president,” says Jennifer Lawless, director of the Women and Politics Institute at American University. The question is: “Are they ready for Hillary as that woman?”28 We shall see.


CULTURE. Sometimes tipping points arrive in surprising packages. One of the most compelling signals that American culture was on its way to a new normal came in a trio of television ads that aired during the 2014 Super Bowl. A Chevy ad showed a montage of happy families, including one with two dads. A Cheerios ad featured a family with a black father, a white mother, their multiracial daughter, and a baby on the way. A Coke ad had a soundtrack of “America the Beautiful” playing in six different languages as a multicolored array of Americans went about their daily lives. Product advertisers aren’t in the business of making political statements. They’re certainly not interested in making political enemies, not when each paid $4 million for 30 seconds in front of the biggest audience we assemble each year. All three ads drew backlash in conservative precincts of social and traditional media, some of it quite nasty. The advertisers surely saw this coming; they exhaustively pretest such sensitive ads. Even so, all made the business decision to associate their iconic American brands with our nation’s new rainbow of family forms, cultural norms, racial groupings, and sexual identities. The ads foreshadowed big changes not just in culture but in policy. About a year later, there was another telling moment when the legislatures in two conservative states, Indiana and Arkansas, passed religious freedom laws designed to protect vendors who on religious grounds did not want to cater to same-sex weddings. The laws drew the immediate ire of gay rights activists. As their protests mounted, many mainstream corporate pillars, including Walmart, Marriott, and the NCAA, jumped into the fray—but on the side of the gay protesters. Within days, the Republican legislatures in both states backtracked. It’s impossible to imagine anything like that happening 10—even 5—years ago. Businesses aren’t social change agents, but they do ratify change that’s already happened. If Coke, Chevy, Cheerios, Walmart, and Marriott are ready to cast their lot with the next America, the change has already happened. And it’s happened in other countries too—witness the 2015 vote in overwhelmingly Catholic Ireland, when by a 62%–38% margin, that country became the first in the world to legalize same-sex marriage via referendum. The sweep and speed of these cultural shifts have been disorienting for many conservatives. As he watched the popular media applaud the gender transition of Olympic champion Bruce Jenner into Caitlyn Jenner, former Reagan administration education secretary and drug czar William Bennett lamented in a 2015 Washington Post interview that “people feel like they’re under siege and that the terms of the debate are now that you either applaud it or you’re a bigot. . . . It’s like American culture is being dragged kicking and screaming not only toward acceptance but approval.”29 A few weeks later, in a dramatic confluence of events, rainbow banners were raised across the country on the same day Confederate battle flags started to come down across the South in response to a Supreme Court ruling on same-sex marriage and a massacre by a white supremacist that left 9 dead at a black church in Charleston, South Carolina. Once again, the business community was on the side of change. Some 379 corporations, including many in the Fortune 500, had filed amicus briefs with the Court in support of same-sex marriage. And the move to lower the Confederate flag was led not just by southern politicians, but by the likes of NASCAR and Amazon. These cultural shifts challenge deeply held values among many older, conservative, religious Americans who are a key part of the GOP base. But Bennett is correct—the ground beneath them has moved. And as more and more Republican leaders have begun to acknowledge, if their national candidates want to wage winning campaigns in the next America, they’ll have to find a way to honor their traditional values as they open their hearts and minds to the new realities.


ENDURING STRENGTHS


Alexis de Tocqueville was the first to observe nearly 200 years ago that American democracy isn’t as fragile as it looks; confusion on the surface masks underlying strengths. On that hopeful note, let’s close this opening chapter not by despairing over our hyperpartisanship, but by celebrating the contributions our changing demography can make to our nation’s future—if we let it.


Some 43 million foreigners have settled in the United States since we reopened our borders in 1965. Unlike earlier immigration waves that were almost entirely white, this one has been almost entirely nonwhite. The immigrants arriving from Latin America, Asia, Africa, Europe, the Caribbean, and the Middle East are reweaving our racial tapestry into a coat of many colors. Yes, they’ve contributed to some of the generational and cultural gaps that bedevil our politics and test our social cohesion. The fact that a quarter are living here illegally is an affront to our laws and borders. But as was the case with previous immigration waves, these 43 million newcomers and their children have been rejuvenating our economy. And in a world made smaller by the information revolution, they’re deepening our ties of blood and culture to people on every continent of the globe. America is still the world’s big dog, making us an object of envy and target of terrorism. Our growing diversity holds out the prospect of mitigating some of those tensions.


Demography isn’t the only reason to see our glass half full. We inhabit what’s still the world’s most enviable slab of real estate, with friendly neighbors north and south, protective oceans east and west, a bounty of energy sources above and below, and a sea-to-shining-sea cornucopia of deep-water ports, navigable rivers, and arable land. These competitive advantages are enhanced by a culture of democratic capitalism that rewards innovation, entrepreneurship, individualism, adaptability, speed, and hard work. It’s no accident that most of the major technological and commercial breakthroughs of the digital era have happened on American soil, which, not incidentally, is also home to the world’s preeminent (if often reviled) popular culture.


Yet it’s easy to lose sight of these assets at a time when our middle class has shrunk, our upward mobility has stalled, our political system has gridlocked, and our sense of mastery over global affairs has diminished. You have to go all the way back to 2004 to find the last time a majority of Americans said the country is heading in the right direction, making these past dozen years the longest stretch of national discontent since the onset of polling.


For most of our history, the American Dream—the idea that everyone here can climb as high as their brains, talent, and drive will take them—has exerted a tug on the imaginations of strivers the world over. Unfortunately the data now describe a different reality.30 These days if you’re born near the bottom, you have a better chance of climbing the ladder of opportunity in Canada and much of Europe than you have here. An updated rendition of the American Dream might go as follows: Choose your parents wisely. The richer they are, the richer you’re likely to be.


This isn’t a story we enjoy telling ourselves, much less anyone else. For America to prosper in an age of sweeping demographic change, we’ll need to find new ways to provide economic opportunity for the young, who’ve become our most vulnerable generation. And we’ll have to do this at a time when young and old don’t look alike, which makes the politics more daunting. There are Red and Blue ways to take up this challenge; that’s why we hold elections. The one thing we can’t afford is to ignore it. An ancient proverb says societies become great when old men plant trees whose shade they know they will never sit under. Across the ages, we’ve been a nation of planters. Lately, not so much. Today the inheritance we’re leaving future generations increasingly consists of unpaid bills and an unsustainable social safety net. Down this path lies a lesser America.
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Figure 1.12


For Americans, Hard Work Seen as the Path to Success
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Source: Pew Research Center survey, 2014
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Demographic Destinies


DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSFORMATIONS are dramas in slow motion. They unfold incrementally, almost imperceptibly, tick by tock, without trumpets or press conferences. But every so often, as the weight of change builds, a society takes a hard look at itself and notices that things are different. These “aha” moments are rare and revealing. One occurred on November 6, 2012, the night of President Barack Obama’s reelection victory in a campaign that, given the political headwinds stirred by four years of high unemployment, he had every reason to lose.


Instead he won, and rather handily, an outcome that caught a lot of smart pundits and pols by surprise. Republican operative Karl Rove succumbed to a live, on-air mini-meltdown on Fox News that night when he couldn’t bring himself to accept the finality of the people’s verdict. Michael Barone, the conservative analyst and longtime coauthor of the Almanac of American Politics, who probably knows more than anyone else alive about voting patterns down to the county and precinct level, had only a few days earlier predicted an Electoral College landslide for Mitt Romney. So had George Will, the eminence gris of the op-ed pages. As the scope of the Obama victory sunk in, three of the most animated conservative voices in the media—Dick Morris, Bill O’Reilly, and Rush Limbaugh—drew the same conclusion. “This is not your father’s United States. This is a United States with a permanently high turnout of blacks, Latinos, and young people,” said Morris, who had also forecast a Romney blowout. “The white establishment is now the minority,” said O’Reilly. “We’re outnumbered,” said Limbaugh.


Their demography-is-destiny despair arose from some pretty compelling arithmetic. Had the election been held only among voters ages 30 and older, Romney would have won by 2 million votes instead of losing by 5 million. Had it been held only among men, he would have won by 4 million votes. Had it been held only among whites, he would have won by 18 million votes. Romney carried the white vote by the identical 20 percentage-point landslide that George H. W. Bush had run up among whites a generation earlier. That haul netted the elder Bush 426 Electoral College votes in 1988 and Romney just 206 in 2012. So in the 24 years separating those two elections, whites lost more than half of their Electoral College clout. Aha.
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