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The New Progressive Majority

Barack Obama promised change during his White House campaign last year and ran on a distinctly liberal
platform of comprehensive health care reform, investing in new energy and good jobs, ending the Bush-era
tax cuts for the very wealthy, and ending the war in Iraq. Obama won more votes than any other candidate
in American history, and his victory capped off several years” worth of sweeping Democratic electoral wins.

Yet almost within hours of Obama’s victory, portions of the political press corps insisted America remained
firmly planted on the “center-right” of the political spectrum. “This country, even with the election of Barack
Obama last night, remains a very centered country, or maybe even center-right in a lot of places,” NBC's
Tom Brokaw announced less than one day after Obama claimed victory. Brokaw later added, "We still
remain a centered country or a center-right country when you look at the geographic distribution.”

Soon Newsweek editor Jon Meacham insisted that to govern successfully, Obama had to become a center-right
leader in order to match America’s “instinctively conservative” streak. (The center-right press push actually
began shortly before Election Day, with the late-October Newsweek cover story “America the Conservative.”)
And The Washington Post’s David Broder warned that too many victorious Democrats in Congress had “ideas
of their own about what should be done in energy, health care and education.” Broder ignored the fact that
surveys indicated most American favored many of those Democratic ideas.

From the press’ perspective, the broad Democratic wins last November did not signify a sea change in
American politics, which was how the media treated big Republican wins in 1980 and 1994. Instead, the
Democratic wins last year unfolded in spite of voters’ natural conservative leanings.

It made sense for partisan conservatives, eager to downplay their losses, to push the center-right claim in the
wake of November’s stinging defeats. (Karl Rove, appearing on Fox News the day after Obama’s win:
“Barack Obama understands this is a center-right country.”) It’s misleading, though, for the news media to
echo that spin, since it’s not factually sound. Still, months into Obama’s first term, the center-right claim
enjoyed widespread media acceptance.

“You could make the argument that this is still a center-right country,” said Fox News anchor Chris Wallace
in February, just minutes after displaying an on-air graphic that showed widespread Republican losses in
recent elections. “We remain a center-right nation in many ways -- particularly culturally, and our instinct,”
Newsweek’s Meacham reiterated that month. And MSNBC’s Chris Matthews echoed the claim in April: “I've
noted that we’re right of center except when we’re in a crisis, when we’re left of center.” In May, too: "The
true north is somewhere right of center, not left of center."

The center-right trend is a familiar one. For years, the Beltway press has consistently announced, in spite of
widespread issue-based polling data that proved otherwise, that America leans center-right, while implying
that Democrats are electorally successful only if they’re able to camouflage whatever liberal impulses they
might have.

"These Democrats that were elected last night are conservative Democrats,"” said CBS’ Bob Schieffer the day
after they scored big wins in the 2006 midterm elections. It wasn’t true, though. A Media Matters survey of
the 30 newly elected House Democrats who took Republican seats in 2006 found that they advocated liberal
positions, such as raising the minimum wage, changing course in Iraq, funding embryonic stem cell research,
and opposing any effort to privatize Social Security.!



For the press, Democratic victories are explained away as candidates’ having moved to the right, while
Republican victories are confirmed as a true expression of America’s conservative pulse.

Even after the Democratic landslide victory in November -- following a campaign in which Republicans
branded Obama as “the most liberal” member of the U.S. Senate -- and even after Democrats took control of
both house of Congress and won governorships and state legislatures nationwide, the news media continued
to propagate the falsehood that America is a fundamentally conservative country.

The strong job approval ratings that Obama has posted during his first months in office, during a period
when he unveiled an often proactive and progressive agenda, undercut the claim that the country is center-
right. In fact, conservative commentators, particularly those on Fox News, have portrayed Obama as so
liberal that his activist agenda bordered on socialist or even Marxist. Yet according to Gallup polling,
Obama'’s approval ratings for this first 100 days in office were higher than those of any president since
Ronald Reagan and higher than seven of the last eight presidents at the 100-day mark. It doesn’t seem likely
that an entrenched center-right nation would reward such a liberal president with historically high job-
approval ratings. However, a centrist or center-left nation would.

And all indications today are that America is becoming just that. Polling data regarding a wide range of
issues, including the role of big business, health care reform, gay marriage, stimulus spending, international
trade, and Social Security, indicate that Americans are increasingly receptive to and comfortable with a
progressive agenda.

It would be hard, furthermore, to argue that voters were Data Sources
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candidates and policies has long been a staple of political
commentary. There would be nothing problematic in
journalists’ relying on this notion if actual evidence existed to support it. The truth, however, is that in most
policy areas, it is progressive ideas that enjoy majority support. At a time when Democrats control not only
the White House and both houses of Congress but a majority of governorships and state legislatures, as well,
the picture of America as a center-right country has become particularly hard to sustain.

The term “center-right” itself is based on questionable premises. It comes from the notion that combining the
“right” -- self-described conservatives -- with the “center” -- self-described moderates (or in a partisan
context, Republicans with independents) -- creates the center-right majority of the country. But on issue after
issue, and in growing percentages over time, nominal independents or moderates increasingly mirror the
opinions of nominal Democrats or liberals. The majority is center-left; it is the right that is isolated.



OPINIONS ABOUT GOVERNMENT

It is one of the most fundamental ideological divides between the left and the right: Conservatives purport to
believe that government should be as small as possible and favor market-oriented solutions to social
problems; progressives, on the other hand, see government playing a more vital role in meeting basic social
needs, including infrastructure, economic security, education, and health care. As the most recent National
Election Study (NES) data demonstrate, clear majorities of the public recognize the importance of a well-run
and well-funded government to their lives and to the security and prosperity of the country, and, indeed,
want it to do more.

On all three of the following measures, the public has moved in a more progressive direction. The number
saying the government should be doing more things increased by 9 points from the 2004 study, the number
saying government has gotten bigger because the problems have gotten bigger increased by 3 points, and the
number saying we need a strong government to handle today’s economic problems increased by 5 points.
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This is not to say, of course, that Americans do not harbor significant skepticism about government'’s ability
to solve problems, as opposed to the necessity of trying to do so. One of the legacies of the Bush years
(particularly Hurricane Katrina) was a widening belief in government inefficiency. Nonetheless, Americans
continued to believe that government regulation was necessary, as data from the Pew Research Center show.
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Pew has asked this question in a manner designed to probe the ideological divide. In a poll taken in October
2008, 50 percent of respondents chose “Government regulation of business is necessary to protect the public
interest,” while 38 percent chose “Government regulation of business usually does more harm than good.”
The number choosing the former has exceeded the number choosing the latter since 1999. Whether this
figure goes up or down in the near future obviously depends on the success of the Obama administration’s
programs, but at the moment, the public seems clearly on the side of more government supervision of
industry.

OPINIONS ABOUT BUSINESS

No one doubts that the United States is an entrepreneurial country where capitalism thrives. Nonetheless,
Americans maintain a good deal of skepticism toward big business. As Pew data demonstrate, significant
majorities of the public are uneasy about the profits made, and influence wielded, by large corporations.
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These results can not be attributed to the recent economic crisis; in fact, the 2008 figures are extremely
close to what Pew obtained when it asked the question before the downturn began.?

Gallup has obtained similar results. Since 2001, Gallup has asked, “Would you like to see major corporations
have more influence in this nation, less influence, or keep their influence as it is now?” In January 2008, fully
68 percent wanted corporations to have less influence. This figure has been climbing steadily since 2001.3
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While there are limits to how much these kinds of questions can tell us, they do help explain why populist
appeals continue to be effective.

HEALTH CARE o o
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care will require a tax increase is an unsettled question). Similarly, Gallup has found for many years that a
majority of the public agrees that “it is the responsibility of the federal government to make sure all
Americans have healthcare coverage.”

NES 2008: "Do you FAVOR, OPPOSE, or NEITHER
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stronger in 1993, and the Clinton administration’s effort at health care reform was unsuccessful.®

While there will certainly be complex efforts on both sides to frame the debate in particular ways, what we
can say is that the basic idea of a significant government involvement in the health care system is accepted
by most Americans. As the data presented here show, majorities believe that it is the government’s
responsibility to ensure that all Americans are covered.

Furthermore, substantial numbers of Americans -- around 40 percent, according to Gallup polls’ -- even
favor scrapping the entire private health care system and replacing it with a government-run system, despite
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This was a new phrasing; the NES has also asked a different form of the question since 1972 in which
respondents are asked to place themselves on a scale from 1 to 7, running from favoring a “government
insurance plan” to favoring “private insurance plans.”8 The number of people placing themselves on the
“government insurance” side of the scale has been steadily rising since the two were tied in 1996; in the 2008
survey, it reached its highest point ever, at 46 percent, compared with 28 percent of respondents choosing
the “private insurance” side of the scale (the remainder of respondents who answered the question placed
themselves exactly between the two poles).

Survey after survey shows similar results: A clear majority of the American public supports greater
involvement in health care by the federal government in Washington:

e "Do you think it's the government's responsibility to make sure that everyone in the United States has adequate
health care, or don't you think so?" -- Quinnipiac University, November 6-10, 2008

Think it is 60%
Don’t thinkso  36%

e “Should the government in Washington provide national health insurance, or is this something that should be
left only to private enterprise” -- CBS News/The New York Times, January 11-15, 2009

Government 72%
Private enterprise 32%

e '"In general, would you favor or oppose a program that would increase the federal government's influence over
the country's health care system in an attempt to lower costs and provide health care coverage to more
Americans?" -- CNN/Opinion Research Corporation, February 18-19, 2009

Favor 72%
Oppose 27%

e Would you be willing or not willing to pay higher taxes so that all Americans have health insurance they can't
lose, no matter what?" -- CBS News/The New York Times, April 1-5, 2009

Willing 57%
Not willing 38%

Obviously, health care is an enormously complex topic, and the public may turn out to have different
feelings about some reform options than others. But what the data show conclusively is that they favor an
active role for government generally and are quite favorably disposed toward the idea of government
insurance.

CONSERVATIVE RHETORIC GONE FLAT

As the Republican Party undertakes an internal debate on how to reverse its electoral fortunes, two schools
of thought have been at odds. One says that the party needs new ideas to win voters back, while the other
says that the party needs to stay true to its core principles of social and economic conservatism. While the
latter school -- which essentially argues that the party’s traditional appeals are the right ones -- has many
vocal adherents, evidence suggests that core conservative positions are deeply unpopular.

We have already seen that the conservative arguments against government are not garnering majorities of
voters. Two of the other areas that have proven electorally fruitful in the past -- allegedly high taxes and
culture-war issues -- also seem to have lost much of their persuasive punch.



TAXES

Just before taxes were due on April 15, Gallup 2009: "Do you regard the income tax which
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the conservative position.

When people do complain, it is less about their own taxes being too high than it is about the taxes paid by
the wealthy being too low, while low- and middle-income people are generally seen as paying something
close to their “fair share” of taxes. Gallup found that Americans have very different views of how income
taxes affect people of different classes. When asked about low-income people, Americans were evenly split,
with 41 percent saying they pay their fair share and 39 percent saying they pay too much (only 16 percent
felt they pay too little). For the middle class, the figures were similar: 50 percent said the middle class pays
its fair share, while 43 percent said it pays too much (only 5 percent said it pays too little). But for the
wealthy, the figures were starkly different: 23 percent said the wealthy pay their fair share, 13 percent said
they pay too much, and fully 60 percent said they pay too little."* Unsurprisingly, then, a March Pew poll
found that 61 percent of the public supported Obama’s proposal to raise taxes on those making over $200,000
per year.!!
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Conservatives have argued for many years that the wealthy pay too much; this sentiment drove the Bush
administration’s efforts to reduce the top income tax rate, as well as taxes on estates, capital gains, and stock
dividends. The merits of those policies are debatable. What is less debatable is that the public disagrees with
the perspective many conservatives bring to tax debates.

People become even less anti-tax when they see what they get for the money. Of course, people would rather
have the money in their own pocket, but they are fully willing to pay their fair share toward a collective
good. A majority of respondents (57 percent) told CBS News in April that they would be “willing to pay
higher taxes so that all Americans have health insurance they can't lose, no matter what.” Similar majorities
responded that they would be willing to pay higher energy bills if the money went to cleaner air. More
people told the Los Angeles Times that they think “an economic agenda focused on spending for
improvements to the country’s infrastructure such as roads, bridges, and schools” would be more effective
than “returning money to taxpayers through tax cuts” to stimulate the economy and create jobs (54 percent
to 33 percent).2

e “Which do you think is more effective in stimulating the nation's economy and creating jobs: An
economic agenda focused on returning money to taxpayers through tax cuts, or an economic agenda
focused on spending for improvements to the country's infrastructure such as roads, bridges and
schools?” -- Los Angeles Times/Bloomberg, December 6-8, 200813

Infrastructure 54
Tax cuts 33

¢ Do you strongly favor, favor, oppose or strongly oppose ... setting limits on carbon dioxide emission and
making companies pay for their emissions, even if it may mean higher energy prices? -- Pew Research,
March 9-11, 2009

Favor 59%
Oppose 33%

e "Would you be willing or not willing to pay higher taxes so that all Americans have health insurance
they can't lose, no matter what?" -- CBS News/The New York Times, April 1-5, 200915

Willing 57%
Not willing 38%*

* Poll result corrected



THE CULTURE WAR

Ever since the term “wedge issue” emerged in the late 1980s, conservatives have relied on highly charged
“culture war” issues to turn voters away from progressive candidates and causes. Two of these issues --
abortion and gay rights -- have been particularly strong motivators for religious conservative voters, and in
the opinion of some analysts, have led to repeated electoral victories for Republicans. However, evidence
suggests that these issues are losing their power, in some cases because they have dropped down the list of
voter concerns, and in some cases because opinion is moving steadily in a progressive direction.

NES: When should abortion be permitted?
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As contentious as the issue of abortion has been since the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision, the most notable fact
about opinion on the issue is its stability.!® While one can see small variations from year to year -- and the
answers to the question
can vary substantially
depending on precisely
how it is asked -- when
the same survey question
is asked repeatedly, the
results have not changed.
For all the passion on
both sides of the issue, the
public’s essential beliefs
are remarkably consistent.
A majority of Americans
consider themselves pro-
choice and do not want
Roe overturned. While

NES 2008: Support for gay rights
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In a peripherally related issue, 61 percent of Americans told The Wall Street Journal that they support
“government funding for research” on embryonic stem cells.!® Clearly, Americans aren’t in step with

conservatives’ views on these issues.

Over the past decade or so,
abortion has seemingly been
displaced at the top of the
culture-war agenda by gay
rights, especially the right to
marriage equality. What is
most notable about this
debate is the speed at which
it moves: Just in the last few
months, same-sex marriage
has become legal in Iowa,
Connecticut, Vermont, and
other states are sure to
follow. If you had said even
10 years ago that in 2008,
over 60 percent of the
American public would
support either civil unions or

NES 2008: Support for gays in military by age
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full marriage rights for same-sex couples, few would have believed it. While different questions reach
different results, the trend is unmistakable.

Perhaps most notable in these results is that three out of every four Americans support allowing gay people
to serve in the armed forces. While President Obama has yet to act on his campaign pledge to repeal the
“don’t ask, don’t tell” policy -- and when he does, the change will surely engender substantial controversy --
the state of public opinion is clear.

Moreover, the direction in
which public opinion is likely
to move on this issue is clear, as
well. On every issue related to
gay rights, one sees a strong
association with age: Younger
people are more supportive of
equality than older people,
with the oldest generation
being the most firmly opposed.
The accompanying data from
NES and Pew show that the
pattern could hardly be
clearer.”” Unless one believes
that large numbers of
Americans who now support
equality will as individuals
move in a more conservative
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direction, or that future generations will be less supportive of gay rights than current adults are, it is
inevitable that future public opinion will be even more supportive than it is today.

DEMOGRAPHICS: THE COMING PROGRESSIVE ERA

Politics are endlessly unpredictable, and it is always possible that some years from now, a new conservative
generation will emerge and pull America to the right. While we have no way of knowing whether that will
happen one day, what we do know is that the immediate future of American politics looks even more left-
leaning than it is today, given observable demographic trends. Put simply, the bedrock voters of the
conservative movement are growing older and declining in number. In contrast, the groups that make up the
progressive coalition are on the rise. America is become more racially diverse, more religiously diverse, and
more metropolitan. As Ruy Teixeira of the Center for American Progress has extensively documented, all of
these trends favor progressives.

YOUNG VOTERS

An estimated 23 million Americans under Youth vote (under 30) in 2008

the age of 30 voted in the 2008 presidential 100%

election, 3.4 million more than in 2004.20 90% | @ Obama
People under 30 chose Barack Obama for 80% | @ McCain

president by a 34-point margin over John
McCain (66 percent to 32 percent).?! Even
more significant than Obama’s margin of 60% -
victory is the diversity of his support among 50% |
the young.?? In addition to his 91-point
margin among young African-Americans
(95 percent to 4 percent), Obama beat John

70% -

40% -+
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. . 19%
McCain by 57 points among young 20% -
Hispanics (76 percent to 19 percent). He 10% | 1%
won young whites by a 10-point margin (54 0% —
. o ;
to 44 percent), a strong contrast to his 14- African-Americans Hispanics Whites

point deficit among whites ages 45 to 64 (42
percent to 56 percent).

Not only are today’s young voters progressive and inclined to vote Democratic, their influence will increase
in the coming decades. Every year, an additional 4.5 million members of the so-called Millennial Generation
-- people who were born between 1978 and the new millennium, currently 30 and younger -- will come of
age and become eligible to vote. By 2012, the next presidential election, Millennials will represent 29 percent
of all eligible voters.?? The Millennial Generation is both personally diverse -- almost 40 percent are
minorities -- and politically of the view that race is “no big deal.”?* They have grown up in an era in which
gay people are visible and the traditional family structure -- Dad working, Mom at home -- is becoming the
exception rather than the norm. In other words, their life experiences and outlook have led them to accept
progressive values.
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HisPANICS

Hispanics are the fastest-growing major
demographic group, and as a consequence,
both parties have sought their loyalty in 70% -

recent years. In addition, many important 0%
-
Electoral College swing states, including
Florida, Colorado, New Mexico, Nevada, 50%
and Arizona, contain particularly large 20% |
concentrations of Hispanic voters,
suggesting that their influence will only 30% 1
increase. 20%
) , . 10%
Despite the GOP’s efforts during the Bush
0%

years to court Hispanic voters, they are

increasingly giving their loyalty to the Lean Lean Voted for Voted for
. . . Democratic Republican Obama McCain

Democratic Party. The wide-ranging Pew

Hispanic Survey from July 2008 showed that

65 percent of registered Hispanic voters

identified with or leaned toward the Democratic Party, compared with just 26 percent who identified with or

leaned toward the GOP, a gap of 39 points, “larger than it has been at any time this decade.” %> In the 2008

presidential election, Obama won Hispanics by an impressive 36 points over McCain (67 percent to 31

percent).?

Hispanics strongly Democratic

80%

Source: Pew Hispanic Survey 2008; Exit polls

AFRICAN-AMERICANS

The Obama election excited the African-American community, long a rock of progressive support, as never
before. The turnout among African-Americans increased by 4.9 percentage points, from 60.3 percent in 2004
to 65.2 percent in 2008, nearly matching the white rate of 66.1 percent.?” African-American women had a
higher voter turnout rate than any other demographic group (68.8 percent). African-American youth, ages 18
to 29, increased their turnout rate by 8.7 percentage points to reach a higher rate (58.2 percent) than any other
young group.?? Whether African-American engagement will stay so high is, of course, an open question. But
the political impact could be far-reaching.

MINORITIES OVERALL

America has always been a nation of immigrants, but changing patterns of immigration in recent decades
have brought fundamental change to the country’s racial makeup. Non-Hispanic whites currently make up
65 percent of the total U.S. population. But this group is growing more slowly than other population groups
and consequently becoming a smaller share of the whole. The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that by 2030,
whites will make up only 55 percent of the total population.?®

Hispanics are the fastest-growing demographic group. The Pew Research Center projects that this group will
increase from 15.3 percent of the population to 29 percent by 2050.3° Asians, the second-fastest-growing
group, are projected to grow from 5.1 percent to 7.3 percent of the population over this period. African-
Americans, although increasing at a much slower rate, will move from 13.5 percent to 14.3 percent of the
population during this time. All three of these groups lean strongly Democratic and are increasing their
proportion of the population, while the racial group that leans Republican -- whites -- is decreasing. The
Census Bureau projects that whites will dip below 50 percent of the American population in 2042.3!
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OLDER VOTERS

Senior citizens 65 and older represent only 16 percent of eligible voters.32 They tend to vote actively, but the
generations are moving on. The quintessential crossover “Reagan Democrat,” who voted for Reagan at age
40, is now 69 years old. Just as many seniors who came of age under FDR were replaced by Reagan voters
during the years of conservative domination, many of the Reagan voters are being replaced by Millennials --
while the more progressive baby boom generation persists. McCain won among senior citizens (53 percent to
45 percent), but the next age group down, those between 50 and 64, split almost down the middle (Obama,
50 percent; McCain, 49 percent).

WOMEN

Women as a whole tend to lean
Democratic, and Obama outscored 80%
McCain among women 56 percent to 43
percent (compared with 49 percent to 48
percent among men).** But a more notable
story was that of unmarried women, who
chose Obama 70 percent to 29 percent, a 50% -
stunning 41-point margin. In contrast,
married women preferred McCain by a 3-
point margin (50 percent to 47 percent).> 30% -

Women's vote in 2008

70% A M Obama B McCain

60% -+

40%

Unmarried women are becoming key to 20% +

the emerging American electorate. Nearly
half (47 percent) of adult women are

unmarried today, up from just 38 percent 0% w
in 1970.3 Fully 41 percent of unmarried Women Married women  Unmarried women
women who are registered to vote
registered between the 2004 and 2008 elections, and 20 percent cast a vote for president for the first time in

10% -

2008, compared with 11 percent of voters overall and just 4 percent among married women.

Moreover, the issues important to unmarried women read like the agenda of the progressive movement:
universal health care, clean renewable energy, ending pay discrimination, raising the minimum wage,
making college more affordable. Married women share these concerns -- but more unmarried women add
the word “very” in front of “important” in their survey responses.3

GEOGRAPHY

Proximity produces progressives. People living in close quarters tend to tolerate individual differences and
to appreciate shared resources like schools, courts, and subway trains. As urban cores expand into suburbs,
and as metropolitan areas prove to be dynamic, fast-growing, and desirable places to live, progressive
politics will find fruitful soil in which to grow.

More than half of the country (54 percent) now lives in large metropolitan areas, defined as places with
populations over a million people. Obama won these 51 regions by a 17-point margin (58 percent to 41
percent). % Another 20 percent of the population lives in medium-sized metropolitan areas with 250,000 to 1
million people. Obama carried these regions by 4 points.

Obama lost, however, in rural and micropolitan America. In small metropolitan areas with populations
under 250,000, he lost by 6 points. In small towns, he lost by 11 points, and in rural America, McCain bested
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Obama by 16 points. These regions look big on the map, but they account for only a quarter of America’s
population.

% of US 2008 Result

Population
Large metropolitan 54 Obama by 17
Medium metropolitan 20 Obama by 4
Small metropolitan 9 McCain by 6
Small towns 10 McCain by 11
Rural 6 McCain by 16

Source: These tables and all of these micro-geographical election results compiled by Ruy
Teixeira of the Center for American Progress.

Similar density-related patterns of support occur within large metropolitan areas. The densely populated
urban cores supported Obama by a 53-point margin. The mature inner suburbs supported him by 21 points,
and the outer suburbs supported him by 15 points.

CONCLUSION

One could offer a number of explanations for the persistence of the idea that America is a center-right
country. Perhaps some of those who believe it came of age politically during the Reagan years, when
conservatism was ascendant; a younger generation of commentators may have been similarly shaped by the
political earthquake of 1994. Of course, there are conservative advocates who both believe it and find it in
their political interest to repeat it as often as possible.

But an examination of public opinion, election results, and demographic trends reveals that though America
might have been center-right 15 or 25 years ago, it is most assuredly not today. Whether it is basic beliefs
about government, opinions on domestic and foreign policy issues, or support for candidates of differing
ideological perspectives, the public leans decidedly left. Not only has the country become progressive, it is
likely to remain so for some time to come.
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