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Abstract 

 

A number of political commentators and social scientists have drawn broad 

inferences about the implications of the election of Barack Obama for race relations.  

Some of the more optimistic have suggested that the 2008 election demonstrated that 

Whites’ racial attitudes have undergone a fundamental transformation.  In this paper, I 

seek to determine whether the putative transformation of Whites’ racial attitudes has 

extended to levels of support for policies designed to alleviate racial inequality, the role 

of racial considerations in shaping these policy preferences and whether or not race 

mattered in terms of the presidential vote choice in 2008.  Much of the analyses in this 

paper rely upon comparisons between the 1988 election, the last time an African 

American candidate achieved some success in the Democratic presidential primaries, and 

the 2008 election utilizing survey data from the American National Election Studies 

(ANES).  In general, I find scant evidence of a decline in the racial divide.  Blacks and 

Whites remain as far apart on racial policy matters in 2008 as in 1988.  Second, younger 

cohorts of Whites are no more racially liberal in 2008 than they were in 1988 and the 

racial divide is only partially mitigated even among Obama supporters.  Third, in analysis 

of Whites’ racial policy preferences in 2008, I find that racial prejudice and indifference 

to Black suffering are among the strongest correlates of these opinions. Finally, I find that 

these same factors also contribute to opposition to Obama in the 2008 election, 

particularly among White conservatives.  
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Introduction 

On November 4
th

, 2008 Barack Obama was elected as the 44
th

 President of the 

United States.  He captured 53% of the popular vote and 365 electoral votes in the contest 

against Arizona Senator John McCain.  Given the size of Obama’s margin of victory, and 

his status as this country’s first president of African descent, a number of political 

commentators and social scientists have drawn broad inferences about the implications of 

this election for race relations. Specifically, some have argued that Obama’s election 

provides prima facie evidence that race no longer matters in American politics.  For 

example, after noting that Obama did about as well among White voters as other recent 

Democratic presidential candidates, CNN’s senior political analyst wrote that, “it was as 

if race didn’t matter” (Schneider 2008).  Conservative intellectuals Abigail and Stephan 

Thernstrom adopted a similar argument when they wrote that, “the myth of racist white 

voters was destroyed by this year’s presidential election.”
1
  Additionally, social 

psychologists Ashby Plant and Patricia Devine reported that the election of Obama has 

led to a decline in racial prejudice among Whites (States News Service 2009).  According 

to these researchers, who focused on levels of implicit racial bias among roughly 300 

non-Black college students at the University of Wisconsin and Florida State University 

before and after the 2008 election, Obama’s victory “…appears to have produced a 

fundamental change in at least the minds of the American public.”  

Much of the euphoria surrounding the outcome of the presidential elections is 

understandable in light of this country’s tragic history involving issues of race (Myrdal 

1996 (1944); Williams 2003).  However, in order to assess how far America has actually 

                                                 
1
 http://online.wsj.com/article/SB122637373937516543.html?mod=googlenews_wsj. 
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come in bridging the racial divide it is important that public opinion researchers rely on 

more than studies run on college undergraduates or scattered anecdotes and journalistic 

impressions.  We need to evaluate national survey data in the “Obama era” compared to a 

relevant baseline in the recent past.  That is the objective of this paper.  In particular, I 

seek to determine whether the putative transformation of Whites’ racial attitudes has 

extended to levels of support for policies designed to alleviate racial inequality, the role 

of racial considerations in shaping these policy preferences and whether or not race 

mattered in terms of the presidential vote choice in 2008. Where possible, I will compare 

the racial divide on these attitudes in 2008 to 1988, a period in American history when 

the election of a Black president seemed an unlikely possibility.  

In general, I find that there is almost no evidence of a decline in the racial 

divide—at least with respect to racial policy preferences. This conclusion is sustained 

whether or not one focuses on all respondents, or if one examines a sub-sample 

composed of Democrats, liberals, or respondents under the age of 30.  I find that even in 

2008, a majority or near-majority of Whites express negative attitudes about African 

Americans on various indicators of racial attitudes and that these attitudes are among the 

most important factors influencing racial policy preferences and the vote choice.   

 

Why Obama’s Victory Need Not Signal a Decline in the Black-White Racial Divide 

 There are a number of reasons to interpret the election of Barack Obama as 

evidence that racial divisions have declined significantly over the past few generations.  

For example, fifty years ago national surveys showed that most Whites would not vote 

for a qualified presidential candidate who happened to be Black but by the 1990’s this 
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figure had dropped almost to zero (Schuman, Steeh, Bobo and Krysan 1997). Similarly, 

on a range of measures involving interracial contact and support for racial equality, 

contemporary Americans have become much more tolerant over time (Schuman et al. 

1997). The election of Barack Obama seems in many ways to be a culmination of this 

steady liberalizing trend and it is understandable how Americans might reasonably infer 

that White voters no longer discriminate against candidates on the basis of race. 

 In spite of this impression, there are a variety of reasons to suspect that Obama’s 

victory does not signal a decline in racial divisions in public opinion.  For starters, the 

presidential vote in 2008 was heavily correlated with race.  According to the national exit 

polls, ninety-five percent of Blacks, and roughly two-thirds of Latinos and Asian 

Americans backed the Democratic candidate for president.
2
  Whites, on the other hand, 

present a distinctly different picture as over half (55%) voted for Senator McCain, with 

only 43% supporting Obama. Thus, the Black-White racial divide in vote choice was 

over fifty-percentage points in 2008.  Moreover, African Americans and Whites have 

routinely disagreed in their presidential votes, at levels comparable to 2008, since 1964 

(Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde 2006).
3
 In short, the 2008 elections do not show that 

Black and White presidential preferences are converging. 

There are two additional reasons why Obama’s victory might not represent a 

fundamental shift in White racial attitudes.  First, although a sizeable minority of Whites 

did embrace his candidacy Obama is hardly a prototypical Black candidate.  As outlined 

in his best selling autobiography, he is the product of a mixed marriage between a 

                                                 
2
 Edison Media Research and Mitofsky organized the 2008 National Election Pool on 

behalf of the major television networks and the Associated Press. 
3
 No Democratic presidential candidate has received more than 50% of the White vote 

since Lyndon Johnson in 1964.  
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Kenyan immigrant and a White woman from Kansas (Obama 2004).  Also, Obama did 

not begin his political career during the Civil Rights Movement nor did he spend his 

formative years in the Black Church.  Similarly, his ivy-league credentials, and 

conciliatory racial politics may serve to put many Whites at ease.
4
  Providing some 

support for this view, researchers in the racial priming literature have found that counter-

stereotypic depictions of Blacks suppress the linkage between racial attitudes and 

political preferences among Whites (Kinder and McConnahaughy 2006; Nelson and 

Kinder 1996; Reeves 1997; Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002).  

The final reason that Obama’s victory need not indicate a dramatic transformation 

of Whites’ racial policy views is derived from the debate about the nature of racial 

attitudes.  One of the original conceptions of racial prejudice held that these views were 

generally irrational and borne out of ignorance (Allport 1954).  However, some scholars 

have argued for a more functional role for racial prejudice in that it can serve to 

legitimate social group inequities (Blumer 1958; Bobo and Hutchings 1996; Sidanius and 

Pratto 1999). Therefore, since Obama did not run on a platform of redistributing 

resources along racial lines, many White voters could simultaneously support him even 

as they continued to oppose targeted policies designed to achieve racial equality. 

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 Throughout much of his political career, Obama has sought to build cross-racial 

coalitions by emphasizing universal rather than race-based political solutions.  For 

example, although Obama is a supporter of affirmative action he suggested on the 

campaign trail that sometimes poor Whites should be given preference over more 

privileged African Americans (Swarns 2008). 
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The Jackson and Obama Presidential Campaigns  

 The last time an African American candidate made a serious run for the 

presidency was with the historic candidacies of the Reverend Jesse Jackson in 1984 and 

1988 (Tate 1993).  Jackson’s long shot bid for the Democratic presidential nomination in 

1984 surprised many political analysts when he placed third in the contest.  Jackson 

received about 76% of the Black primary vote in 1984, although he received only 5% of 

the White vote (Hutchings and Stephens 2007).  In 1988, Jackson ran a better organized 

and better financed campaign for the nomination, placing second behind Massachusetts 

Governor Michael Dukakis.  In 1988 campaign, Jackson received over 90% of the Black 

primary vote but failed to make significant headway among White primary voters, 

receiving only 11% of their vote (Hutchings and Stephens 2007). 

 Jackson’s presidential ambitions were frustrated in 1988 in large part because he 

failed to attract support among Whites.  Obama, on the other hand, forged an effective bi-

racial coalition during the primaries and the general election. His victories were achieved 

with near unanimous support among Blacks but he also generated substantial support 

among Whites, particularly younger voters.  Obama also received considerable support 

from Latino and Asian American voters in the general election. Obama’s ability to appeal 

to voters across racial and ethnic lines has suggested to some that the racial views of the 

electorate in 2008 differ markedly relative to 1988.  As a result, this year serves as an apt 

comparison point to the 2008 presidential elections. 
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Survey Data 

 The best available survey data to compare political and racial policy views in 

1988 and 2008 come from the American National Election Studies (ANES).  The ANES 

has been measuring political attitudes with face-to-face surveys, both prior to and 

immediately following the presidential elections, since 1948.  One of the chief virtues of 

the ANES is the use of identical questions across multiple waves of the study.  Thus, 

researchers can assess levels of change or continuity in public opinion over the entire 

span of the post World War II era.  In this paper I focus on changes over the last twenty 

years.  

The 2008 ANES included a number of innovations that facilitate my efforts to 

assess racial attitudes.  Most importantly, the 2008 study included an oversample of 

African Americans and Latinos.  The overall unweighted sample included 2,323 

respondents, of which 542 were Non-Hispanic Blacks, 563 were Latino, and 1,116 were 

non-Hispanic Whites.
5
 In anticipation of a general election featuring an African 

American candidate, the ANES also included a number of questions on race that had 

never before been run on the survey.  Finally, the ANES racial stereotypes battery was 

asked in both the pre-election and post-election surveys.  For the first time in the history 

of the survey however, the pre-election stereotypes battery was administered using Audio 

Computer Assisted Self-Interview (ACASI) software. The aim, of course, was to 

                                                 
5
 The ANES allowed for up to five responses to the question asking, “what racial or 

ethnic group or groups best describes you.”  Respondents who identified their racial 

group as White or Black in the first response to this query were coded into these 

categories.  Latinos were identified based on questions identifying respondents’ Hispanic 

ethnicity or ancestral country of origin. All results in this paper refer to non-Hispanic 

White and non-Hispanic Black respondents. 
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determine whether the self-administered mode would reduce possible social desirability 

effects with these sensitive questions.  

The 1988 ANES lacked many of the innovations of the 2008 survey, but the 

sample size was large enough that it included a sufficient number of African American 

respondents to conduct cross-racial analyses. The overall size of the sample in the 1988 

study was 2,040 including 261 non-Hispanic Blacks, 172 Latinos, and 1,546 non-

Hispanic Whites. Given the relatively small number of Latino respondents, a number that 

dwindles further with branching and various split ballots, the comparisons across time 

will focus only on Blacks and Whites.
6
  When focusing only on the 2008 study, I will 

also include responses from Latinos when there are a sufficient number of cases. 

 

Comparing Racial Policy Preferences in 1988 and 2008 

 In order to determine whether racial policy preferences have changed 

substantially since 1988, I focus on three questions that address respondents’ views on 

policies designed to reduce racial inequities.  The first question is on the topic of racial 

discrimination in the workplace.  Respondents are presented in the post-election survey 

with the following preamble: “Some people feel that if black people are not getting fair 

treatment in jobs, the government in Washington should see to it that they do.  Others feel 

that it is not the federal government’s business.”  After being asked if they have given 

enough thought to this question to provide an answer, respondents are asked which 

                                                 
6
 For most of the three policy questions examined in 1988, there are about 75 or fewer 

self-reporting Latinos available for analysis.  In contrast, there are well over one hundred 

African American respondents available even after accounting for branches and refusals. 
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position they prefer.
7
  One of the interesting things about this question is that it is not, on 

its face, particularly controversial.
8
  At least one reading of the question would suggest 

that it merely asks whether the government should enforce long-standing laws against job 

discrimination.  Moreover, the notion that Blacks do not receive “fair treatment” in the 

workplace is not mere speculation.  To cite but one example, recent field experiments 

have demonstrated that Black job applicants are far less likely than Whites with identical 

qualifications to receive call backs for job interviews (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004).  

Indeed Pager (2007), using similar methodology, shows that Blacks without a felony 

conviction on their record are no more likely to receive a call back than Whites who have 

been convicted of a felony.  If racial attitudes really have undergone a fundamental 

change, then it should be apparent on this relatively non-controversial issue. 

 

[FIGURES 1A & 1B ABOUT HERE] 

 

 Support for the proposition that the government should ensure fair treatment for 

Blacks in the labor market is shown in figures 1A and 1B, representing 1988 and 2008, 

respectively.
 9

  The 1988 results reveal a deep racial divide on this issue with 93% of 

Blacks endorsing government action in this area but only 48% of Whites adopting a 

                                                 
7
 About 55% of Whites and 65% of Blacks indicate that they have thought about the issue 

enough to offer an opinion.  It is possible that Whites who refuse to answer this question 

may be attempting to mask their opposition (Berinsky 1999; Reeves 1997).  If so, the 

reported results will overstate White support for this policy. 
8
 The branching question asks, “How do you feel? Should the government in Washington 

see to it that black people get fair treatment in jobs OR is this not the federal 

government’s business?” 
9
 The marginals reported for the 2008 ANES survey are based on the weighted responses.  

There was no weight variable available in the 1988 study. 
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similar view.  Contrary to what some might have expected, these figures are virtually 

unchanged in 2008.  Ninety-percent of Blacks still favor governmental efforts to ensure 

fair treatment in the job market and less than half of Whites remain committed to this 

position. 

The second policy question I examine involves somewhat more amorphous 

actions on the part of the government to assist African Americans.  In both years, 

respondents were provided with the following introduction to this question:  

 

 “Some people feel that the government in Washington should make every 

effort to improve the social and economic position of blacks.  (Suppose 

these people are at one end of the scale at point 1.)  Others feel that the 

government should not make any special effort to help blacks because 

they should help themselves. (Suppose these people are at the other end of 

the scale at point 7.)  And, of course, some other people have opinions 

somewhere in between, at points 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6.” 

 

Respondents are subsequently asked where they would place themselves on this 7-point 

scale.  Unlike with the “fair treatment” question, this item involves positive actions on the 

part of government to improve the status of African Americans.  Thus, instead of merely 

asking to be treated like others (i.e., fairly) this proposal will likely be less popular as it 

may run afoul of Americas’ purported opposition to targeted policies (Sniderman and 

Carmines 1997).  On the other hand, some scholars have argued that there is a compelling 

case for targeted programs, given the persistent economic divide between Blacks and 

Whites.  This is especially true with respect to wealth.  According to the Federal 

Reserve’s Survey of Consumer Finances, for every dollar of wealth held by the typical 
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White family in 2007, the typical Black family had only 10 cents (Lui 2009).
10

  However 

this question may be interpreted, one might expect that there would be greater support for 

such efforts in the “Obama era.” For illustrative purposes, I combine self-placements of 1 

(government should help Blacks) through 4 (an equal mix of government help and self-

help) to indicate the more liberal position on this policy matter.  These results are 

represented in the second set of bars in figures 1A and 1B. 

 Support for government programs to assist Blacks is less popular than support for 

fair treatment in the job market, as anticipated. The more important question, however, is 

the size of the racial divide across the two time periods.  As it turns out, the racial gap on 

this question has not declined.  Instead, it has grown.  In 1988, 40% of Whites favored 

government programs, often accompanied by Black self-help.  By 2008, this figure had 

declined slightly to 37%.  Among Blacks, the trend ran in the opposite direction with 

68% adopting the more liberal view on this question in 1988 and 74% adopting the same 

position twenty years later.
11

  

 The last racial policy item I examine involves the use of racial preferences.
12

 In 

each survey, respondents were provided with some context for supporting or opposing 

                                                 
10

 The recent economic downturn has almost certainly exacerbated this disparity.  

According to recent reports, the rate of home ownership in 2008 had fallen faster for 

African Americans than for any other racial or ethnic group (Leland 2009). 
11

 The decision to combine answers across response options does not bias my 

conclusions.  In both years, the most popular option among Blacks is at point 1 on the 7-

point scale (30% in 1988 and 28% in 2008) and the most popular option among White 

respondents is at opposite end of the scale (28% in 1988 and 28% in 2008).  Additionally, 

recoding this variable onto a 0-1 scale, with higher values indicating greater support, the 

mean response for Blacks is about the same in 1988 (.59) as in 2008 (.62).  Similarly, the 

White mean is also virtually unchanged: .33 in 1988 and .31 in 2008. 
12

 The use of the phrase “racial preference” rather than “affirmative action” likely 

depresses support for this policy.  In general, liberals prefer the latter description whereas 

conservatives prefer the former. 
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this policy.  Specifically, they were asked, “Some people say that because of past 

discrimination, blacks should be given preference in hiring and promotion. Others say 

that such preference in hiring and promotion of blacks is wrong because it discriminates 

against whites.  What about your opinion---are you for or against preferential hiring and 

promotion of blacks?”  

 Racial preferences for Blacks are among the most controversial issues in 

American politics and thus support for this policy should be lower than the previous 

policies (Katznelson 2005; Kinder and Sanders 1996; Sniderman and Carmines 1997). 

Levels of support for racial preferences, as shown in the last set of bars in figures 1A and 

1B, are in fact the lowest of the three policies examined. However, the racial divide does 

appear to be declining on this issue. The racial gap on this issue declines by about nine 

points and is entirely due to changes in Black public opinion. In 1988, 65% of Blacks 

express support for preferences whereas by 2008 this figure declines to 54%. Whatever 

the reason for the decline among Blacks, there is no evidence that White support for 

racial preferences have changed across the two time periods. To the extent that the racial 

divide on this controversial policy has diminished overtime it is not because of growing 

racial liberalism among Whites.
13

 

 

 

                                                 
13

 I also examined whether public opinion on policy matters that are only indirectly 

related to race have changed since 1988.  Specifically, I examined attitudes on 

government spending and social services, whether government should guarantee a job 

and a good standard of living for everyone, and the death penalty.  In each case, the size 

of the racial gap in 2008 was either unchanged or slightly larger relative to 1988.  This 

divide ranged from about 20-percentage points on the services question to about 30 

points on support for the death penalty. 
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Racial Policy Preferences Among Obama Voters 

 In this section, I examine the possibility that the persistent racial divides outlined 

above diminish or even evaporate when focusing on respondents who supported the 2008 

Democratic nominee.  Although these voters clearly represent a minority of Whites, it is 

plausible that individuals who are prepared to support a Black presidential candidate are 

also committed to eradicating economic and social barriers to racial equality.  Of course 

it is also possible that support for Obama need not translate into support for policies 

designed to implement racial equality, given his low-profile stand on these issues. In 

order to resolve this matter, I re-run the analyses in figure 1B focusing only on 

respondents who voted for Obama. These results are presented in figure 2.
14

 

 

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 On the fair job treatment item, the racial gap is substantially reduced.  Although 

less than half (44%) of Whites overall endorse governmental actions to ensure fair job 

treatment for Blacks, fully two-thirds of White Obama voters support this position.  Still, 

even on this issue, large racial differences persist.
15

  If one focuses on those respondents 

who “strongly favor” this position, then the racial divide is over thirty percentage points 

with 56% of Whites adopting this view compared to 89% of Blacks.  In short, about one 

third of White Obama supporters are generally opposed to governmental efforts to ensure 

                                                 
14

 Latinos are excluded from this figure because fewer members of this group reported 

voting in 2008 than either Blacks or Whites.  As a result, there are only as many as 63-99 

cases available for these analyses. 
15

 This 25-point difference is statistically significant (p < .001). 
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that Blacks receive fair treatment in the labor market. And, only slightly more than half 

strongly favor this position. 

The second set of bars in figure 2 present results for the aid to Blacks question.  

Again, the racial divide is reduced by more than half.  This reduction is due entirely to 

the greater racial liberalism of Whites who voted for Obama.  The divide is still 14 

percentage points (p < .01), but among this sub-sample of Whites a clear majority now 

favor governmental action, along with self-help efforts, to improve the economic and 

social status of African Americans.  The cross-racial similarities on this measure should 

not be overstated, however.  The decision to collapse across categories obscures 

persistent differences between Black and White Obama supporters on this item.  When I 

convert the entire 7-point measure onto a 0-1 scale with higher values indicating greater 

support for governmental activism, the Black mean is .6 and the White mean is .44 (p < 

.001).  Thus, the modal position of Black Obama voters is for support of governmental 

action on behalf of African Americans and the modal position of White Obama voters is 

that Blacks rely on self-help.  Additionally, a subsequent question asked respondents, 

“How important is this issue to you personally?”
16

 Among Blacks who favor 

governmental action, or some mix of self-help and government action (i.e. respondents 

scoring at the midpoint on the scale or higher), 86% regard this position as either “very” 

or “extremely important.”  The corresponding figure among White Obama supporters is 

                                                 
16

 Two versions of the importance question were asked to random halves of the sample.  

The questions themselves were not altered but two of the response options were 

modified.  In the “old” version, respondents were given five options ranging from “not 

important at all” to “extremely important.”  Two of the intermediate options were “not 

too important,” and “somewhat important.”  In the “new” version, these latter two options 

were rewritten as “slightly important,” and “moderately important.”  For ease of 

discussion, both versions of the question were combined. 
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only 29%.  Moreover, 32% of White Obama voters who scored on the more liberal end of 

the scale for this question indicated that this issue was only slightly important/not too 

important or not important at all.  Three percent of Blacks adopted a similar view. 

The final set of bars in figure 2 focuses on levels of support for racial preferences.  

On this issue, the racial gap between African Americans and Whites is only marginally 

reduced among Obama voters. The persistence of the racial divide, even among Obama 

supporters, should not be too surprising given the controversial nature of this policy and 

that the president rarely raised the issue on the campaign trail except to express some 

ambivalence on the matter (Swarns 2008).  In general, with respect to all three policies, 

racial differences were typically reduced but never wholly eliminated.   

 

Countervailing Trends in Racial Policy Preferences? 

The conclusion that White public opinion on racial policies has not changed in 

twenty years may be misleading.  It is possible, that while White attitudes remain 

unchanged in the aggregate, sub-groups of Whites have become more racially liberal.  

One obvious example here involves partisan groups.  Popular discussions about “red” and 

“blue” America suggest that Republicans and Democrats have become more 

ideologically polarized in recent years.  If true, then White Democrats may be more 

supportive of racially egalitarian policies than in the past thus providing some limited 

confirmation for the “post racial” hypothesis.  I examine this possibility in figure 3. 

 

[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE] 
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As it turns out, on two of the three policies we examine White Democrats do 

adopt more liberal positions in 2008 relative to 1988.  Support rises by about nine points 

for the fair jobs item and by about seven points on the aid to Blacks question.  Levels of 

support for racial preferences also increase, but the gain here is only about two 

percentage points.  Even among Democrats the racial divide remains between 20-35 

percentage points depending on the policy in question, but these results represent the first 

signs that over time the racial divide is declining for some Americans.
17

 

The somewhat greater racial liberalism on the part of White Democrats in 2008 

might be the result of one of two mechanisms.  It could be that individuals who self-

identify as Democrats are simply becoming more racially liberal over time.  This 

interpretation is consistent with the view that, at least among Democrats, the racial divide 

will gradually disappear.  According to an alternative interpretation, however, it is not so 

much that Democrats are becoming more liberal as it is that liberals are more likely to 

self-identify as Democrats.  That is, it is possible that the somewhat greater racial 

liberalism of 21
st
 century Democrats is due to an ongoing secular realignment such that 

conservatives are increasingly likely to identify with the GOP and liberals with the 

Democrats.  If this latter interpretation is correct, and assuming this reshuffling has more 

or less reached its limits, then we would not expect White Democrats to become much 

more racially liberal in the near future. 

 

[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE] 

                                                 
17

 Whites are also somewhat more likely to identify as Democrats in 2008 compared to 

1988.  Collapsing across strong, weak and leaning partisans 39% of Whites identified as 

Democrats in 1988 but in 2008 that figure was 44%.  Virtually all of this change came in 

the “independent leaning” category. 
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Whether Democrats are becoming more liberal or if liberals are simply more 

likely to identify with the Democratic Party is difficult to determine with cross-sectional 

survey data.  However, one way to address this question is to examine trends in support 

for racially liberal policies among self-identified liberals.  If, over time, White Democrats 

are more likely to embrace racially egalitarian policies because of a change in attitudes, 

rather than a change in the composition of the group, then presumably liberals should 

also be more supportive of these policies.  I examine this possibility in figure 4. 

Unlike in the case of White Democrats, there is little evidence that White liberals 

are more likely to support racially egalitarian policies in 2008 compared to 1988.  Levels 

of support for each of the three policies are essentially equivalent across both years.  

Additional analyses also show that the correlation between partisanship and ideology 

among Whites is higher in 2008 (.62) than it is in 1988 (.41).  Similarly, the correlations 

between partisanship and each of the three racial policy measures are also higher in 2008 

than in 1988.  This is true even for the racial preferences item (.11 in 1988; .27 in 2008), 

on which levels of support among White Democrats scarcely changed at all in the last 

twenty years.  All of this suggests that the modest increase in racial liberalism among 

White Democrats was mostly due to a change in the ideological composition of the group 

rather than an increased commitment to racial equality among longstanding Democrats. 

 

[FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE] 
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One additional subset of Whites who may have become more supportive of 

racially egalitarian policies over time would be Americans under thirty, sometimes 

referred to as “generation Y.”  For these individuals legal segregation, the struggles of the 

Civil Rights Movement, and the almost total absence of African American authority 

figures in public life are all associated with their parents and grandparents’ generation.  

These Americans have grown up in a society where figures such as Bill Cosby, Colin 

Powell, Condoleezza Rice and Will Smith are respected, albeit non-threatening, national 

celebrities.  Moreover, unlike virtually every other White demographic, a majority (54%) 

of Whites under 30 voted for Obama.  It seems plausible therefore that this group of 

Whites has grown more racially liberal overtime.  I explore this possibility in figure 5.  

An examination of the results displayed in figure 5 shows that in fact 

contemporary Whites under 30 years of age have not grown more racially liberal relative 

to their counterparts in 1988.  The differences across the two years are mild and run in 

both directions.  Further, although it is true that in 2008 younger Whites were slightly 

more racially liberal than older Whites this was also generally true among Blacks and 

Latinos (results not shown).  In short, on matters of public policy dealing explicitly with 

race, there is little evidence that the racial divide is declining among younger cohorts. 

 

Exploring the Link between Racial Considerations and Political Preferences 

It is clear from the previous sections that racial differences on salient racial policy 

matters persisted in 2008 even among supporters of Barack Obama. What is not clear is 

whether the tepid levels of support for these policies among White respondents is due to 

negative attitudes about Blacks as a group or to some non-racial set of considerations.  
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This question has consumed much of the racial attitudes literature for some time (for a 

review see Hutchings and Valentino 2004).  Some scholars argue that racial prejudice, 

albeit in a more modern form, continues to wield influence over the political preferences 

of White Americans (Kinder and Sanders 1996).  Others maintain that, although racial 

prejudice has not completely disappeared, it no longer plays an important role in shaping 

White public opinion. To the extent that prejudice is influential, it is primarily among 

liberals as conservatives have ample non-racial reasons for opposing liberal policies 

(Sniderman and Carmines 1997).  In this section I explore whether or not Whites’ 

candidate and issue preferences in 2008 are linked to their attitudes about African 

Americans.  If this connection is found, it would represent yet another indication that the 

politics of race have not substantially changed with the election of Barack Obama.  

The measurement of racial attitudes, as distinct from racial policy preferences, has 

sparked some controversy in the literature (Hutchings and Valentino 2004). In order to 

avoid this controversy, I rely upon measures of racial attitudes that are unambiguously 

about African Americans rather than respondents’ core political values.  Two of these 

items have been asked on the General Social Survey (GSS) in the past but were included 

on the ANES for the first time in 2008.  The first of these questions asks, “How often 

have you felt sympathy for blacks,” and the second asks, “How often have you felt 

admiration for blacks.” Responses range from very often to never.  The third measure of 

racial attitudes is the stereotype battery that has been asked on the ANES since 1992.  

These questions ask respondents to array Whites, Blacks, Latinos and Asians on two 7-

point scales from “hard working” to “lazy,” and from “intelligent” to “unintelligent.”
18

 

                                                 
18

 The order in which the racial groups were mentioned was randomized. 
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The stereotype questions were self-administered in the pre-election survey in order to 

reduce social desirability effects.  The stereotype measure used in the following analysis 

is derived from subtracting the combined measures of work ethic and intelligence for 

Whites from the same two items asked about Blacks.  This variable has been recoded to 

range from -1 to 1. Thus, positive values indicate that the respondent viewed Whites as 

more intelligent or hard working than Blacks.  Negative values indicate the reverse.   

 

[FIGURE 6 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Figure 6 shows the results for each of the three racial attitudes measures for 

Whites, Latinos and Blacks in the overall sample.  In general, I find divisions that are 

similar to those that have also been uncovered in presidential vote choice and racial 

policy preferences.  Blacks are about 30-percentage points more likely to express 

sympathy and admiration for their group than are Whites, with Latinos typically 

indistinguishable from Whites.  The results for the stereotype index represent the 

percentage of respondents scoring above zero, and thus inclined to view Blacks more 

negatively than Whites.  A slight majority of Latinos and Whites indicate that they view 

Blacks more negatively than they do Whites.
19

  Even about one quarter of African 

                                                 
19

 The stereotype difference measure might be less meaningful for Latinos since it does 

not include their group.  As a result, I also examined an alternative measure wherein the 

combined scores for Latinos on the two stereotype items were subtracted from the scores 

for Blacks.  The results are essentially unchanged as about 61% of Latinos and 27% of 

Blacks score above zero on this measure. 
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Americans adopt this position.
20

  In general, it is clear that even in 2008 a non-trivial 

fraction of Americans continue to hold negative attitudes about Blacks.
21

  

 

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Although it is no longer surprising to find persistent racial divisions the more 

critical question is how these attitudes affect political preferences.  In the analyses that 

follow, I explore the link between racial attitudes on the one hand and racial policy 

preferences and vote choice among Whites on the other hand controlling for ostensibly 

non-racial political values and demographic indicators.
22

  Additionally, interactions are 

entered into the models to control for possible cohort and ideological differences.  That 

is, as indicated in the previous sections it is possible that the effects of racial 

considerations on political preferences are greater for older respondents and liberals. 

Racial attitudes were measured with the items described in figure 6, with political 

attitudes measured by partisan identification, ideological self-placement, attitudes about 

the size of government, and the egalitarian scale.  The results for age cohort are presented 

in table 1.
23

 

                                                 
20

 Similar results are uncovered if one examines the mean on the stereotype measure.  

With this approach, Whites score at .15, Latinos at .13, and Blacks at -.03 indicating that 

on balance African Americans rated their group and Whites at about the same level. 
21

 Among Obama voters, 52% of Whites express sympathy and 64% indicate admiration 

for Blacks.  About 44% are inclined to rate Whites more favorably than Blacks on the 

stereotype measure.  Their mean score on this latter variable is .10. 
22

 Missing cases are excluded from the analyses. The standard demographic measures 

included in the analyses (although not shown) are education, age, gender, union 

membership, residence in a southern state, household income and home ownership. 
23

 The size of government scale is composed of three items (v085105, v085106, v085107: 

alpha= .65) and the egalitarianism scale is composed of six items (v085162, v085163, 
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Each of the three racial attitudes is interacted with age cohort, as shown in table 1. 

Although younger voters are only slightly more liberal than older cohorts and they have 

not grown more liberal over time, it is possible that racial considerations play a weaker 

role in shaping their attitudes compared to individuals who came of age in earlier 

generations.  As plausible as this expectation may be, it finds little support in these 

analyses.  The link between racial attitudes and racial policy preferences is at least as 

strong for respondents under 30 years of age as it is for older respondents.  Indeed, in the 

case of the fair jobs and aid to Blacks items, the effects for the stereotype measure are 

much stronger for younger respondents, as indicated by the statistically significant 

interaction terms.  Additionally, the racial attitude measures are typically among the 

strongest variables in the analyses. This finding is inconsistent with the argument that 

racial considerations no longer play a significant role in shaping White public opinion 

(Sniderman and Carmines 1997).  In fairness, Sniderman and Carmines have maintained 

that to the extent that racial prejudice does influence public opinion the effects are 

stronger among liberals rather than conservatives.  I examine this proposition in table 2. 

 

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

   

As with table 1 the independent variable of interest, in this case political ideology, 

is interacted with each of the three measures of racial attitudes.  Ideology is coded such 

that higher values indicate a more liberal self-identity.  Overall, I find limited support for 

                                                                                                                                                 

v085164, v085165, v085166, v085167: alpha=.66). Specific question wording is 

available at the ANES website (www.electionstudies.org). All of the measures in these 

analyses are re-coded onto a 0-1 scale, except for the stereotype measure and resulting 

interactions, which runs from -1 to 1. 
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Sniderman and Carmines’ argument.  On two of the three policy measures—the aid to 

Blacks item and the preferences question—the interaction of sympathy and ideology is 

positive and significant indicating that this racial attitude is associated with policy 

preferences more strongly for liberals than for conservatives.
24

  Still, racial considerations 

also play an important role for conservatives as they are generally the strongest or second 

strongest variables in the analyses.  And, on the jobs question, racial stereotypes appear 

to play a particularly strong role for conservatives, but not for liberals.  On balance then, 

these results suggest that racial considerations continue to play an important role in 

structuring Whites’ policy preferences and these effects are not limited to, nor necessarily 

more powerful for, political liberals. 

In my final analysis I examine the effects of racial considerations, again allowing 

for possible differences for liberals and conservatives, on presidential vote choice in 

2008.  Even recognizing that most Whites voted for Senator McCain, the rhetoric 

concerning a post-racial America suggests that these voting preferences were not based 

on racial animus.  As indicate earlier, Sniderman and Carmines (1997) have argued that if 

racial considerations played any role it would be for those on the political left rather than 

those on the political right.  These claims are tested in table 3.  

 

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 

                                                 
24

 In separate analyses, I found that racial considerations were also linked to the policy 

preferences of White Obama voters.  In particularly, the political sympathy item was by 

far the most powerful and consistent predictor.   
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It would seem that racial considerations did influence the vote in the 2008 

presidential elections.  Both the stereotypes measure and the racial sympathy item are 

statistically significant and have the anticipated sign.  Contrary to the Sniderman and 

Carmines argument however, the effects of racial attitudes are not greater among political 

liberals.  If this were true, then the stereotype by ideology interaction would be 

significant and have a negative sign.  Similarly, the remaining interactions would both be 

significant and positive.  In fact, none of the interactions are statistically significant, and 

two of the three have the “wrong” sign suggesting, if anything, that effects of racial 

attitudes are larger among conservatives.  Moreover, these effects are not diminished if I 

focus only on respondents with at least some college education, as some have argued 

(Sniderman and Piazza 1993).  The magnitude of these effects is quite substantial.  

According to the model, holding all other variables in the analysis constant at their mean 

or median, a conservative who scores at the lowest end of the sympathy scale has a .29 

probability of voting for Barack Obama.  An equivalent conservative scoring at the 

highest level on the sympathy measure has a .69 probability of voting for Obama.  The 

stereotype variable produces even larger effects.  A conservative scoring at -.5 on this 

scale (the lowest for any conservative in the sample) has a .74 probability of voting for 

Obama, assuming all other variables are set to their mean or median.  A conservative 

with similar characteristics who scores at the top of the stereotype scale has only a .07 

probability of voting for the Democratic nominee. 
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Conclusion 

The symbolism associated with the election of the first Black president certainly 

represents a milestone in American history.  Right up until election night, many people 

thought such a day would never arrive in this country.  Still, the analyses in this paper 

suggest that it is easy to overstate the significance of this event.  The racial divide in 

political attitudes, as well as in social and economic outcomes, remains stubbornly 

immune to the passage of time. Whites and Blacks, and to a lesser degree Latinos, 

continue to disagree by as much as 40-50 percentage points on such matters as which 

presidential candidates to support, which political party to identify with, and whether or 

not government should intervene on behalf of African Americans in order to improve 

their social and economic condition.   

The findings in this paper can be briefly summarized in the following ways.  First, 

divisions between Blacks and Whites on implicit and explicit racial policy matters have 

not declined significantly in the last twenty years.  Second, although White supporters of 

Barack Obama are more liberal than other Whites they remain significantly less 

supportive of, and less likely to prioritize, liberal racial policies compared to African 

Americans. Third, sub-groups of Whites who might have been expected to grow more 

racially liberal overtime, such as Democrats, liberals, and individuals under thirty, have 

generally not changed relative to 1988.  Fourth, even in 2008 most Whites oppose 

racially liberal policies because of anti-Black stereotypes or indifference to the plight of 

African Americans. This latter finding is at least as true for younger Whites as it is for 

older cohorts. And, at times the effects of negative racial attitudes are greater for liberals 
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than for conservatives, but sometimes the reverse is also true.  Finally, negative racial 

stereotypes and lack of sympathy for African Americans also contributed significantly to 

the vote choice in 2008, especially for political conservatives.   

So, how should we evaluate the political emergence of Barack Obama?  If so little 

has changed in Black and White public opinion on racial policies, does this mean nothing 

has changed or will change in the future?  It would be foolish, so early into the Obama 

presidency, to adopt this view.  For one thing, on a vast range of social dimensions racial 

attitudes have undergone a dramatic transformation (Schuman et al. 1997).  These 

changes almost certainly set the stage for Obama’s candidacy and it is possible that his 

presidency will elicit still greater changes.  In many ways, the racial and political legacy 

of Obama will have to await the performance of his administration over the next four, or 

potentially eight, years.  If he is perceived as successful, then it is possible that this will 

lead to a reduction in anti-Black attitudes and perhaps increase opportunities for 

minorities in politics and the private sector.  If on the other hand he is perceived as a 

failure, then those same opportunities may remain closed for a considerable period of 

time.  At this stage, it is simply too soon to reach firm conclusions about the meaning of 

the Obama presidency for the reduction of racial divisions or inequities in this country.  

We can however conclude with some confidence that, at least for now, the racial 

perspectives of White, Black, and Latino Americans in the important domain of politics 

have not begun to converge.  A “post-racial” tomorrow may well be on the horizon, but 

that future has clearly not yet arrived. 
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Notes: Respondents endorsing fair treatment in jobs for Blacks, or scoring at or below the mid-point on 

the aid to Blacks item, or who support preferences in hiring and promotion are coded as liberal.
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by Race (1988) 
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 Notes: Respondents endorsing fair treatment in jobs for Blacks, or scoring at or below the mid-point on the aid to Blacks item, or who support 

preferences in hiring and promotion are coded as liberal.
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Table 1. OLS Regression Analyses of the Correlates of Racial Policy Views 

Among Whites (2008 ANES) 
 Fair Jobs 

 

Aid to Blacks 

 

Racial Preferences 

 Intercept -.04 

(.10) 

             -.00 

(.05) 

            -.06 

(.05) 

Racial Attitudes    

Anti-Black 

Stereotypes Scale 

   -.28** 

(.09) 

-.06 

(.05) 

.05 

(.05) 

    

Sympathy for Blacks      .37*** 

(.08) 

     .17*** 

(.04) 

     .28*** 

(.04) 

    

Admiration for 

Blacks 

  .18* 

(.09) 

   .11** 

(.04) 

-.02 

(.04) 

    

Age Cohort    

“Generation Y” 

(respondents < 30) 

  .24* 

(.13) 

.07 

(.06) 

.05 

(.06) 

    

Interactions    

Stereotypes * 

Generation Y 

             -.55* 

(.27) 

-.25* 

(.12) 

-.11 

(.15) 

    

Sympathy * 

Generation Y 

.04 

(.23) 

 .19 

(.12) 

-.05 

(.13) 

    

Admiration * 

Generation Y 

-.25 

(.22)  

-.21+ 

(.12) 

-.04 

(.12) 

    

Controls    

Party Identification .08 

(.07) 

   .09** 

(.03) 

.04 

(.03) 

    

Political Ideology              -.09 

(.09) 

   .11** 

(.04) 

     .16*** 

(.05) 

    

Big Government 

Scale 

     .16** 

(.05) 

.02 

(.03) 

.02 

(.03) 

    

Egalitarian Scale       .52*** 

(.11) 

     .21*** 

(.06) 

   .16** 

(.06) 

    
Adjusted R sq. .36 .30 .18 

N 447 735 783 

Notes: + p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 for two-tailed test. Models also control for education, 

gender, union membership, residence in southern state, household income, and home ownership. 
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Table 2. OLS Regression Analyses of the Correlates of Racial Policy Views 

Among Whites (2008 ANES) 
 Fair Jobs 

 

Aid to Blacks 

 

Racial Preferences 

 Intercept .04 

(.11) 

              .04 

(.06) 

              .07 

(.06) 

Racial Attitudes    

Anti-Black 

Stereotypes Scale 

   -.48*** 

(.11) 

-.10+ 

(.05) 

.04 

(.05) 

    

Sympathy for Blacks      .30** 

(.10) 

  .12* 

(.05) 

     .20*** 

(.05) 

    

Admiration for 

Blacks 

  .17+ 

(.11) 

 .07 

(.06) 

-.07 

(.05) 

    

Political Ideology    

Ideology 

(Liberal = 1) 

-.11 

(.17) 

-.06 

(.05) 

 -.09+ 

(.05) 

    

Interactions    

Stereotypes * 

Ideology 

              .39* 

(.19) 

-.01 

(.10) 

.01 

(.10) 

    

Sympathy * 

Ideology 

.26 

(.16) 

 .19* 

(.09) 

   .21** 

(.09) 

    

Admiration * 

Ideology 

-.11 

(.17)  

-.01 

(.09) 

.09 

(.09) 

    

Controls    

Party Identification .08 

(.06) 

     .11*** 

(.03) 

 .06* 

(.03) 

    

Big Government 

Scale 

     .17*** 

(.05) 

.04 

(.03) 

.03 

(.03) 

    

Egalitarian Scale       .49*** 

(.11) 

     .24*** 

(.06) 

   .16** 

(.06) 

    
Adjusted R sq. .36 .29 .19 

N 447 735 783 

Notes: + p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 for two-tailed test. Models also control for education, 

gender, age, union membership, residence in southern state, household income, and home ownership. 
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Analyses of the Correlates of 2008 Vote Among 

Whites (2008 ANES) 
  Voted for Obama 

 

 

Intercept             -3.75*** 

(.91) 

 

Racial Attitudes    

Anti-Black 

Stereotypes Scale 

 -2.36** 

(.92) 

 

    

Sympathy for Blacks    1.71* 

(.86) 

 

    

Admiration for 

Blacks 

 .62 

(.87) 

 

    

Political Ideology    

Ideology 

(Liberal =1) 

 .59 

(.74) 

 

    

Interactions    

Stereotypes * 

Ideology 

 1.44 

(1.40) 

 

    

Sympathy * 

Ideology 

  -2.11 

(1.37) 

 

    

Admiration * 

Ideology 

 1.51 

(1.34) 

 

    

Controls    

Party Identification       5.57*** 

(.51) 

 

    

Big Government 

Scale 

    .99** 

(.38) 

 

    

Egalitarian Scale     2.46** 

(.89) 

 

    
-2 Log likelihood  383.23  

N  641  

Notes: + p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 for two-tailed test. Models also control for education, 

gender, age, union membership, residence in southern state, household income, and home ownership. 

 

 


