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Features

Prejudice Rivals Partisanship and
Ideology When Explaining the 2008
Presidential Vote across the States

Benjamin Highton, University of California, Davis

This article demonstrates that racial prejudice was strongly related to the state-
level nonblack vote in the 2008 presidential election, which featured the first African Amer-
ican candidate from a major party, Barack Obama. Additional tests show that while prejudice
also explains shifts in the nonblack vote between 2004 and 2008, its influence on voting in
the 2000 and 2004 elections was modest at best. Furthermore, there is no relationship
between racial attitudes and state-level presidential approval of George Bush in 2008.
Taken together, the findings suggest that prejudice does not have a pervasive influence on
political behavior and opinion. Instead, the effect appears to have been triggered by the
presence of Barack Obama on the ballot. Had there been less prejudice among the Amer-

ican voting public, Obama would likely have won an electoral vote landslide.

common hypothesis about voting behavior in the

2008 presidential election, in which the first Afri-

can American candidate from a major party faced a

white opponent, is that racial attitudes influenced

the ballot choices of nonblack voters. A handful of
studies of individual-level behavior reports an effect of prejudice
on voting behavior (Lewis-Beck, Tien, and Nadeau 2010; Hutch-
ings 2009; Pasek et al. 2009; Sniderman and Stiglitz 2008; Piston
forthcoming; Tesler and Sears 2010; Parker, Sawyer, and Towler
2009). This article returns to the important subject of the relation-
ship between racial attitudes and support for Obama using new
data and adopting a different approach, with the goal of explain-
ing state-level variation in nonblack support for Obama versus
McCain. The findings reinforce results from prior individual-
level studies and go beyond them by suggesting that at the state
level, the influence of prejudice on voting was comparable to the
influence of partisanship and ideology. Racial attitudes explain
support for Obama and shifts in Democratic voting between 2004
and 2008 but are only modestly related to presidential voting in
2004 and 2000; additionally, the relationship between prejudice
and approval of George Bush in 2008 was negligible. Prejudice
does not therefore appear to have a pervasive influence on opin-
ion and behavior but instead seems to be invoked when the can-
didate being evaluated is African American.

Benjamin Highton is an associate professor in the political science department at the
University of California, Davis. He specializes in the study of elections, public opinion, and
voting behavior. Before joining the faculty at UC Davis, he was an American Political Sci-
ence Association Congressional Fellow and worked for Senator Paul Wellstone. He can

be reached at bhighton@ucdavis.edu.
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BACKGROUND

As the first African American candidate for president from a major
party, “it follows from common sense that racial prejudice [would]
stoke opposition to Obama” (Sniderman and Stiglitz 2008, 1).
Indeed, the ballot box would appear to be a relatively easy place
for a prejudiced individual to act on that view. Choices are private
and anonymous—therefore not subject to social sanction—and
made about people with whom voters do not have a personal rela-
tionship. To be sure, primary elections that include an African
American candidate may be even more susceptible to the influ-
ence of prejudice, because other differences between candidates
are muted.!

Given that hardly any scholar of racial politics in America or
mass American political behavior argues that prejudice has been
eradicated, few would doubt the proposition that prejudice influ-
enced presidential voting in 2008. While there will undoubtedly
be more inquiries into the subject, the first round of studies focus-
ing on individual-level choices of white voters all report evidence
consistent with this hypothesis (Lewis-Beck, Tien, and Nadeau
2010; Hutchings 2009; Pasek et al. 2009; Sniderman and Stiglitz

" 2008; Piston forthcoming; Tesler and Sears 2010; Parker, Sawyer,

and Towler 2009). These studies motivate the present investiga-
tion, which shifts the analysis to the level of states, the units on
which the outcome of a presidential election is directly based.
The question addressed in this article is how the variation in
prejudice levels across the American states influenced the vote
shares that Obama received.? The focus here is twofold: (a) the
absolute magnitude of influence; and (b) the relative amount of
influence in relation to the two state-level variables that have been
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8. Statistical tests corroborate this point. Neither the null hypothesis of equal
effects of partisanship across the three elections ( p = .87) nor the null hy-
pothesis of equal effects of ideology (p = .86) can be rejected. However, the
null hypothesis of equal effects of prejudice can be rejected (p < .01). Further-
more, a test of the equality of the prejudice effect in 2004 and 2008 can also be
rejected (p < .01).

9. This result is all the more striking given the strong correlation between state-
level nonblack voting for Obama in 2008 and state-level nonblack disapproval
of Bush (r = .93).

10. On the 100-point prejudice scale, California scored 28.2 before rescaling. After
rescaling, the state’s score was o. Recall that lower levels indicate less
prejudice.

11. The need for many estimates (rather than one) is due to uncertainty, which is
associated with the parameters (as reflected by the standard errors}, along
with “fundamental” uncertainty that is due to the stochastic component of the
model. This uncertainty produces variation in the predicted values.

12. Also, to the extent that Obama's race had the effect of increasing African
American turnout and Democratic voting, then one would ideally counterbal-
ance the removal of the negative influence of racial attitudes on Obama’s vote
share with these positive influences. An estimation of these effects is beyond
the bounds of this article.

13. Whether prejudice was a cause of the 2010 Republican congressional landslide
remains to be determined. Given the state of economy, the president’s party—
regardless of the president’s race—would be expected to lose many seats. At
the same time, presidential approval is a commonly cited cause of congressio-
nal election outcomes, and if approval of Obama is shaped by racial prejudice,
then prejudice may have contributed to the Republican tide through its influ-
ence on opinions about Obama. Testing the hypothesis goes beyond what can
be done here but is an obvious topic for future work.

14. A third possibility appears unlikely. The GSS samples people from within
geographic sampling units and is not designed to provide representative state
samples. However, in an extensive analysis, Brace et al. find that while “the
sampling strategy used to collect the data was not designed to produce repre-
sentative state samples, these [GSS] state samples appear to be representa-
tive” (2002, 177).
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