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Preface

This book began, as perhaps many books do, in dereliction of duty. Kinder 
was spending the academic year 1994–95 on leave at Stanford University. 
Freed from administrative and teaching responsibilities at the University 
of Michigan, Kinder’s one assignment for the year was to complete a chap-
ter for the fourth edition of The Handbook of Social Psychology. He did not. 
(Eventually he did—very eventually; Kinder thanks, one more time, Daniel  
Gilbert, Susan Fiske, and Gardner Lindzey, the editors of the Handbook, 
for their patience.) Instead, Kinder spent the fall rummaging through  
Stanford’s libraries, reading up on the subject of ethnocentrism.

The subject was of interest, at least to Kinder, because of a puzzling result 
he was about to report with Lynn Sanders in their book, Divided by Color 
(1996). The puzzling result was this: the resentment some white Ameri-
cans feel toward black Americans figures heavily into their views, not just 
on affirmative action or school desegregation, but on welfare reform, capi-
tal punishment, urban unrest, family leave, sexual harassment, gay rights, 
immigration, spending on defense, and more. In assessing resentments di-
rected specifically at black Americans, Kinder and Sanders seem to have 
tapped into a broader hostility, one that might be called ethnocentric.

And so Kinder spent the fall of 1994 reading: William Graham Sumner, 
who introduced the term ethnocentrism in the early years of the twentieth 
century in his famous book on folkways, T. W. Adorno and his colleagues’ 
epic study of the authoritarian personality and the immense and sprawling 
literature it inspired, Henri Tajfel and the European perspective on identity 
and conflict, and much more besides. He then spent the winter (insofar as 
Palo Alto can be said to have a winter) writing. He returned to Ann Arbor 
with preliminary drafts of the first four chapters of what would become Us 
Against Them—an argument without evidence, one could say.
	 The argument was an effort to rehabilitate the concept of ethnocen-
trism, to suggest that something like ethnocentrism—a deep human pre-
disposition to reduce all of social life to in-groups and out-groups—was an  



important (if unacknowledged) engine of contemporary American politics. 
The plan (let’s pretend there was a plan) was to see if there was any merit to 
this argument by taking up empirical cases, one by one. Back in Ann Arbor, 
Kinder was working with a group of enormously talented graduate students: 
Lisa D’Ambrosio, Claudia Deane, Kim Gross, Tali Mendelberg, and Karin 
Tamerius. The group discussed, expanded on, and criticized what Kinder 
had written. The group began to produce conference papers that applied 
the argument to particular cases. Production was slow but steady. Well, it 
was slow. Slow but intellectually rewarding: ethnocentrism did indeed seem 
to be playing an important role in American public opinion across a set of 
distinct cases.
	 As others went on with their lives—dissertations, families, and careers—
Kinder plowed ahead and was joined on the project by Kam in 1998. We 
thought seriously about the measurement and origins of ethnocentrism. We 
wrote three more conference papers, one on welfare reform, a second on 
the war on terrorism, and a third on morality politics. We combed through 
existing datasets to find additional test cases and to replicate our analyses 
wherever possible. We added a key piece to our argument, attempting to 
specify the conditions under which ethnocentrism would be more or less 
important in politics. In time, we found ourselves with both a compelling 
argument and a generous supply of evidence. We now felt confident that we 
had the materials for a book. But then disaster struck: Kinder became chair 
of his department, and Kam found herself awash in the responsibilities that 
rain down on an assistant professor. Somehow or another, eventually we 
prevailed.

*â•… *â•… *

Collaborations are almost never easy, and rarely are they fun. Ours was dif-
ferent. Easy, fun, and productive, all three. We like each other more now 
than when we started. We hope to find something else to work on together. 
First of all, we thank each other.
	 We are grateful as well to the aforementioned Lisa D’Ambrosio, Clau-
dia Deane, Kim Gross, Tali Mendelberg, and Karin Tamerius for their ad-
vice and assistance in the early stages. Others helped in various ways: Kath-
erine Drake at Michigan, and Carl Palmer and Sara Price at the University 
of California at Davis. Generous support came from the National Science 
Foundation (in the form of a Graduate Research Fellowship for Kam) and 
from UC Davis and Vanderbilt University. Over the life of the project, we 
gave papers and seminars at the American Political Science Association,  
the Midwest Political Science Association, UC Davis, the University of 
Michigan, and Stanford University. We had productive conversations with 
Nancy Burns, Philip Converse, Richard Hall, Hazel Markus, Lee Ross, Lance 

viiiâ•… p r e f a c e



Sandelands, David Sloan Wilson, Abby Stewart, and David Winter. We ben-
efited enormously from close readings provided by Nancy Burns and Janet 
Weiss, as well as by the reviewers for the University of Chicago Press, who 
raised hard questions and offered us bracing advice, much of which we took. 
At the Press we thank Ben Page, series editor, and John Tryneski, editor su-
premo, for their patience and careful stewarding of our manuscript.
	 The book is dedicated to Benjamin (Jordan Weiss Kinder), Samuel (Da-
vid Kinder Weiss), and Jacob (Russell Weiss Kinder), from whom Kinder 
has learned so much, and to Rob and Charlotte Mikos.

p r e f a c e â•… ix





i n t r o d u c t i o n

Sumner’s Conjecture

Ethnocentrism is an ancient phenomenon but it is a modern word, invented at 
the opening of the twentieth century by William Graham Sumner, an eminent  
professor of political and social science at Yale. Sumner believed in the pos-
sibility of a comprehensive science of society—and was sure he was the one 
to supply it. He started in on his audacious project with what was intended 
to be an introductory essay on social norms. When, however, the chapter 
exceeded six hundred pages, Sumner surrendered to the advice of friends 
and permitted it to be published separately. Folkways (A Study of the So-
ciological Importance of Usages, Manners, Customs, Mores, and Morals) ap-
peared in 1906 and shortly became, as it should have, a famous book.1

Sumner regarded “folkways” to be the “most fundamental, and most 
important operations by which the interests of men in groups are served”  
([1906] 2002, p. 34). The very life of society consists, Sumner wrote, “in making  
folkways and applying them” ([1906] 2002, p. 34). Handed down from one 
generation to the next, embedded in practice and in belief, folkways covered 
virtually all aspects of social life. As Sumner put it,

all the life of human beings, in all ages and stages of culture, is primarily 

controlled by a vast mass of folkways handed down from the earliest exis-

tence of the race. . . . There is a right way to catch game, to win a wife, to 

make one’s self appear, to cure disease, to honor ghosts, to treat comrades 

or strangers, to behave when a child is born, on the warpath, in council, and 

so on in all cases which can arise. ([1906] 2002, pp. 4, 28)

Such “right ways” might differ enormously from one group to the next. 
Sumner’s bold conjecture was that in every instance, for every folkway, 
members of a group were certain that their way of doing things—their folk-
ways—were superior to the way things were done by others. Ethnocentrism, 
Sumner called it: the “technical name for this view of things in which one’s 
own group is the center of everything” ([1906] 2002, p. 13):
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Each group nourishes its own pride and vanity, boasts itself superior, ex-

alts its own divinities, and looks with contempt on outsiders. Each group 

thinks its own folkways the only right ones, and if it observes that other 

groups have other folkways, these excite its scorn. Opprobrious epithets 

are derived from these differences. “Pig-eater,” “cow-eater,” “uncir-

cumcised,” “jabberers,” are epithets of contempt and abomination. . . . 

[E]thnocentrism leads a people to exaggerate and intensify everything in 

their own folkways which is peculiar and which differentiates them from 

others. ([1906] 2002, p. 13)

Sumner was convinced that ethnocentrism was a universal feature of 
human society. For proof, he cited Euripides, “common knowledge,” and a 
dozen or so ethnographies supplied by the anthropology of the day. From 
Sumner, we learn that the indigenous people of Greenland believed that 
Europeans had appeared on their homeland to be taught the good man-
ners that they so conspicuously lacked; that the Mbayas of South America  
presumed that the taking of wives and property from their neighbors was 
divinely authorized; that people of true distinction arise only from the 
grand and glorious Middle Kingdom, according to the Chinese; and so on. 
More recent and systematic surveys generally support Sumner’s conjecture. 
When referring to outsiders, human populations resort easily and readily to 
terms of contempt and condescension. Around the world, ethnocentrism  
prevails.2

But if ethnocentrism itself is ubiquitous—if, as John Higham ([1955] 
1988, p. 3) declares, “no age or society seems wholly free from unfavorable 
opinions on outsiders”—ethnocentrism as a concept in political analysis is, 
strangely, all but invisible. With a few notable exceptions, ethnocentrism is 
hard to find in contemporary social science theorizing, and it is especially 
hard to find in empirical studies of American public opinion of the sort that 
we are about to report on here.3 We think this is a mistake, one we intend 
to correct. Our primary purpose is to demonstrate that ethnocentrism plays 
an important role in contemporary American public opinion. On the issues 
that animate the politics of our time—peace and security, immigration and 
citizenship, poverty and inequality, and more—American opinion cannot 
be fully understood, we say, without bringing ethnocentrism into account.

But really: ethnocentrism in American society? Conflict and violence or-
ganized by ethnicity and religion have become a common occurrence in the 
postcolonial world, and we would not have to go very far out on a limb to sup-
pose that such strife draws in part on ethnocentric motives. Ethnocentrism  
may have a role to play in the Balkans or in Darfur, but does it operate in the 
United States, itself a nation of immigrants, and the richest, best-educated, 
and most durable democracy in the world? We aim to show that it does.
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We should say that our interest lies not so much in ethnocentrism per se 
but in ethnocentrism’s political expression. Following Gordon Allport, we  
acknowledge that from “the point of view of social consequences, much  
‘polite prejudice’ is harmless enough—being confined to idle chatter” (1954, 
p. 15). Our concern here is with matters of real social consequence. We seek 
to show how ethnocentrism affects public opinion; contributes to processes 
of public discussion and deliberation that Mill, Hamilton, and others placed 
at the center of democratic politics; and, ultimately, gives shape and direc-
tion to government action and public policy.

w h a t  l i e s  a h e a d

We begin in chapter 1 by scrutinizing four theories that claim to speak to 
ethnocentrism. The first treats ethnocentrism as the consequence of inter-
group conflict. The second locates ethnocentrism in the psychodynamic 
processes of repression, projection, and displacement. The third claims that 
ethnocentrism arises out of a universal yearning for self-regard. And the 
fourth sees ethnocentrism as a biological adaptation, an aspect of human 
nature. Each of the four, we conclude, provides a valuable but partial pic-
ture of our subject.

Building on this work, the business of chapter 2 is to construct a more 
satisfactory theoretical framework. In the process, we grapple with three es-
sential questions: What is the nature of ethnocentrism? How does ethno-
centrism arise? And when does ethnocentrism become important to Ameri-
can public opinion?

With our framework established, we then proceed in chapter 3 to intro-
duce and defend a particular way of measuring ethnocentrism. We show 
that ethnocentrism is pervasive in American society today. We demonstrate 
that ethnocentrism is distinct from political predispositions that are stan-
dard fixtures in contemporary accounts of public opinion. And we explain 
why some Americans are more ethnocentric than others.

Then, in the heart of the book, we apply our theoretical framework to 
a series of diverse cases. The power of ethnocentrism lies in its wide reach. 
If, as we will argue, ethnocentrism is a general predisposition, we should be 
able to detect its effects across political disputes that are in other respects 
very different from one another. And we do. Ethnocentrism plays an impor-
tant part in American opinion in distinctly different domains: the war on 
terrorism, humanitarian assistance to foreign lands, immigration and citi-
zenship, the sanctity of marriage, Social Security and welfare reform, and 
school desegregation and affirmative action. Taken together, the evidence 
accumulated over these very different cases establishes the importance of 
ethnocentrism to American public opinion.
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Ethnocentrism is a deep and perhaps even irresistible human habit. But 
this does not mean that ethnocentrism is an inevitable feature of political 
life. To the contrary, we argue that the part played by ethnocentrism in poli-
tics depends on circumstances: on the ability of issues to command the pub-
lic’s attention and on the resonance between the issues playing out on the 
center stage of politics, on the one hand, and ethnocentrism, on the other. 
We develop this argument in chapter 2, and then we test it, whenever pos-
sible, as we proceed through the empirical cases, from protecting the home-
land in chapter 4 through race-conscious policies in chapter 10.

We draw all of these various results together and explore their implica-
tions in the book’s conclusion. There we take up, in turn, the surprising re-
lationship between ethnocentrism and knowledge; the issue of demarcating 
where ethnocentrism matters and where it does not; the prospects for cos-
mopolitanism considered as a counterweight to ethnocentrism; the likeli-
hood of ethnocentrism operating politically in places other than the United 
States; and finally, the implications of ethnocentrism for the character and 
quality of democratic politics.

But this discussion lies a fair ways ahead. We begin our journey in chap-
ter 1, by taking up ethnocentrism and examining it from four distinct points 
of view.
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Four Theories in Search  
of Ethnocentrism

What is the nature of ethnocentrism? How does ethnocentrism arise? And 
when—under what conditions—does ethnocentrism become important to 
politics? An adequate theory of ethnocentrism must provide convincing an-
swers to all three questions: nature, origins, and consequences.

With this obligation in mind, our principal business in this chapter is to  
work through the major theories that claim to speak directly to ethnocen-
trism. In the pages ahead, we examine ethnocentrism from four distinct 
theoretical perspectives:

�Ethnocentrism as a consequence of realistic group conflict
�Ethnocentrism as an outgrowth of the authoritarian personality
�Ethnocentrism as an expression of social identity
�Ethnocentrism as an outcome of natural selection

As we will see, no single theory supplies completely satisfying answers 
to all three questions. Each, however, offers valuable insights, lessons for us 
to carry forward. Grappling with these alternative points of view here will 
pave the way to a more adequate theoretical framework for ethnocentrism, 
which we develop in chapter 2. To arrive at this better understanding of 
ethnocentrism today, we turn to the past, to traditions of explanation as-
sociated with William Graham Sumner, Daniel Levinson, Henri Tajfel, and 
Edward O. Wilson.

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  d e f i n e d

But first a few words about ethnocentrism itself. Without a clear concep-
tion of our object of study, we could find ourselves in the unfortunate po-
sition of the Javanese folktale figure “Stupid Boy,” who, as Clifford Geertz 
tells the tale, “having been counseled by his mother to seek a quiet wife, re-
turned with a corpse.” A corpse makes a quiet wife, all right, but surely this 
was not what mother had in mind.1 Let’s try to do better. When we say that  

•

•

•

•
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ethnocentrism plays an important role in American public opinion, just 
what is it that we are arguing for?

Ethnocentrism is a mental habit. It is a predisposition to divide the hu-
man world into in-groups and out-groups. It is a readiness to reduce soci-
ety to us and them. Or rather, it is a readiness to reduce society to us versus 
them. This division of humankind into in-group and out-group is not in-
nocuous. Members of in-groups (until they prove otherwise) are assumed 
to be virtuous: friendly, cooperative, trustworthy, safe, and more. Members 
of out-groups (until they prove otherwise) are assumed to be the opposite: 
unfriendly, uncooperative, unworthy of trust, dangerous, and more. Sym-
bols and practices become objects of attachment and pride when they be-
long to the in-group and objects of condescension, disdain, and (in extreme 
cases) hatred when they belong to out-groups. Ethnocentrism constitutes 
a readiness to act in favor of in-groups and in opposition to out-groups; it 
charts a safe path through a social world that may seem uncomfortable, dif-
ficult, and, at times, perilous.2

People differ—reliably and stably—in the degree to which they see the 
social world this way. At least since Darwin, it has been axiomatic in the 
biological sciences to regard living organisms not as constant classes but as 
variable populations. This point applies to barnacles and to human beings 
alike. People vary from one another in all sorts of ways: height, color, socia-
bility, intelligence, and more—including ethnocentrism.

People vary from one another incrementally. It would be a mistake to 
conceive of ethnocentrism as a type and to assume that people either are 
ethnocentric or that they are not. People are more or less ethnocentric. They 
vary in the degree to which they reduce the social world to in-groups and 
out-groups, to us and them. Ethnocentrism is a quantity, not a kind.3

Ethnocentrism should not be interpreted as irrational, the twisted ex-
pression of repressed hostilities and primeval fears. Ethnocentrism is not 
a sickness. We do not require a therapist’s technique to reveal it or psychoÂ�
dynamic processes to explain it. Ethnocentrism is normal. It is, one might 
say, a “natural” way to look upon the social world.

Finally, ethnocentrism is a general predisposition. It is in this respect that  
ethnocentrism differs from prejudice. In contrast to prejudice, ethnocen-
trism “has to do not only with numerous groups toward which the indiÂ�
vidual has hostile opinions and attitudes but, equally important, with 
groups toward which he is positively disposed.” Moreover, while prejudice 
is hosÂ�tility directed at a specific group, ethnocentrism refers to a “relatively 
consistent frame of mind concerning ‘aliens’ generally.” Thus when we turn  
from race prejudice or anti-Semitism or any other particular social animos-
ity, on the one hand, to ethnocentrism, on the other, we come face to face 
with “prejudice, broadly conceived” (Adorno et al. 1950, p. 102).4
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e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a s  a  c o n s e q u e n c e  
o f  r e a l i s t i c  g r o u p  c o n f l i c t

Defined this way, how might ethnocentrism—prejudice, broadly con-
ceived—arise? Looking for answers, let’s turn first to William Graham Sum-
ner. As we noted in the introduction, Sumner introduced the term ethno-
centrism into the social science lexicon. But we turn to him here because he 
also had interesting things to say about ethnocentrism’s origins.

In Sumner’s view, ethnocentrism included both in-group solidarity 
and out-group hostility. The two were connected inextricably. Both, Sum-
ner argued, arose out of conflict, inevitable in a Hobbesian world of scarce  
resources:

The insiders in a we-group are in a relation of peace, order, law, governÂ�

ment, and industry, to each other. Their relation to all outsiders, or  

others-groups, is one of war and plunder. . . . Sentiments are produced 

to correspond. Loyalty to the group, sacrifice for it, hatred and contempt 

for outsiders, brotherhood within, warlikeness without—all grow together, 

common products of the same situation. ([1906] 2002, pp. 12–13)

This is Sumner’s principal claim—that in-group solidarity and out-group 
hostility grow out of intergroup competition—and it remains a central fea-
ture of contemporary versions of realistic group conflict theory. From this 
perspective, antagonism between groups is rooted in actual conflict. Groups 
have incompatible goals, and they compete for scarce resources. Conflict is 
most intense where competition is keenest, where contending groups have 
the most at stake. In a way that would no doubt earn Sumner’s approval, 
contemporary realistic group conflict theory treats ethnic and racial groups 
as “vehicles for the pursuit of interest in modern pluralist societies . . . par-
ticipants in ongoing competition for control of economic, political, and so-
cial structures” (Giles and Evans 1986, pp. 470, 471).5

Sumner provided abundant examples of ethnocentrism, first in Folkways 
(1906) and then later in The Science of Society (Sumner, Keller, and Davie 
1927). Of course, establishing that ethnocentrism is commonplace (Sum-
ner was sure that ethnocentrism was universal) is not the same thing as ex-
plaining its origins. Was Sumner right to propose that ethnocentrism arises 
from group conflict?

Let’s start with in-group solidarity. Sumner was emphatic that in-group 
solidarity arises from conflict between groups over scarce resources. In one 
form or another, this proposition can be found in the writings of Simmel, 
Marx, Sorel, and Dahrendorf, among others. But is it, as Dahrendorf has 
written, really a “general law” (1964, p. 58)? No. In The Functions of So-
cial Conflict (1956), Coser argued that conflict with outsiders often leads to  
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in-group solidarity, but not invariably. Conflict can also lead to demoraliÂ�
zation, and in extreme cases, disintegration. Empirical studies suggest that 
Coser was correct. Conflict generates in-group solidarity only under certain 
conditions: when in-group solidarity is above some threshold before threat 
materializes, when threat is seen as a menace to the entire group, and when 
authoritative leadership seeks to mobilize solidarity (M. Brewer and Camp-
bell 1976; Sherif et al. 1961; Stein 1976).

What of Sumner’s second proposition, that conflict is the primary cause 
of out-group animosity? It turns out that there is empirical support aplenty 
for this. Consider, as one example, the remarkable field experiments car-
ried out by Muzafer Sherif. In the most famous of these, Sherif recruited 
two dozen eleven-year-old boys for what was advertised as a summer camp 
experience. The boys were carefully screened and were mutually unac-
quainted. Prior to the experiment, they were randomly assigned to one of 
two groups and then transported separately to Robbers Cave, a state park in 
Oklahoma. There each group set about various activities designed to build 
solidarity. The boys went on hikes together, pitched tents, made meals, and 
built a rope bridge. All of this took place under the gentle direction and 
watchful eye of experimental assistants posing as camp counselors, who 
spent their off hours surreptitiously recording detailed observations of the 
day’s proceedings. During this first stage of the experiment, which lasted 
one week, the two groups of boys occupied different sites within the park 
and were kept largely unaware of each other’s presence.

During stage two, the Rattlers and the Eagles, as the groups now called 
themselves, were brought into a relationship of conflict through a series of 
staged contests. Points were awarded for victories on the athletic field, for 
the best skit, and for the tidiest cabins. The Rattlers and the Eagles were in-
formed that at the end of their stay, the winning group was to be awarded a 
trophy and each member of the winning group given a splendid prize. The 
two groups were now taking their meals together, and at the entrance to the 
common mess hall the results of the day’s competition were ostentatiously 
displayed and added to the ongoing total.

In short order, the Rattlers and the Eagles began to compete fiercely 
with one another. They exchanged insults, referring to each other as “rot-
ten pukes” and “dirty bastards.” They carried out midnight raids to tear up 
each other’s cabins. They celebrated their victories and rationalized their 
defeats. They wrestled and fought each other, to the point where counselors 
had to step in to prevent injury. Sherif had predicted that the experimental 
creation of conflict would generate out-group hostility, but we suspect that 
he got rather more than he had bargained for.6

Realistic group conflict theory is also supported by the most robust em-
pirical finding in the entire American race relations literature: that of a strong 
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connection between the threat that blacks seem to pose to whites, on the one 
hand, and the hostility of whites’ response, on the other. In Southern Politics 
in State and Nation, V. O. Key showed in masterly detail that politics in the 
American South through the middle of the twentieth century was most re-
actionary in the so-called black belt: those regions of the South characterized 
by rich soil where the plantation economy had flourished and black people 
lived in concentrated numbers. It was in the black belt where, as Key put 
it (1949, p. 5), whites possessed “the deepest and most immediate concern 
with the maintenance of white supremacy.” Accordingly, it was within the 
black belt where support for secession and war was most adamant, where the 
subsequent drive for black disfranchisement came with greatest force, and 
where defense of segregation in the 1950s and ’60s was most ferocious.7

Acknowledging that realistic group conflict theory represents a valuable 
perspective on social conflict, a major obstacle stands in the way of its ap-
plication here. Examined closely, realistic group conflict theory has little to  
say about generalized hostility. Why should there be ethnocentrism—prejuÂ�
dice, broadly conceived—in the first place? Hostility directed at a specific 
group, yes, but hostility in general? Virtually all the empirical support for 
group conflict theory comes from one group’s reaction to the threat posed 
by one other. In the altogether typical case, realistic group conflict theory 
takes up pairs of opposing groups: the Rattlers and the Eagles at summer  
camp, whites and blacks in the American South, and so on. Insofar as  
ethnocentrism entails hostility directed not at a single out-group but at 
many out-groups, these applications of realistic group conflict theory, how-
ever successful they may be in explaining particular instances of conflict, 
simply do not speak to ethnocentrism as we conceive it. From the perspec-
tive of group conflict theory, generalized prejudice is possible only in the 
presence of multiple and simultaneous intergroup conflicts. But we are in-
terested in ethnocentrism in precisely this sense. Ethnocentrism is general-
ized prejudice. If our question is why some people are ethnocentric while 
others are not, why some but not others are predisposed to take many kinds 
of difference as warrant for condescension or contempt, then group conflict 
theory cannot take us very far. More promising, as we are about to see, is the 
theory of authoritarianism.8

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a s  a n  o u t g r o w t h  
o f  t h e  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  p e r s o n a l i t y

Theodor Adorno, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel Levinson, and Nevitt San-
ford, who together produced the monumental study of the authoritarian 
personality (1950), lived in a more precarious world than did William Gra-
ham Sumner. Their study was launched in the early 1940s in the United 
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States against a backdrop of horrific events: crushing economic depression, 
cataclysmic war, and the deliberate liquidation of the Jewish population of 
Europe. Frenkel-Brunswik, one of the principal architects of the study, fled  
Vienna shortly after Hitler’s rise to power. She was Jewish and no doubt 
knew anti-Semitism well. Little wonder that Adorno and his associates initi-
ated their investigation hoping to illuminate the nature and origins of anti-
Semitism and its implications for democratic society. But what began as 
a study of anti-Semitism ended up as an investigation of the prejudiced  
personality.

Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford were psychologists 
by training, and they organized their project around a psychological ques-
tion: why do some individuals but not others find antidemocratic ideas so 
appealing? Taking for granted that antidemocratic ideas would be available 
in any society, they defined their goal to be to identify those who were drawn 
to antidemocratic ideas, to identify those who were repelled by such ideas, 
and to explain the difference.9

To carry out their project, Adorno’s team made use of the new techniques 
of attitude measurement, in-depth interviewing, and rudimentary statisti-
cal analysis—methods that were unavailable to Sumner but were coming to 
prominence in the social sciences of their day. For theoretical inspiration, 
they drew primarily on psychodynamic concepts. This meant that Adorno 
and his colleagues were inclined to see susceptibility to antidemocratic ideas 
as irrational, an expression of unconscious drives, wishes, and emotional 
impulses. To understand antidemocratic belief, they urged, look deep into 
personality; and for evidence, sift through clues offered up by “dreams, fan-
tasies, and misinterpretations of the world” (Adorno et al. 1950, pp. 8–9).

Among various antidemocratic beliefs that they might have examined, 
the four researchers chose anti-Semitism for their primary exhibit. Levin-
son took the lead in this portion of the project, and he began by formulat-
ing a set of propositions intended to capture the core of contemporary anti-
Semitism.10 He then translated these propositions into plain speech, into 
statements that ordinary people would recognize and that some might agree 
with. In final form, the anti-Semitism scale includes such claims as these:

There are too many Jews in the various federal agencies and bureaus in 

Washington, and they have too much control over our national policies.

Persecution of the Jews would be largely eliminated if the Jews would 

make really sincere efforts to rid themselves of their harmful and offen-

sive faults.

The trouble with letting Jews into a nice neighborhood is that they gradu-

ally give it a typical Jewish atmosphere.
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In composing these statements, Levinson tried to avoid extreme anti-
Semitism, to soften and partially disguise animosity toward Jewish people 
and Jewish faith by adding qualifying phrases and an occasional gesture to 
democratic ideals. As Roger Brown (1965, p. 483) once put it, “Each ques-
tion has a kind of fair-minded and reasonable veneer. It is sometimes rather 
difficult to find the sting.”11

Levinson and his associates administered their scale of garden-variety 
anti-Semitism to samples of college students, nurses, psychiatric patients, 
Kiwanis club members, schoolteachers, veterans, union members, and 
prison inmates. The propositions that make up the scale raise a variety of 
conceivable objections to Jews, some of them mutually contradictory: for 
example, that Jews push their way into places they do not belong, that they 
(at the same time) keep too much to themselves, and that they (neverthe-
less) must be segregated. Levinson found that people responded to the ques-
tions with impressive consistency, as if the questions were about one thing 
and one thing only. Some people were consistently sympathetic, while oth-
ers—the majority—were consistently hostile.12

Levinson and his colleagues next wondered whether anti-Semitism might 
be associated with other varieties of prejudice. In taking up this question, 
the project moved from a particular animosity—anti-Semitism—to a gen-
eral predisposition—what they called ethnocentrism. Levinson and his col-
leagues, unlike Sumner, were keenly interested in the possibility that some 
people were more ethnocentric than others. This is our interest as well.  
People differ from one another in all sorts of ways: height, color, sociability, 
intelligence, and more—including, we say with Levinson, ethnocentrism.

To see if such a thing as ethnocentrism might exist, Levinson prepared 
a set of propositions pertaining to a wide array of possible targets: blacks, 
Japanese Americans, the mentally ill, Filipinos, criminals, European refu-
gees, “foreign ideas,” and more. As in the measurement of anti-Semitism, 
the propositions were written in everyday language, hostility was softened, 
and the various complaints were phrased in ways that seemed consistent 
with common sense and democratic values.13

Levinson found considerable consistency here as well. Those Americans 
who insisted that blacks be kept in their place were likely also to express con-
tempt or condescension for criminals, Japanese Americans, conscientious 
objectors, immigrants, foreign ideas, and all the rest—including Jews. Re-
sponses to the anti-Semitism scale and the ethnocentrism scale, Levinson 
discovered, were highly correlated. He concluded that “it is the total ethno-
centric ideology, rather than prejudice against any single group, which re-
quires explanation” (Adorno et al. 1950, p. 122).14

If, as Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford say, it is ethno-
centrism that requires explanation, how did they explain it? Their first move 
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was to argue that the striking consistency in belief that is the hallmark of 
ethnocentrism could be accounted for only by some underlying organizing 
psychological structure. Ethnocentrism could not reflect actual experience, 
for actual experience is too messy, too variegated, to produce such an inte-
grated, cohesive ideology as ethnocentrism. Anti-Semitism, racism, oppo-
sition to immigration, and all the rest must be expressions of a unified and 
deep psychological force. Underneath ethnocentric ideology, Adorno and 
his team hoped to prove, was the authoritarian personality.

They began this part of the project by conducting intensive interviews 
with people who had scored either very high or very low on the ethnocen-
trism scale. The interviews were both designed and subsequently analyzed 
from the perspective of psychodynamic theory, and they seemed to reveal  
psychological inclinations—none of them flattering—that typified the  
ethnocentric: rigid adherence to traditional values, moralistic condemnation 
of those who violate convention, readiness to capitulate to established au-
thorities (parents, bosses, “great leaders”), preoccupation with strength and 
power, disdain for imagination and generosity, cynicism toward human na-
ture, and a conviction that wild and dangerous things go on in the world.

The next step was to formulate propositions to measure each of these 
psychological inclinations, to capture in questionnaire form the insights of 
the clinical interviews. According to Levinson and colleagues, this proved 
simple and straightforward:

Once a hypothesis had been formulated concerning the way in which some 

deep-lying trend in the personality might express itself in some opinion or 

attitude that was dynamically, though not logically, related to prejudice 

against out-groups, a preliminary sketch for an item was usually not far to 

seek: a phrase from the daily newspaper, an utterance by an interviewee, a 

fragment of ordinary conversation was usually ready at hand. (Adorno et 

al. 1950, p. 225)

Whether or not things went quite this smoothly, the team did succeed 
in assembling a reliable measure of authoritarianism—the famous F scale 
(F for fascism).15 They then proceeded to show that authoritarians—that is, 
people who scored high on the F scale—were in fact very likely to be both 
anti-Semitic and ethnocentric. Dislike of Jews, prejudice against blacks, 
contempt for foreigners, and similar attitudes all seem to arise out of a par-
ticular personality type, the authoritarian.

From the perspective of psychodynamic theory, ethnocentrism serves 
the authoritarian well. Out-groups—Jews, criminals, Japanese Americans— 
become convenient and safe psychological targets. Through the psychologi-
cal process of displacement, such groups absorb the hostilities originally pro-
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voked by the authoritarian’s parents. Through projection, out-groups take 
on forbidden qualities—unbridled power, liberation from the demands of 
work, free and easy sex—those things that the authoritarian secretly wants 
but cannot have. Adorno and his colleagues concluded that “the political, 
economic, and social convictions of an individual often form a broad and 
coherent pattern, as if bound together by a ‘mentality’ or ‘spirit,’â•›” which is 
itself “an expression of deep-lying trends in personality.”16

When The Authoritarian Personality was published, it was greeted with 
widespread acclaim, and then, in the space of a few years, buried under an 
avalanche of criticism.17 Two complaints did most of the damage, and both  
are highly relevant for what we care about here: the existence of ethno-
centrism and its foundations in personality. The first objection concerns  
sample bias. Because of limitations of funding, Adorno and colleagues  
were forced to rely on volunteers for their studies, and this they accom-
plished by working through formal organizations. The almost inevitable 
result was a sample that was disproportionately middle class and socially 
active—and therefore, perhaps, more likely to show the coherence of ideas 
about social groups and politics that was the study’s central finding.

A second and more lethal criticism has to do with scale construction. 
It begins with the seemingly innocent observation that the questions that 
make up the anti-Semitism, ethnocentrism, and F scales are formatted in 
identical fashion. In each instance, study participants were presented with 
a proposition—such as “Obedience and respect for authority are the most 
important values that children can learn”—and asked how much they 
agreed or disagreed with it. This is the Likert method of opinion assess-
ment, and in principle there is little wrong with it (Likert 1932). The lethal 
mistake came not in the application of the Likert procedure per se but in 
the writing of the specific propositions. All the propositions were written to 
run in the same direction. In every case, agreement indicated a propensity 
toward anti-Semitism or ethnocentrism or authoritarianism; in every case, 
disagreement indicated the opposing propensity. Writing in defense of the 
anti-Semitism scale in particular, Levinson argued that “since the scale at-
tempts to measure receptivity to anti-Semitic ideology, it seemed reasonable 
to use only anti-Semitic statements in the scale” (Adorno et al. 1950, p. 59).

Reasonable as it may have seemed at the time, this decision fatally com-
promises The Authoritarian Personality’s results. It means that the impres-
sive figures Adorno and colleagues report on the internal consistency of 
their scales and, more important, the striking correlations they report on 
the relationship between the scales are inflated, perhaps egregiously so. The 
correlations within and between scales are partly a product of a tendency for 
people to agree to reasonable-sounding propositions, irrespective of their 
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content. This tendency, the acquiescence response set, is well documented 
now, as it was not at the time Levinson and company were designing their 
research, and its effects are surprisingly powerful.18

So, is there really such a thing as ethnocentrism? If there is, does it reflect 
antidemocratic tendencies rooted in the authoritarian personality? Though 
nearly a thousand pages long, strikingly ambitious in purpose and intermit-
tently brilliant in analysis, The Authoritarian Personality, in the end, can-
not say.

The critics of The Authoritarian Personality were right to point out the 
study’s defects, and they were persuasive. But it is important to recognize 
that the critics thereby established that Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levin-
son, and Sanford failed to prove their conclusions, not that their conclu-
sions were necessarily incorrect.19

According to The Authoritarian Personality, a primary characteristic of 
ethnocentrism is the generality and consistency of out-group rejection:

It is as if the ethnocentric individual feels threatened by most of the groups 

to which he does not have a sense of belonging; if he cannot identify, he 

must oppose; if a group is not “acceptable,” it is “alien.”

[The ethnocentric person] is prepared to reject groups with which he 

has never had contact; his approach to a new and strange person or cul-

ture is not one of curiosity, interest and receptivity but rather one of doubt 

and rejection. The feeling of difference is transformed into a sense of threat 

and an attitude of hostility. The new group easily becomes an out-group. 

(Adorno et al. 1950, p. 149)

The authors of The Authoritarian Personality presented these points as if 
they were established facts, and that they had established them. We know 
now that they were mistaken. But, over the last five decades, in a series of 
studies, with measures corrected against the contaminations of response set, 
and for samples taken both inside and outside the United States, the gen-
erality and consistency of out-group animosity is a common result. So, for 
example, Americans who regard the Japanese with condescension tend to 
think the same about Mexicans. Russians who blame Jews for their nation’s 
troubles also blame capitalists, dissidents, and nonethnic Russians. And on 
it goes. Much as Levinson and colleagues claimed more than fifty years ago, 
hostility toward any one group appears to be part of a broader system of 
belief, “a relatively consistent frame of mind concerning ‘aliens’ generally” 
(Adorno et al. 1950, p. 102).20

And what of their claim that ethnocentrism is an outgrowth of authori-
tarianism? Perhaps they were right on this point too—though arriving at 
this conclusion requires a reimagining of authoritarianism itself.21
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For this we turn to Karen Stenner’s book, The Authoritarian Dynamic 
(2005). Building on her work with Stanley Feldman (Feldman and Stenner 
1997; Feldman 2003), Stenner offers a new and appealing conceptualization 
of authoritarianism. She begins by severing the connection between authoriÂ�
tarianism and psychodynamic theory. Stenner invites us to think of authori-
tarianism as arising out of a basic human dilemma. Living alongside others 
is an inescapable feature of human society. This leads inevitably to tension 
between personal autonomy and social cohesion. The problem is how to 
strike a proper balance between group authority and uniformity, on the  
one side, and individual autonomy and diversity, on the other. AuthoritariÂ�
ans choose the former over the latter: they are inclined to glorify, encour-
age, and reward uniformity, while disparaging, suppressing, and punishing 
difference. According to Stenner, the

overriding objective of the authoritarian is always to enhance oneness and 

sameness; to minimize the diversity of people, beliefs, and behaviors with 

which one is confronted; and to institute and defend some collective order 

that makes all of this possible. (2005, p. 143)

To measure authoritarianism, Stenner relies on a disarmingly straight-
forward method. She simply asks people to choose values that children 
should be encouraged to learn at home. Those who select “good manners” 
and “obedience” as primary virtues for children are authoritarian; those 
who choose “imagination” and “independence” are not.22

Stenner finds that authoritarianism, measured in this way, is a consis-
tent and sometimes powerful predictor of political intolerance. Intolerance, 
in her analysis, includes such things as keeping “undesirables” out of the 
neighborhood, prohibiting dissemination of pornography, and requiring 
prayer in school. Authoritarianism and intolerance are consistently con-
nected not only in the United States, but in many other places besides: in 
Britain, Spain, Russia, the Czech Republic, and scores of other countries. 
The details differ from one place to the next—for British authoritarians it 
is immigrants from South Asia who must be curtailed, while Russian au-
thoritarians worry about controlling the peoples of the Caucasus—but the 
general pattern is much the same. From such evidence Stenner concludes 
that “authoritarianism is the primary determinant of general intolerance of 
difference worldwide” (2005, p. 133).23

Ethnocentrism and intolerance are not the same, and Stenner’s analysis 
is confined entirely to the latter. She never takes up the relationship between 
authoritarianism and ethnocentrism. However, she does find a consistent 
connection between authoritarianism and many specific instances of intol-
erance, involving many different groups. It seems reasonable to conclude 
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that authoritarianism, as Stenner defines it, and ethnocentrism, as we think 
of it, are related.

And so, although it has taken a good long while, it seems that Adorno 
and colleagues may have been right all along. They were right, first of all, to 
presume that people differ from one another in their general outlook to-
ward others. People are more or less ethnocentric: predisposed to react with 
more or less pride to their in-group and predisposed to react with more or 
less suspicion, condescension, and contempt to groups not their own. They 
were right to draw a sharp distinction between ethnocentric ideology, on the 
one hand, and authoritarian personality, on the other. And with Stenner’s 
evidence in hand, perhaps they were right as well to conclude that ethno-
centrism is an outgrowth, at least in part, of the authoritarian personality. 
These are important lessons to carry forward. At the same time, to reduce 
ethnocentrism entirely to personality would be a mistake. The personality 
approach misses important parts of the story of the origins of ethnocen-
trism, as we will see. And a preoccupation with personality is blind to the 
part that elites play in the mobilization of ethnocentrism.24

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a s  a n  e x p r e s s i o n  
o f  s o c i a l  i d e n t i t y

Skipping forward a generation, we come next to Henri Tajfel and social 
identity theory.25 Tajfel was a leading figure in what came to be known as the 
European perspective on social psychology. He founded a Society, edited 
an influential monograph series, and was a prominent lecturer in Leiden, 
Paris, and Bologna. His ardent interest in social conflict was a product of his 
own experience. He was born European and Jewish; his family perished in 
the Holocaust. Throughout his professional career, Tajfel carried with him 
“memories of a raging storm” (1981, p. 7).

Tajfel was a sharp critic of American social psychology, which had be-
come, in his judgment, “a social science practiced in a social vacuum” (1981, 
p. 1). To Tajfel the American turn to laboratory investigation of psycho-
logical micro-processes was a terrible mistake. Social psychology, Tajfel in-
sisted, must “include in its theoretical and research preoccupations a direct 
concern with the relationship between human psychological functioning 
and the large-scale social processes and events which shape this functioning 
and are shaped by it” (1981, p. 18).

Given this line of criticism, it is ironic that Tajfel is remembered best for 
an experimental result from which all of society and culture and history 
had been deliberately obliterated. This was the so-called minimal group ex-
periment, which questioned whether conflicts of interest were necessary to 
produce ethnocentrism, as Sherif and other realistic group conflict theorists 
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insisted. Tajfel was impressed with the results of Sherifâ•›’s field experiments, 
but he wondered whether explicit and objective conflicts of interest were ac-
tually necessary conditions for the emergence of ethnocentrism. Tajfel’s an-
swer, supplied by the minimal group experiment, was a resounding no.

In the first stage of the experiment, participants are assigned to different 
groups on what must surely have appeared to them to be trivial grounds. 
For example, in the original experiment, Bristol teenage boys were shown a 
rapid sequence of slides and asked to estimate the number of dots displayed 
on each. Based on their answers, or so they were told, they were then were 
divided into two groups, those who consistently overestimated the number 
of dots and those who consistently underestimated them. Neither group 
was more accurate, they were informed, nor was the tendency to over- or 
underestimate revealing of any deeper truth. It was just a convenient way 
to divide them up.

This is a defining feature of the minimal group experiment: the trivi-
ality of group affiliation. In another version of the experiment, group as-
signments appeared to be made on the basis of whether participants, all of 
whom were in the dark about abstract art, preferred the paintings of Klee 
to those of Kandinsky. In still another, one that could be called the ulti-
mate minimal group experiment, participants were explicitly assigned to 
one group or the other by a public and ostentatious toss of a coin.26

After assignment to one group or the other, each participant is isolated 
into an individual cubicle, takes part in a problem-solving activity, and then 
is asked to allocate rewards to other participants (never to themselves). In the 
original experiment, Bristol schoolboys allocated points that were redeemable 
for money at the end of the experiment. As part of the allocation task, partici-
pants learn that the recipients are members of their own (minimal) group or 
members of the other (minimal) group; they are otherwise anonymous.

These ostensibly innocuous conditions produce in-group favoritism. In 
Tajfel’s original experiment, more than 70 percent of participants allocated 
rewards in way that favored their group. And in scores of variations on the 
basic minimal group experiment design, the results are the same. Group 
membership—minimal group membership—generates rewards: money, 
but also affection, trust, and cooperation.

Minimal seems a fitting term to apply to the social system created in 
these experiments. In-group affiliation is superficial. Group membership is 
anonymous. Conflict of interest between groups is removed. Self-interest  
is set aside since participants allocate rewards only to others. Groups are 
temporary fabrications, so there is no history of hostility and no shadow of 
the future. And yet, in this artificial social system, in the absence of conflict 
of interest or the perception of threat, and putting aside differences in cul-
ture, social standing, and economic or political power, in-group favoritism  
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always emerges. It emerges again and again, in experiments conducted 
among Bristol schoolboys, soldiers in the West German army, Maori chil-
dren in New Zealand, trade school students in Geneva, undergraduates in 
New York City, and more.27

The ethnocentrism expressed in the minimal group experiment takes a 
particular and illuminating form. Participants in these experiments are al-
lowed to allocate rewards pretty much as they wish. They can choose to re-
ward their own group, or express generosity to the other group, or ignore the 
group boundary entirely. What they often do is allocate rewards so as to en-
hance the difference between their group and the other group. They are not 
fanatics in this: their choices also reflect everyday conceptions of equity and 
fairness. Still, the tendency to put distance between their group and the other 
group—between “us” and “them”—is impressive. They choose this option 
even when doing so diminishes the rewards enjoyed by their own group.28

This result is both replicable and, to us and many others, remarkable. It 
certainly surprised Tajfel, who created the minimal group condition under 
the assumption that it would serve as a neutral starting point, a baseline 
condition. Subsequent experiments would then systematically add in one 
feature at a time until in-group favoritism finally made an appearance. As 
things turned out, additional features were unnecessary.

To explain this remarkable and unexpected result, Tajfel and his Bristol 
colleagues created social identity theory. The theory begins with an assump-
tion about human nature. Tajfel assumes that people—everywhere, regard-
less of circumstance—are motivated to maintain a positive identity. Social 
identity theory takes this point as axiomatic: individuals are always striving 
“to maintain or enhance their self-esteem” (Tajfel and Turner 1979, p. 40).29

People derive their sense of self, according to social identity theory, in 
large part from their membership in social groups. In this sense it could be 
said that not only are individuals in social groups, but also social groups  
are “in” individuals. Identity is largely a reflection of where and how people  
locate themselves in their society. In Tajfel’s view, “the individual realizes 
himself in society—that is, he recognizes his identity in socially defined 
terms, and these definitions become reality as he lives in society.”30

Identity is a psychological matter. It is determined not by objective mem-
bership but by the perception of belonging. The transformation of mere 
membership into a sense of identity takes place through a process of social 
categorization. Social categorization parses the social world into a manage-
able set of basic categories. Through social categorization, individuals define 
who they are and who others are. Such classifications are

cognitive tools that segment, classify, and order the social environment, 

and thus enable the individual to undertake many forms of social action. 
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But they do not merely systematize the social world; they also provide a 

system of orientation for self-reference: they create and define the individ-

ual’s place in society. Social groups, understood in this sense, provide their 

members with an identification of themselves in social terms. (Tajfel and 

Turner 1979, p. 40)

One consequence of social categorization is accentuation: people accen-
tuate similarities between themselves and their in-group, and accentuate 
differences between themselves and their various out-groups. Identity takes 
on an “us versus them” mentality. Individuals, one might say, are trans-
formed into groups.31

The creation of social identity theory was motivated by the puzzle pre-
sented by the minimal group experiment result. It cannot be much of an 
achievement that the theory explains this one result, but it is worth recount-
ing how the theory does so. Here is a lightly paraphrased account, from 
Hogg and Abrams, two of the theory’s principal advocates:

The minimal group experiments demonstrate that mere social categori-

zation—the discontinuous classification of individuals into two distinct 

groups—is sufficient to generate ethnocentrism and conflict.

Individuals in these studies are categorizing themselves in terms of the 

minimal category provided by the experiment. This process of categoriza-

tion—of self and others—accentuates group differences on the only di-

mension readily available: the allocation of rewards. The accentuation of 

difference favors the ingroup because individuals are deriving their social 

identity in part from the category created in the experiment. The involve-

ment of the self in the categorization process activates the need to main-

tain or enhance self-esteem, and this can be accomplished by favoring the 

ingroup—and hence the self—over the outgroup. (1988, p. 51)

In-group favoritism is a well-established result, but it is of course just a 
tendency, one that, as we noted earlier, is moderated by a sense of fairness. 
Furthermore, in studies that permit the distinction to be detected, ethno-
centrism in the minimal group experiment appears to be more in-group fa-
voritism than out-group hostility.32 One might say that the in-group/out-
group differentiation under examination in the minimal group experiments 
is a reflection of the merging of self and in-group, rather than the distancing 
of self from out-groups. This observation provides the point of departure 
for Marilynn Brewer’s theory of social identity, the most interesting and im-
portant variation on Tajfel’s original thinking.33

Taking a page out of Gordon Allport’s classic 1954 book on prejudice, 
Brewer first stipulates that in-groups take psychological primacy over out-
groups. Familiarity, loyalty, and preference for one’s in-group all precede  
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awareness of and attitudes toward out-groups. In the minimal group experiÂ�
ment, participants readily reward in-group members, but they are reluc-
tant to punish out-group members. In-group bias is largely due to in-group  
favoritism, not out-group derogation. According to Brewer, “once the self 
has become attached to a social group or category, positive affect and evaluaÂ�
tions associated with the self-concept are automatically transferred to the 
group as a whole” (2007, p. 732).34

Brewer argues that in-group favoritism has its origins in evolutionary 
processes; that it is a reflection, in the final analysis, of “the profoundly so-
cial nature of human beings as a species” (2007, p. 730). Group living is part 
of our ancestral history; it is, Brewer says, “the fundamental survival strategy 
that characterizes the human species.” Over the course of evolutionary his-
tory, we have evolved to “rely on cooperation rather than strength, and on 
social learning rather than instinct” (1999, p. 433). Contemporary human na-
ture, Brewer maintains, is characterized by “obligatory interdependence.”

From this perspective, in-groups become a site for altruism. Within the 
group, norms facilitate reciprocal exchange. Expectations of cooperation 
and security promote mutual trust. Reciprocal attraction motivates compliÂ�
ance. Symbols and rituals emerge that differentiate the in-group from local 
out-groups, which reduce the risk that in-group benefits will be inadver-
tently extended to out-group members, and assure that in-group members 
will recognize their own entitlement to group benefits (M. Brewer 1999,  
pp. 433–34). In short, in-groups become “bounded communities of mutual 
cooperation and trust” (2007, p. 732). Brewer concludes that in-group favorÂ�
itism arises not, as Tajfel would have it, out of a universal striving for self-
esteem, but rather out of the fundamental human need for security.35

Finally, and this time drawing a distinction with Sumner, Brewer argues 
that there is no theoretical basis for expecting a close connection between 
in-group loyalty and out-group hostility. In-group loyalty may be a neces-
sary condition for out-group hostility, but it is not sufficient. Put another 
way, strong attachment to the in-group is compatible with a wide range of 
sentiments toward out-groups: admiration, sympathy, indifference, as well 
as disdain and hatred. This seems to be so. Sometimes strong in-group loy-
alty is accompanied by strong out-group animosity (Gibson and Gouws 
2000; Perreault and Bourhis 1999); sometimes not (M. Brewer and Camp-
bell 1976; De Figueiredo and Elkins 2003; Feshbach 1994). In-group solidar-
ity and out-group hostility appear to be bundled together less tightly than 
Sumner originally believed.36

The basic finding of in-group favoritism has stood up well to replicaÂ�
tionsÂ€and challenges, and it remains provocative today. Like Solomon Asch’s 
(1951) famous experiments on conformity or Stanley Milgram’s (1974) un-
settling studies on obedience to authority, Tajfel’s minimal group experi-
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ment teaches us something about social life that we did not know before. 
In particular, the minimal group experiment suggests how ready we are to 
impose social categories and how far-reaching the consequences may be. 
It implies, contrary to realistic group conflict theory, that ethnocentrism 
does not require conflict of interest.37 It also suggests, contrary to Levinson 
and The Authoritarian Personality, that ethnocentrism need not be inter-
preted as a dark and irrational expression of repressed hostilities and pri-
meval fears. Ethnocentrism is a commonplace consequence of the human 
striving for self-regard and personal security.

Against these valuable contributions is the standard worry about gener-
alizing from experimental results. What can in-group favoritism created in 
the laboratory tell us about ethnocentrism in the world?

Quite a lot, according to Donald Horowitz. In his excellent review and 
analysis of ethnic group conflict, Horowitz (1985) readily acknowledges that 
the minimal group experimental setup faced by Bristol schoolboys is quite 
different from the deadly serious and ongoing circumstance confronting 
rival ethnic groups. Nevertheless, Horowitz commends the minimal group 
experiment for isolating several vital features of actual group conflict: the 
“powerful pull of group loyalty, the quest for relative in-group advantage, 
and the willingness to incur costs to maximize intergroup differentials” 
(Horowitz 1985, p. 146). He then proceeds to take Tajfel’s result as casting 
doubt on theories of ethnic conflict that assign primacy to competition over 
material interests.

Maybe so. Tajfel was himself quite modest on this point. His intention 
was not to deny objective conflicts of interest their place in an explanation 
of intergroup conflict. As he put it, social identity theory “cannot replace 
the economic and social analysis, but must be used to supplement it” (Tajfel 
1981, p. 223). “It would be no less than ridiculous,” Tajfel wrote, “to assert 
that objective rewards (in terms of money, standards of living, consump-
tion of goods and services, etc.) are not the most important determinants” 
of contemporary group conflict.

Social identity theory attempts to identify the environmental conditions 
that give rise to ethnocentrism (or more precisely, to in-group favoritism). 
In this enterprise, Tajfel, Brewer, and others in this theoretical tradition dis-
play little interest in differences among individuals. All of us strive for self-
esteem or for security. Placed in the right conditions, all of us are likely to 
express in-group favoritism.

This is a valuable perspective to bring to ethnocentrism—but it is not 
ours. Like Daniel Levinson and his colleagues, we are interested first and 
foremost in differences among individuals. We treat ethnocentrism as a pre-
disposition, a form of individual readiness that guides perception, thought, 
and action. We argue that people differ from one another—reliably and  
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durably—in degree of ethnocentrism: that some people are very ethnocen-
tric; many are mildly ethnocentric; and a few are not ethnocentric at all. And 
we claim (and plan to convincingly show) that such differences in ethno-
centrism can take us some distance in explaining the opinions Americans 
take on pressing issues of contemporary politics.

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a s  a n  o u t c o m e  
o f  n a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n

A century and a half after Charles Darwin completed On the Origin of Spe-
cies by Means of Natural Selection, the evidence for evolution through natu-
ral selection is overwhelming. It is less a theory than a fact, as Ernst Mayr 
has put it (2001). Biologists have observed evolution in natural populations 
of plants and animals, and have reproduced evolution experimentally, in 
the laboratory and in the field. Intricate adaptations of organisms to their 
environment have been massively documented. The fossil record, while in-
complete, follows predicted chronologies exactly. The scope of empirical 
confirmation is stunning: on the one hand, the generation and inheritance 
of genetic variation is understood down to the molecular level, and on the 
other, the geographic distribution of whole species—“biogeography”—is 
accounted for as well. Evolution through natural selection is the unifying 
theory of biology. “Nothing in biology makes sense, except in the light of 
evolution.”38

This is an inspiring story of scientific achievement—but what does it 
have to do with our project? Quite a bit, according to the Harvard ento-
mologist Edward O. Wilson. Surveying biological science from Darwin to 
the present day, Wilson singles out natural selection as “the essential first 
hypothesis for any serious consideration of the human condition” (1978,  
pp. 1–2). Until political science, psychology, economics, and the other so-
cial sciences absorb the lessons of evolution and natural selection, they will 
remain, according to Wilson, theoretically incapacitated, limited to mere 
description of the surface regularity of human behavior.39

Taking his own advice seriously, Wilson has made it his project to build 
a bridge from natural selection to human society. In Sociobiology: The New 
Synthesis (1975), Wilson summarized vast amounts of research on verte-
brate social behavior. Drawing on ethology, ecology, and genetics, Wilson 
attempted to formulate general principles concerning the biological proper-
ties of whole societies, including, in the book’s final and controversial chap-
ter, human society. His subsequent writing—especially On Human Nature 
(1978), Genes, Mind, and Culture (with Charles Lumsden, 1981), and Consil-
ience (1998)—has continued this work.40
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According to Wilson, certain human social traits—for example, bodily 
adornment or funeral rites—are unique to the human species, occur in all  
cultures, and are as true to the human type as “wing tessellation is to a frit-
illary butterfly or a complicated spring melody to a wood thrush” (1978,  
p. 21). Wilson concludes that the accumulated evidence for a “large heredi-
tary component” to human social behavior is “decisive” (1978, p. 19).

The key question for us is whether Wilson’s conclusion holds in the par-
ticular case of ethnocentrism. Is ethnocentrism part of “human nature”?41

Perhaps it is. Social life surely enjoys huge comparative advantages over 
solitary life: in the sharing of knowledge, the division of labor, and the econoÂ�
mies of mutual defense. This implies that evolutionary pressures would  
have favored motivational dispositions furthering group life. As a conse-
quence, over the long haul, mutations furthering the capacity for in-group 
loyalty and out-group hostility might have spread through the population 
(e.g., D. Campbell 1965, 1975).42

However, if ethnocentrism entails both hostility to out-groups and at-
tachment to in-groups, and if the latter rises to the level of altruistic sacri-
fice, then how could such a disposition evolve? This is the “central theoreti-
cal problem of sociobiology” (E. O. Wilson 1975, p. 3). Fallen heroes leave 
behind no offspring. If self-sacrifice results in fewer descendents, the genes 
that encourage heroic altruism can be expected to gradually disappear. Yet 
at the same time, there appear to be indisputable instances of altruism in 
the world, where one person increases the fitness of another at the expense 
of her own—as in surrendering needed food or shelter, or deferring in the 
choice of a mate, or placing one’s self in between danger and another. How 
can these two points be reconciled?

Darwin suggested that altruism might be explained by natural selection 
acting on groups, as it does on individuals. In a famous passage from The 
Descent of Man, published some twenty years after Origin of Species, Dar-
win wrote:

It must not be forgotten that although a high standard of morality gives 

but a slight or no advantage to each individual man and his children over 

other men of the same tribe, yet that an increase in the number of well- 

endowed men and advancement in the standard of morality will certainly 

give an immense advantage to one tribe over another. There can be no 

doubt that a tribe including many members who, from possessing in a 

high degree the spirit of patriotism, fidelity, obedience, courage, and sym-

pathy, were always ready to aid one another, and to sacrifice themselves 

for the common good, would be victorious over most other tribes; and this 

would be natural selection. At all times throughout the world tribes have 
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supplanted other tribes; and as morality is one important element in their 

success, the standard of morality and the number of well-endowed men 

will thus everywhere tend to rise and increase. (Darwin 1871, pp. 159–60, 

italics added)

Darwin did not develop this idea, however, and for the better part of one 
hundred years, group selection played virtually no role in the standard  
theory of evolution.43

But in recent years, a modern theory of group selection has arisen. Under 
this account, altruism can evolve when there exists a multiplicity of groups, 
which vary in the proportion of altruistic types. Groups with more altruists 
must be more fit—they must produce more offspring. And the differential 
fitness of groups (favoring altruists) must be strong enough to counter the 
differential fitness of individuals within groups (favoring the selfish). Be-
cause altruism is maladaptive with respect to individual selection but adap-
tive with respect to group selection, it can evolve only if the process of group 
selection is sufficiently strong. According to Sober and Wilson (1998), evi-
dence in support of group selection is now overwhelming.44

Suppose we accept the proposition that natural selection operates on 
groups as well as individuals, and that this is especially true for humans. 
Does this mean that a new and rosy picture of human benevolence has been 
thereby established, that a romantic vision of universal generosity fulfilled? 
No. In the first place, group selection theory does not abandon the idea of 
competition that forms the core of the theory of natural selection; rather, 
it provides an additional setting in which competition can occur. Second 
of all, group selection does not replace individual selection, it supplements 
it. Group selection leaves ample room for individuals to seek personal ad-
vantage. Altruistic motives are mixed with the purely selfish. Ambivalence 
is the human condition, and ambivalence is more likely to be resolved with 
opportunistic selfishness than sacrificial altruism (D. Campbell 1975; E. O. 
Wilson 1975). Third and most important for our purposes, altruism rooted 
in natural selection is not universal altruism. It is altruism for the benefit 
of the in-group and to the detriment of the out-group. If group selection 
provides the mechanism by which helping behavior directed at members of 
one’s own group can evolve, “it equally provides a context in which hurt-
ing individuals in other groups can be selectively advantageous. Group se-
lection favors within-group niceness and between-group nastiness” (Sober 
and Wilson 1998, p. 9). And within-group niceness and between-group nas-
tiness is, of course, just a colloquial way to say “ethnocentrism.”

Group selection suggests that ethnocentrism can be conceived of as an 
adaptation, a part of “human nature.” It rides on the general point that key 
features of human behavior evolved by natural selection and are today con-
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strained throughout the entire species by particular sets of genes. It makes 
a case for ethnocentrism as a general predisposition.45

This is an important conclusion, but it leaves open whether individual 
differences in ethnocentrism have a genetic source. We take for granted—
and will shortly show—that contemporary Americans differ from one an-
other in the degree to which they display ethnocentrism. Is it reasonable to 
suppose that such differences can be traced, at least in part, to underlying 
differences in “genetic blueprints”?

We think the answer is yes, and we think so primarily because of the em-
pirical results from the new interdisciplinary field of human behavioral ge-
netics—the intersection of genetics and the behavioral sciences.46 Wilson 
drew on the early returns from this literature to bolster his case about the 
inheritability of human behavior. The examples available to Wilson at the 
time were certainly powerful—research linking genetic mutations to a wide 
array of neurological disorders, impairments of intelligence, and disease—
but they left unclear whether genetic variation might also play a role in so-
cial behavior in the normal range. As we will see in a moment, research over 
the last decade or so makes this case powerfully.

The primary goal of quantitative behavioral genetics is to partition the 
observed variation in human traits into genetic and environmental sources. 
Of course, in one respect the genotype and the environment are equally 
important, in that each is indispensable to human development. Any ob-
served behavior—any phenotype—is the result of a continuous interaction 
between genes and environment. Still, a deep and important question re-
mains: to what extent do the differences observed among people reflect dif-
ferences in their genotypes and to what extent do they reflect differences in 
their environments?47

Mathematically, this question can be written:

Vâ•›p = Vâ•›G + Vâ•›CE + Vâ•›UE + ε,

where Vâ•›p is the variance of the phenotype, Vâ•›G is the variance of the genotype,  
Vâ•›CE is variance of the common (or shared) environment, Vâ•›UE is the variance 
of the unique environment, and ε is error. Vâ•›G/Vâ•›p is the trait’s heritability, 
the fraction of the observed variance in a certain trait that is caused by dif-
ferences in heredity (Lush 1940, 1949). Estimates of heritability provide the 
“backbone” of human behavioral genetics (E. O. Wilson 1998).

The theoretical foundation for behavioral genetics was laid down by the 
rediscovery of Mendel’s laws of single-gene inheritance in the early part of 
the twentieth century and the extension of these laws to complex factorial 
traits by Fisher (1918), Haldane (1932), and S. Wright (1921). This trio of 
brilliant statisticians generalized Mendel’s experimental findings to quanti-
tative differences, to differences of degree rather than kind. Inheritance of 
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traits that form a continuously graded series from one extreme to the other 
without falling into kinds or types—traits like skin color or height or, as we 
would say, ethnocentrism—is complicated. It is complicated in the first in-
stance because whatever genetic influence might be operating is almost cer-
tainly polygenic: that is, traits are influenced by large ensembles of genes, 
distributed across different chromosomal sites, each with modest effect, act-
ing together, sometimes in complex ways. It turns out, nevertheless, that 
the principles of genetic transmission that Mendel discovered—segregation 
and independent assortment—apply to these more complicated cases.

The most direct and straightforward empirical method for partitioning 
phenotypic variation into genetic and environmental sources is the experi-
ment. Experimentation is widely used in studies of plant and animal breed-
ing but is obviously out of bounds for human populations. Next best is the 
statistical analysis of “natural experiments.” The classic natural experiment 
in human behavioral genetics capitalizes on the difference between mono-
zygotic (MZ), or identical, twins (who share an identical genetic inheri-
tance, genetic relatedness of approximately 1.0) and dizygotic (DZ), or fra-
ternal, twins (who develop from two separate eggs, fertilized by two separate 
sperm, genetic relatedness of approximately 0.5). Insofar as identical twins 
are more similar than fraternal twins on a particular trait, to that degree the 
trait can be said to be due to genetic differences. Other designs bring in ad-
ditional family relationships: for example, parents and biological offspring, 
parents and adopted offspring, children of one identical twin pair and the 
children of the other, and so forth. Because genetic resemblance among 
different kinds of biological relatives is understood and can be expressed in 
precise numerical terms (Falconer 1961), all these designs offer the oppor-
tunity of estimating, under more or less reasonable assumptions, the heri-
tability of virtually any (measurable) human trait.

Research in human behavioral genetics began with a focus on illness and 
achieved notable successes. In a relatively brief period, scores of debilitating 
diseases such as cystic fibrosis, hemophilia, color blindness, and schizophre-
nia were traced, in part, to genetic sources. More recently, research in the 
field has expanded its focus, taking up the heritability of various personality 
traits and social attitudes. The best of this work is characterized by meticu-
lous attention to measurement, sophisticated statistical analysis, and data 
provided by carefully maintained archives.48

Consider the evidence on the heritability of social attitudes. The subject 
itself may seem ridiculous. Attitudes are learned. Everybody says so (almost 
everybody). In his influential essay, Gordon Allport (1935) offered three 
conjectures about the origins of attitudes. First of all, attitudes might be 
built up through the gradual accretion of experience; second, they might 
reflect a single dramatic emotional experience, or trauma; and third, they 
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might be adopted ready-made from parents, teachers, and friends. That’s 
it: nothing here about inheritance or biology or genetics. Allport took for 
granted that attitudes are learned, and so, in overwhelming numbers, have 
those who have written about attitudes since. So widespread is this assump-
tion that the early behavior genetic studies of personality would sometimes 
include measures of social attitudes as a kind of control, on the (mistaken) 
idea that attitudes would provide a heritability baseline of zero.49

The seminal paper in this line of research was published in 1986 in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.50 N. G. Martin and his col-
leagues compared a large Australian sample of MZ and DZ twins on a mea-
sure of general conservatism. Their analysis suggested not just a genetic 
component to conservatism, but a large genetic component to conserva-
tism. Under their statistical model, more than half of the observed variation 
in conservatism is attributed to genetic difference.51

This result may seem surprising, but it is no fluke. Other studies, em-
ploying different designs, different samples, and somewhat different statisti-
cal techniques, arrive at essentially the same conclusion (e.g., Alford, Funk, 
and Hibbing 2005; Bouchard et al. 1990; Eaves and Eysenck 1974; Eaves et al. 
1999; Olson, Vernon, and Jang 2001). Conservatism, it would seem, arises in 
an important way from genetic endowments.52

E. O. Wilson calls heritability estimates of the sort we are discussing 
here—heritabilities of about 0.5—“midrange” effects. We suppose that heriÂ�
tabilities of about 0.5 are midrange when compared against the near perfect 
genetic effect for finger length (Lynch and Walsh 1998). But to social scien-
tists working at the individual level, midrange effects look pretty big. They 
are big: the findings suggest that roughly half of the variation we observe in 
ethnocentrism may be due to variation in the underlying genetic program.

c o n c l u s i o n s

We began our review of the principal theories of ethnocentrism with the 
hope of finding good answers to three basic questions: What is the nature 
of ethnocentrism? How does ethnocentrism arise? When does ethnocen-
trism become important to politics? If now we have come to the end of the 
review without altogether complete and convincing answers, we have cer-
tainly learned a lot that is valuable. We are indebted to Sumner for notic-
ing ethnocentrism in the first place, for naming it felicitously, for defining  
it sensibly, and for insisting that the study of ethnocentrism must take into  
account economic, social, and political conditions. We are indebted to Daniel  
Levinson and his colleagues for imagining that people in modern demo-
cratic societies will vary in how fully they subscribe to ethnocentrism, and  
to their persistent successors who eventually established that ethnocentrism 
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defined this way does indeed exist. We are indebted to Henri Tajfel for his 
remarkable experiments showing how readily we indulge in partitioning the 
social world into in-groups and out-groups. And we are indebted to E. O. 
Wilson and scores of scientists working at the intersection of the biological 
and behavioral sciences for two revelatory ideas: that ethnocentrism is part 
of human nature and that humans are more or less ethnocentric due to ge-
netic inheritance.

If these pieces are partial, they are important, and we will try in the next 
chapter to put them together in a theoretically satisfying way. But one piece 
so far is missing altogether. Not one of the four theories we have examined 
here speaks to this question: when does ethnocentrism take on political sig-
nificance? An adequate theory of ethnocentrism must define its nature, ac-
count for its origins, and specify the conditions under which it is more and 
less consequential. This is the business of chapter 2.



c h a p t e r  2

Ethnocentrism Reconceived

Having completed our review of the leading theories of ethnocentrism in 
the last chapter, we turn now to the task of developing a more comprehen-
sive and satisfactory framework of our own. In part this is a matter of iden-
tifying what is most useful in the work of our predecessors; in part it is a 
matter of bringing lines of theoretical analysis to bear on the problem of 
ethnoÂ�centrism in new ways; and in largest part it is a matter of developing 
an argument that specifies when ethnocentrism takes on, and fails to take 
on, political significance. Our aim is to construct a theoretical framework 
that is at once abstract enough to provide understanding that reaches be-
yond mere summary of empirical regularities and precise enough to instruct 
analysis of particular cases that are shortly to come.

Our framework is presented in three connected parts, each correspond-
ing to one of the three questions that a theory of ethnocentrism must ad-
dress. First, what is the nature of ethnocentrism? Second, how does eth-
nocentrism arise? And third, the question of consequences: when does 
ethnocentrism become important to public opinion?

t h e  n a t u r e  o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

Our view, set out in the last chapter, is that ethnocentrism is a predisposi-
tion to divide human society into in-groups and out-groups. People vary 
from one another in their readiness to look upon the social world in this 
way: that is, they are more or less ethnocentric. To those given to ethnocen-
trism, in-groups are communities of virtue, trust, and cooperation, safe and 
superior havens. Out-groups, on the other hand, are not. To the ethnocen-
tric, out-group members and their customs seem strange, discomforting, 
perhaps even dangerous.

If ethnocentrism is a readiness to divide the world into in-groups and 
out-groups, then the nature of ethnocentrism is revealed in part by what we 
take the nature of a group to be. In our analysis, a group does not require  
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institutional sponsors or formal membership or face-to-face interaction—
though it might have all three. The defining point, rather, is psychologi-
cal. Any aggregation of individuals can be a group if the aggregation is seen 
and experienced in that way. Criminals, Arabs, college professors: all “are  
groups in so far as they are social categories or regions in an individual’s  
social outlook—objects of opinions, attitudes, affect, and striving” (Adorno 
et al. 1950, p. 146).

This means that membership is not sufficient to establish an in-group, 
just as the absence of membership is not sufficient to establish an out-
group. What is required is psychological striving: attraction and identifi-
cation in the case of in-groups; condescension and opposition in the case 
of out-groups. In Sherifâ•›’s field experiments, young boys fought each other 
so fiercely because competition transformed mere membership into some-
thing psychologically consequential. Under Sherifâ•›’s effective direction, 
the Rattlers and the Eagles became tribes, sources of personal identity and 
strong emotion.1

If a group is “any set of people who constitute a psychological entity for 
any individual” (Adorno et al. 1950, p. 146), then groups have extraordinary 
range. Catholics are a group, but so is the neighborhood bridge club. True 
enough, but because of our interest in national politics, we are drawn much 
more to the former than to the latter. Politics on a national scale is orga-
nized in these terms. When control over the national government becomes 
the prize of politics, group attachments and oppositions based in particular-
istic features like kin or local community are subordinated to attachments 
rooted in broader categories such as class and ethnicity (Posner 2004). A 
consideration of broad social groups of this kind is perhaps especially rel-
evant for an analysis of politics in the United States, a nation of continental 
size and extraordinary heterogeneity. According to Walter Dean Burnham 
(1974), the most persistent and intractable of American political conflicts 
derive from “ethnocultural antagonisms”: oppositions rooted in race, eth-
nicity, class, religion, and region.2

t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

Most of the empirical work that follows concentrates on the consequences 
of ethnocentrism. Our primary object is to show that attempts to explain 
and predict public opinion must take ethnocentrism into account. This will 
keep us thoroughly occupied, but our focus on the effects of ethnocentrism 
does not relieve us of the obligation to supply at least a rudimentary account 
of the origins of ethnocentrism. We spell out that account here and test it, 
insofar as we can, in the following chapter.
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Early Readiness

Early on, children display an inclination to parse the social world into “nat-
ural kinds.” They believe that race and sex and ethnicity belong to the living 
world, and that differences between races or sexes or ethnicities are rooted 
in biology, or blood, or some such underlying essence. Such differences 
encompass inner qualities—temperament, intellect, character—as well as 
outward, physical ones. Children come to these beliefs on their own. They 
do not need to be taught that race and sex and ethnicity are natural kinds; 
they know these things themselves. Children are ready, one might say, for 
ethnocentrism.3

If all children are ready for ethnocentrism, why do some end up more 
ethnocentric than others? We claim that people vary in the degree to which 
their beliefs and feelings about social life can be described as ethnocentric. If 
they do not vary, then our attempt to understand differences in the Ameri-
can public’s views on such things as homeland security and welfare reform 
by invoking ethnocentrism is doomed from the outset. There are reliable 
and consequential differences in ethnocentrism, we will shortly show. The 
question, then, is this: how do such differences arise?

Genetic Transmission and Social Learning

In the last chapter we learned that political predispositions bearing a resem-
blance to ethnocentrism have a sizable genetic component. Roughly one-
half of the variation we observe in important social attitudes appears to be 
due to variation in genotypes. Accordingly, we propose that parents influ-
ence their biological offspring’s ethnocentric predisposition through the ge-
netic blueprint they provide at conception. Part of the mystery of individual 
differences in ethnocentrism, we say, lies in our genes.4

Part, but not all. Social learning theory proceeds from the premise that 
“the complex repertoires of behavior displayed by members of society are 
to a large extent acquired with little or no direct tuition through obser-
vation of response patterns exemplified by various socialization agents”  
(Bandura 1969, p. 213). Children do not rely exclusively on parents as so-
cialization agents, but they rely on parents more than on any other single 
source. A significant part of social learning takes place through children 
imitating, internalizing, and reproducing what their parents say and do. 
This implies that the correspondence we expect to find between the ethno-
centrism of parents and the ethnocentrism of children is due not only to 
genetic transmission but to social learning. And from the point of view of 
social learning theory, the magnitude of correspondence should depend on 
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conditions that facilitate the learning process: such things as the clarity and 
consistency of cues given by parents, the prominence of politics in family 
discussions, and the attachment felt by offspring for their parents.5

Personality

One aspect of personality, authoritarianism, emerges from a basic and re-
current human dilemma (Feldman 2003; Feldman and Stenner 1997; Stenner 
2005). Living alongside others is an inescapable feature of human society, 
and it leads inevitably to tension between personal autonomy and social 
cohesion. Authoritarians habitually choose the latter over the former: they 
are inclined to glorify, encourage, and reward uniformity, while disparag-
ing, suppressing, and punishing difference.6 By valuing uniformity and au-
thority over autonomy and diversity, authoritarians, we propose, should be 
drawn “naturally” to an ethnocentric point of view. Ethnocentrism has its 
origins, in part, in authoritarianism.

Education

Education is widely thought to bestow the values and resources that en-
courage a “sober second thought,” providing individuals with the capac-
ity to override prejudice. This argument is made perhaps most forcefully in 
the literature on political tolerance, where democratic regimes are said to 
be tested by their willingness to tolerate a full and frank exchange of views. 
Political tolerance is a difficult test; it “implies a willingness to ‘put up with’ 
those things that one rejects. Politically, it implies a willingness to permit 
the expression of those ideas or interests that one opposes.” Tolerance cuts 
against the human grain, since people “distrust what they do not under-
stand and cannot control” and need to “feel safe against the terrors of the 
unknown” (Marcus et al. 1995, p. 28; McClosky and Brill 1983, pp. 13–14).

If political tolerance is very much an acquired taste, then the evidence  
is overwhelming that many Americans fail to acquire it. For example, in 
Samuel Stouffer’s famous study carried out in the 1950s as the McCarthy 
hearings were underway, relatively few Americans were prepared to grant 
constitutional rights of speech and assembly to communists. Stouffer’s re-
sults shattered the assumption that Americans would apply democratic pro-
cedures and rights to all, and subsequent research has massively reinforced 
the point.7

Of course, some Americans are prepared to defend ideas and activities 
they find distasteful. Such people, it turns out, come very disproportion-
ately from the ranks of the well educated. Beginning with Stouffer’s results 
on communists on up to contemporary disputes over gay rights and racist 
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speech, more education is always associated with more tolerance.8 Evidently 
education imparts knowledge, values, and experiences that together act as 
a counterweight to the “natural” inclination toward intolerance. Ameri-
cans are more or less ethnocentric, we suggest, because of differences in  
education.

Consolidation and Stability in Adulthood

We know that broad personality traits—like introversion-extraversion or 
general temperament—show substantial and increasing stability over the 
life span, reaching a high plateau by middle age.9 Political predispositions 
show the same pattern: by the midthirties, consolidation and consistency 
begin to replace the “attitudinal fragmentation and disorder” of the young 
adult years.10 We expect ethnocentrism to follow a similar path. By middle 
age, if not before, ethnocentrism should be fully formed, a stable and gen-
eral predisposition ready to guide perception, thought, and action.

t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

The principal purpose of our project is to establish that ethnocentrism plays 
an important part in matters of political consequence; more specifically, 
that ethnocentrism is a significant force shaping public opinion. By pub-
lic opinion we mean, following V. O. Key, “those opinions held by pri-
vate citizens which governments find it prudent to heed” (1961, p. 14). Such 
opinions, according to John Zaller, arise out of “a marriage of information 
and predisposition: information to form a mental picture of the given is-
sue, and predisposition to motivate some conclusion about it” (1992, p. 6). 
Zaller’s pithy formulation is appealing because it focuses attention on the 
primary empirical task we face here: namely, to determine the strength of 
the connection between ethnocentrism, considered as a predisposition, on 
the one hand, and the public’s opinion on matters of public policy, on the  
other.

Ethnocentrism is a deep habit and a stable predisposition, but its impor-
tance to public opinion on government policy, we argue, is variable. As we 
will see, in some cases, at some points in time, ethnocentrism is important; 
in other cases, in other points in time, much less so. In Nuts and Bolts for 
the Social Sciences, Jon Elster (1989) argues that social scientists have been 
quite successful in developing and testing explanations, but much less suc-
cessful in specifying the conditions under which those explanations apply. 
They “can isolate tendencies, propensities, and mechanisms and show that 
they have implications for behavior that are often surprising and counter-
intuitive. What they are more rarely able to do is to state necessary and  
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sufficient conditions under which the various mechanisms are switched on” 
(1989, p. 9). Mindful of Elster’s complaint, our aim here is to suggest the 
conditions under which ethnocentrism is “switched on” in political judg-
ment—or in language we prefer, the conditions under which ethnocentrism 
is activated.11

On the subject of activation, our principal predecessors offer surpris-
ingly little guidance. William Graham Sumner regarded ethnocentrism as 
a universal predisposition, and by this he seemed to mean both that ethno-
centrism is present in all societies and that ethnocentrism is always in play. 
No help there.

Nor do Daniel Levinson and his colleagues have much to say on the sub-
ject of activation. Their purpose in The Authoritarian Personality was to  
offer an understanding of why people are more or less susceptible to anti-
democratic appeals. Ethnocentrism (like authoritarianism) is a predisposi-
tion, a readiness to act, but it is not action itself. To understand action, to 
understand the expression of ethnocentrism in judgment or behavior, would 
require, Levinson and friends write in a discouraging and most unhelpful 
passage, “an understanding of the total organization of society” (1950, p. 7).

The tradition of research inaugurated by Henri Tajfel does little better. 
Tajfel’s major contribution to ethnocentrism, we argue in chapter 1, was to 
demonstrate that ethnocentrism can arise out of a minimal group experi-
ence. In a series of remarkable studies, Tajfel showed that the mere catego-
rization of individuals into one grouping or another is sufficient to generate 
in-group favoritism. The many replications that followed fortify the original 
result but provide little help in specifying the conditions that govern when 
in-group favoritism enters into politics.

Fourth and finally, E. O. Wilson has a thing or two to say about activa-
tion, but at a level of abstraction too high to be of much use here. Wilson’s 
approach to activation, from the perspective of evolutionary biology, is to 
specify the causal mechanisms of human development that connect the ge-
nome to behavior. We have not yet arrived at good answers yet, though 
there is broad agreement on a first principle: namely, human behavior re-
flects an interaction between genes and culture (Boyd and Richerson 1985, 
2005; D. Campbell 1965, 1975; Lumsden and Wilson 1981; Richerson and 
Boyd 2005; E. Wilson 1975, 1998). Genes and culture are “inseverably linked” 
(Lumsden and E. O. Wilson, 1983, p. 117). This seems true, as far as it goes, 
but, for our immediate needs, it does not go very far.

We are, in short, more or less on our own.
One increasingly popular option for those attempting to provide a sci-

entific account of politics these days is the theory of rational choice. In An 
Economic Theory of Democracy (1957), to take an altogether splendid exam-
ple, Anthony Downs imagined that parties and citizens follow the dictates 
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of rationality, approaching “every situation with one eye on the gains to be 
had, the other eye on costs, a delicate ability to balance them, and a strong 
desire to follow wherever rationality leads” (pp. 7–8). Rational choice the-
ory is “one of the most impressive intellectual achievements of the first half 
of the twentieth century” and “an elegant machine for applying reason to 
problems of choice” (H. Simon 1983, p. 12).

Acknowledging this point, we turn for help in another direction, to psy-
chology. Psychologists have generally greeted the assumptions of rational 
choice theory with skepticism, finding rationality both unrealistic and pre-
emptive, a distraction from discovering what is really going on (e.g., Abelson  
1976, 1995; Kahneman 2003a; Kahneman and Tversky 1979; H. Simon 1955). 
Our account of activation is informed by a general theory of human judg-
ment, the cumulative and considerable achievement of the last half century 
of cognitive science, a development led most notably by Herbert Simon, 
Daniel Kahneman, and Amos Tversky.

When set against the model of rational choice that has reigned supreme 
over economics, the general model of reasoning offered up by psychology 
is, admittedly, something of a mess. But as Kinder and Weiss wrote some 
thirty years ago, just as the first waves of the new research on cognition 
were rolling in, “elegance ain’t everything” (1978, p. 732). Putting the point 
rather more professionally, Daniel Kahneman began his Nobel Lecture by 
describing the contrast between economic and psychological approaches 
this way:

Economists often criticize psychological research for its propensity to gen-

erate lists of errors and biases, and for its failure to offer a coherent alter-

native to the rational-agent model. This complaint is only partly justified: 

psychological theories of intuitive thinking cannot match the elegance and 

precision of formal normative models of belief and choice, but this is just 

another way of saying that rational models are psychologically unrealistic. 

Furthermore, the alternative to simple and precise models is not chaos. 

Psychology offers integrative concepts and mid-level generalizations which 

gain credibility from their ability to explain ostensibly different phenom-

ena in diverse domains. (2003a, p. 1449)

The general theory we draw on here begins with the notion of bounded 
rationality, the assertion that “human thinking powers are very modest 
when compared with the complexities of the environments in which hu-
man beings live. Faced with complexity and uncertainty, lacking the wits to 
optimize, they must be content to suffice—to find ‘good enough’ solutions 
to their problems and ‘good enough’ courses of action” (H. Simon 1979,  
p. 3). Under bounded rationality, the human decision maker is represented 
as a person
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who is limited in computational capacity, and who searches very selectively 

through large realms of possibilities in order to discover what alternatives 

of action are available, and what the consequences of each of these alterna-

tives are. The search is incomplete, often inadequate, based on uncertain 

information and partial ignorance, and usually terminated with the discov-

ery of satisfactory, not optimal, courses of action. (H. Simon 1985, p. 295)

We argue that opinions on politics, like the decisions and judgments 
made in other domains of life, are governed by bounded rationality (Kah-
neman 2003a; Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Tversky and Kahneman 1974, 
1981).12 Two aspects of bounded rationality are especially relevant to the ac-
tivation of ethnocentrism: sharp limitations of human attention and inevi-
table framing effects in human judgment. Ethnocentrism will be more or 
less important to public opinion on an issue depending on the ability of the 
issue to command the public’s limited and fickle attention and on how the 
particular issue is framed.

Commanding Attention

The architecture of the human information processing system can be 
thought of as comprised of independent memories: a vast, virtually perma-
nent memory store (long-term memory) and a small, temporary memory 
store, where information is consciously attended to and actively processed 
(working memory). Working memory has limited capacity, processes in-
formation serially, and encodes new information so that it can be “writ-
ten” into long-term memory slowly. Attention is a scarce resource, and the 
command of attention is therefore crucial for “setting the agenda for human 
problem solving” (H. Simon 1983, p. 30).13

The capacity of politics to command attention should not be taken for 
granted. In a series of powerful essays written in the aftermath of World 
War I, Walter Lippmann argued that the trials and tribulations of daily life 
were compelling in a way that politics could rarely be. To expect ordinary 
people to become absorbed in the affairs of state would be to demand of 
them an appetite for political knowledge quite peculiar, if not actually path-
ological. We may be “concerned in public affairs,” Lippmann wrote, but we 
are “immersed in our private ones” ([1922] 1997, p. 36).

Lippmann presented his argument without benefit of the kinds of sys-
tematic evidence we now require, but he was an unusually perceptive ana-
lyst, and on this point in particular he was surely right. Much as Lippmann 
suspected, Americans are “much more concerned with the business of buy-
ing and selling, earning and disposing of things, than they are with the ‘idle’ 
talk of politics” (Lane 1962, p. 25). While the vicissitudes of family, work, 
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and health are central preoccupations, the events of political life remain, for 
the most part, peripheral curiosities. “Politics,” as Robert Dahl once put it, 
“is a sideshow in the great circus of life” (1961, p. 305).14

A first precondition for the activation of ethnocentrism in the process of 
political judgment is that the issue in question command sufficient public 
attention. When for a significant fraction of the American public an issue be-
comes psychologically meaningful, then ethnocentrism may—may—come 
into play. Under these circumstances, when new information challenges 
a person’s predisposition, an entire repertoire of defensive mental mech-
anisms swings into action. The person may engage in denial, bolstering, 
rationalization, differentiation, and more—all in the service of protect-
ing and preserving the original predisposition. In this account, motivated 
reasoning, reasoning guided by predisposition, is impressively versatile—
even if, as Abelson and Rosenberg once wrote, it would “mortify a logician”  
(1958, p. 5).15

But how do we fulfill that condition in politics? How do citizens “decide” 
to pay attention to one thing as against another? The simple answer is that 
this deciding is done, for the most part, for them. What the American pub-
lic takes to be important in politics is a direct and immediate reflection of 
what the news media decide is important. How preoccupied Americans are 
with a problem depends in the first instance on the prominence of the prob-
lem in the news. Rising prices, unemployment, energy shortages, national 
defense: all these become high priority issues for the public after they first 
become high priority for newspapers and networks. News media are instru-
ments of “agenda setting.”16

Issues and problems come and go, and they typically come and go rap-
idly (Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Jones 1994).17 Because some problems 
lend themselves to we-they thinking more than others do (see below), the 
importance of ethnocentrism as a predisposition guiding political judgment 
depends in part on the dynamics of agenda setting, the movement of prob-
lems onto and off of the national stage.

Framing the Issue

With the events of September 11, 2001, the war on terrorism moved dramat-
ically onto the national stage. The attacks on New York and Washington 
commanded the American public’s attention. The cluster of policies associ-
ated with terrorism thereby became eligible subjects for ethnocentric think-
ing. But the command of attention is a necessary condition, not a sufficient 
one. The activation of ethnocentrism requires something in addition: that 
the public understand the issue in a particular way—in a way that encour-
ages them to see the issue in ethnocentric terms.
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In a series of brilliant experiments, Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tver-
sky showed that the judgments people reach and the decisions they make 
are subject to pervasive framing effects (Tversky and Kahneman 1981). Con-
sider real patients confronting a choice between surgery and radiation. For 
one group of patients, the surgery option was described as associated with 
a 90 percent survival rate; for another group of patients, the same proce-
dure was described as associated with a 10 percent mortality rate. The two 
descriptions—or frames—are formally identical. They differ only by what 
seems a superficial detail of presentation. It would be frivolous, from stan-
dard rational choice theory, for such a detail to matter. But in fact, patients 
presented with the survival frame were much more likely to choose surgery 
(McNeil et al. 1982). This result, and many more like it, leads to the conclu-
sion that “framing effects are not a laboratory curiosity, but a ubiquitous 
reality” (Kahneman 2003a, p. 1459).18

Frames operate by altering the relative salience of different aspects of the 
problem. Different—but logically equivalent—frames highlight some fea-
tures of the situation and mask others. Accessible features influence deci-
sions; features of low accessibility are largely ignored. Framing is powerful 
because people generally passively accept the frame they are given.19

As Kahneman and Tversky discovered in decision making, so it should 
be in the judgments people form on matters of public policy. Perhaps even 
more so. For politics is “altogether too big, too complex, and too fleeting for 
direct acquaintance” (Lippmann [1922] 1997, p. 11). And so the public comes 
to depend on others for news about national and world affairs. Such affairs 
are inevitably complex, always subject to alternative interpretation. This 
gives elites the opportunity to impose their own particular interpretation  
of what is happening. Presidents, members of Congress, activists, policy 
analysts, candidates and officials, reporters, and editors are all engaged in a 
more or less continuous conversation over the meaning of current events. 
This conversation is formulated at least in part with the public in mind, and 
it becomes available to ordinary citizens in a multitude of ways: television 
news programs, newspaper editorials and syndicated columns, talk radio, 
blogs, direct mail, and Internet news services, among others. Through all 
these channels, citizens are bombarded with suggestions about how events 
should be understood—bombarded, we would say, with frames.

Elites spend as much time and money as they do crafting and disseminat-
ing frames because frames make a difference—good frames can command 
the attention of citizens and affect how they think.20 This is relevant here be-
cause the activation of ethnocentrism is more likely insofar as there is reso-
nance—“close correspondence” or “good fit”—between ethnocentrism, on 
the one hand, and what is taking place in politics that commands attention, 
on the other. Fit improves, and activation is more likely, when politics is 
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portrayed as conflict among groups. All the better, from this perspective, if 
the conflict is framed as a struggle between just two groups—between, say, 
Palestinians and Israelis, or Sunni and Shia, or civilized nations and terror-
ist barbarians. Better still if such conflict can be framed in moral terms, as a 
struggle between good and evil. Conflict framed as a struggle between two 
groups—one side, malicious and brutal, bent on stealing or ruining; the 
other side, nobly determined to protect what is rightfully theirs—is just the 
sort of thing to set ethnocentrism to work.

o n w a r d

Soon enough we will be swimming in details about American public opin-
ion on particular topics: terrorism, foreign aid, immigration, gay marriage, 
welfare reform, affirmative action, and more. The details are important—
they are indispensable if we are to create sensible models of public opinion 
from one topic to the next and therefore generate credible evidence that 
ethnocentrism actually adds to what we already know. At the same time, we 
run the risk of becoming captivated by detail, and distracted away from our 
main goal, which is to establish the importance of ethnocentrism in gen-
eral, across many dissimilar issues. That is the main work of the framework 
spelled out in this chapter: to help us move back and forth between ethno-
centrism as a general predisposition, on the one hand, and particular claims 
about concrete policy disputes, on the other.

We start in on the details in the next chapter. There we introduce and  
defend a particular way of measuring ethnocentrism (two ways, actually), 
describe the general shape of ethnocentrism in American society today, 
demonstrate that ethnocentrism is distinct from predispositions that are 
fixtures in standard accounts of public opinion, and show why some AmeriÂ�
cans are more ethnocentric than others.



c h a p t e r  3

American Ethnocentrism  
Today

We have argued that ethnocentrism is an attitude that divides the world into 
two opposing camps. From an ethnocentric point of view, groups are either 
“friend” or they are “foe.” Ethnocentrism is a general outlook on social dif-
ference; it is prejudice, broadly conceived.

Having developed this conception of ethnocentrism in the preceding 
chapters, here we introduce and explore measures of ethnocentrism set in 
the contemporary American scene. Our immediate purpose is to establish 
that our measures are worth taking seriously—and therefore so too are the 
tests of ethnocentrism’s political significance that we present in the chap-
ters to come.

We begin with a brief discussion of the surveys that supply the empirical 
testing ground for our project. Then we introduce and defend our measures 
of ethnocentrism: a primary measure based on stereotyping and a second-
ary measure based on sentiment. Next, in the core of the chapter, we em-
ploy these measures in order to test three basic claims about ethnocentrism 
in the contemporary United States. First, is in-group favoritism ubiqui-
tous? Second, is animosity toward out-groups generalized? And third, are 
in-group favoritism and out-group animosity tightly bound to one another? 
Informed by these tests, we then create measures of ethnocentrism, exam-
ine their properties, and use them to investigate the relationship between 
ethnocentrism, on the one hand, and standard political predispositions, on 
the other. In the final section of the chapter, we take up the puzzle of indi-
vidual differences in ethnocentrism. Why are some Americans more eth-
nocentric than others?

s o u r c e s  o f  e v i d e n c e

Our test of the importance of ethnocentrism comes down to ascertaining 
ethnocentrism’s impact on public opinion. To what degree, if at all, are 
Americans’ views on the war on terrorism or affirmative action in college 
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admissions a consequence of ethnocentrism? To answer such questions, 
we rely principally on recent sample surveys from two excellent sources: 
the General Social Surveys (GSS) carried out by the National Opinion  
Research Center at the University of Chicago; and the National Election 
Studies (NES) undertaken by the Center for Political Studies of the Institute 
for Social Research, located at the University of Michigan.1

We focus on these studies in the first instance because they carry the 
measures of group stereotypes that we believe should be the centerpiece of 
the empirical analysis of ethnocentrism. The stereotype measures were de-
veloped at the National Opinion Research Center and were included for 
the first time in the 1990 GSS. In slightly variant form, they were included 
on more recent editions of both the GSS and NES. The stereotype measures 
suit our purposes well: the battery of questions asks about the qualities of 
in-groups and out-groups (a necessary feature of ethnocentrism), about a 
multiplicity of qualities (multiple indicators are very valuable for measure-
ment and analysis purposes), and about multiple out-groups (necessary as 
well since ethnocentrism entails generalized hostility). In short, GSS and 
NES supply just what we need. We will say more about the measures in the 
next section.

Moreover, both GSS and NES go to considerable—and expensive—
lengths to attain representative samples. In each case, respondents are se-
lected through a multistage area probability design. This ensures that every 
household in the continental United States has an equal probability of fall-
ing into the sample.

Of course, not all those designated by the sampling design are actually 
interviewed. Some cannot be located; some are never at home; and some, 
despite repeated urging, simply refuse. Still, more than seven in ten are suc-
cessfully interviewed. The combination of probability sampling and high  
response rates implies that Americans interviewed by GSS and by NES 
should constitute a faithful sample of the nation as a whole—and for the 
most part, they do. On measures of income, education, marital status, and 
similar demographics, the samples we analyze resemble the national popu-
lation quite closely.2

Another advantage is size. For example, in the fall of 1992, the NES car-
ried out personal interviews with a sample of nearly 2500 Americans of 
voting age. Large samples are highly desirable for the kinds of analysis we 
undertake since, for some purposes, we need to partition the national pop-
ulation into subgroupings—defined by race or national heritage or gender 
or some other characteristic.

The surveys we analyze are large in another sense as well. They go on 
for quite a long while—in the view of some respondents, no doubt a very 
long while. The interviews are not brief snatches of conversation; they are 
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lengthy discussions. For example, the average conversation between in-
terviewer and respondent in the 1992 NES lasted for more than two and  
one-half hours (160 minutes, to be precise), divided roughly evenly into two 
separate conversations, one before the election and one right after. From our 
perspective, this is time well spent. The interviews cover a wide territory: in 
the domain of public policy, they range all the way from affirmative action 
and welfare reform to military aggression and foreign aid. Such diversity of 
cases is just what we need to test the claim of ethnocentrism. Moreover, the 
interviews devote considerable space to standard political predispositions as 
well as important aspects of social background: partisan identification, edu-
cation, religion, and much more. Such assessments are vital to our project, 
for they allow us to estimate the impact of ethnoÂ�centrism on policy opinion 
while controlling for alternative explanations.

One final advantage of our reliance on GSS and NES is worth noting. 
Both GSS and NES are ongoing and long-running. GSS was launched in 
1973; the first NES was carried out in 1948. Both are dedicated to ensuring 
comparability of analysis across time. Individual studies, of course, take 
place in different settings: before and after wars, in good times and bad, un-
der Democratic and Republican administrations, in the midst of campaigns 
or in the quiet moments in between. The combination of comparable de-
signs and measures in study after study, on the one hand, and dramatic 
variation in the political environment, on the other, enables us to treat 
such variation as “natural experiments.” And as we will see, this gives us 
leverage over the question of the conditions under which ethnocentrism is  
activated.

m e a s u r i n g  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

Ethnocentrism is commonly expressed through stereotypes. Stereotypes re-
fer to the beliefs we possess about social groups—what we know or what 
we think we know about “poets, professors, professional wrestlers, and film 
stars” (Brown 1965, p. 188), among others.3 Stereotypes capture the char-
acteristics that define a social group, that set it apart from others. Most of-
ten, such characteristics have to do with underlying dispositions—tempera-
ment, intelligence, trustworthiness—the deep core of human nature. When 
we say that “Jews are pushy” or that “blacks are lazy,” we are trafficking in 
stereotypes.4

Stereotyping is often held up for reprimand, but it is an inevitable aspect 
of human cognition. To negotiate and make sense of the world, we need 
stereotypes. “Life is so short,” as Gordon Allport once put it, “and the de-
mands upon us for practical adjustments so great, that we cannot let our  
ignorance detain us in our daily transactions. We have to decide whether 
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objects are good or bad by classes. We cannot weigh each object in the world 
by itself. Rough and ready rubrics, however coarse and broad, have to suf-
fice” (1954, p. 9).

If stereotypes are grounded in ordinary cognitive processes and if they 
reduce the social world to manageable size, they are, of course, very much 
a mixed blessing. For one thing, stereotypes exaggerate differences and 
sharpen boundaries: in-groups and out-groups appear more different from 
each other than they actually are (e.g., D. Campbell 1967; Taylor et al. 1978; 
Krueger, Rothbart, and Sriram 1989). For another, stereotypes tend to por-
tray members of out-groups as though they were all the same: individual 
variation is flattened, anomalous cases are set aside (e.g., Kunda and Ole-
son 1995, 1997; Kinder and McConnaughy 2006; Park and Rothbart 1982). 
Third, stereotypes are permeated by affect. To say that “Jews are pushy” or 
that “blacks are lazy” is not only to make a judgment but also to express an 
emotion. And fourth, stereotypes are easily activated and, once activated, 
influence judgment and behavior in a variety of ways.5

To measure ethnocentrism expressed in terms of stereotypes, we draw on 
a battery of questions developed by the National Opinion Research Center 
at the University of Chicago and used for the first time in the 1990 install-
ment of the GSS.6 In these questions, survey respondents were presented 
with a series of paired antonyms—hardworking versus lazy, say—and asked 
to judge whether members of some designated group—whites, for exam-
ple—are mostly hardworking, mostly lazy, or somewhere in between. Here 
is the question exactly as it appeared in the 2000 NES:

Now I have some questions about different groups in our society. I’m go-

ing to show you a seven-point scale on which the characteristics of people 

in a group can be rated. In the first statement a score of 1 means that you 

think almost all of the people in that group are “hard-working.” A score 

of 7 means that you think almost all of the people in the group are “lazy.” 

A score of 4 means that you think the group is not towards one end or the 

other, and of course you may choose any number in between that comes 

closest to where you think people in the group stand.

Where would you rate whites in general on this scale?

After being asked to judge whites on this score, respondents were asked 
to make the same judgment, this time about blacks, Asian Americans, and 
Hispanic Americans, in turn. The procedure was then repeated for two ad-
ditional dimensions: “intelligent versus unintelligent” and “trustworthy 
versus untrustworthy.”7

These questions suit our purposes well. Moral character and intellec-
tual capacity are central features of stereotypes in general (e.g., Stangor 
and Lange 1994; Fiske 1998). Moreover, claims of in-group superiority are 
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commonly expressed precisely in these terms: that in-groups are generally 
more trustworthy, more industrious, and so on than are out-groups (M. 
Brewer and Campbell 1976).8 And on a more technical note, assessments of 
in-groups and out-groups along multiple dimensions—intelligence, trust-
worthiness, hard-working, and so on—mean that we can submit our over-
all measure of ethnocentrism to stringent empirical tests (as we will shortly 
see).

In the GSS and NES questions, social groups are defined by race: white, 
black, Asian American, and Hispanic American. This, of course, is not the 
only way to partition the social world, and so not the only way to define 
ethnocentrism. All societies are divided, and they are divided in a multi-
tude of ways. Dispatch competent ethnographers to any country in the  
world, Daniel Posner suggests, and they will return with accounts of doz-
ens of differences among the population they were sent to study: “the color 
of their skin, the religions they practice, the dialects they speak, the places 
from which they migrated, the foods they eat, and the marriage rituals they 
practice” (2005, p. 529). Acknowledging that human society can be parti-
tioned in limitless variety, group boundaries specified by race in particular 
should serve us well in our effort to demonstrate the political significance 
of ethnocentrism.

We say this partly for historical reasons. From the very outset, American 
politics and society have been organized in important ways by conflict over 
race. Constitutional arguments over the meaning of citizenship; the debate 
over slavery and secession; the Civil War, Reconstruction, and Redemption; 
the rising of the civil rights movement; on up through contemporary argu-
ments over affirmative action and fair representation: race has been and re-
mains today a central theme of American political life (e.g., Burnham 1974; 
Myrdal 1944; Klinkner and Smith 1999).

And although race may be a specious concept—largely without support 
in modern biology—it remains a powerful idea in everyday life. Here we 
refer to the folk theory of race, race as popularly understood (Hirschfeld 
1996). The folk theory of race begins with the axiom that human popula-
tions can be partitioned into distinct types or kinds on the basis of their 
concrete, physical differences. Race is transmitted and fixed at birth; it is 
inherited and immutable. Differences among races are natural: they derive 
from some underlying essence. And finally, this essence finds expression not 
only in physical appearance but in qualities of temperament, intellect, and 
character as well. Defined this way, the folk theory of race is widespread and 
deeply entrenched (e.g., Bargh 1999; Devine 1989; Hirschfeld 1996).9

Finally, notice that the stereotype questions are formatted so that peo-
ple can express favoritism for their own group without flagrantly violating 
norms of fairness. Thus, for example, white Americans who believe that 
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blacks are less intelligent than whites can say so indirectly, in a sequence 
of separated judgments, without ever having to subscribe explicitly to the 
invidious comparison. In addition to this practical advantage, measuring 
ethnocentrism through social comparison is also appropriate on theoreti-
cal grounds. Ethnocentrism entails assessments of in-groups and of out-
groups, and this is just what the stereotype battery requires.10

The stereotype battery fits our conception of ethnocentrism well, but  
we should not make the mistake of thinking that the correspondence is 
perfect. Nor should we imagine that we have come across an immaculate 
measure of stereotyping: measurement is inevitably imperfect. For these 
reasons, it is always prudent to have a backup, if only to check on the ro-
bustness of results. Our second-best measure of ethnocentrism draws on 
the NES 0–100 point “feeling thermometer” scale. Designed to serve as a  
general-purpose measure of political evaluation, the thermometer scale  
was introduced into the NES series in 1964. It is presented to survey respon-
dents this way:

I’d like to get your feelings toward some of our political leaders and other 

people who are in the news these days. I will use something we call the feel-

ing thermometer and here is how it works:

I’ll read the name of a person and I’d like you to rate that person us-

ing the feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50 degrees and 100 degrees 

mean that you feel favorable and warm toward the person. Ratings between 

0 degrees and 50 degrees mean that you don’t feel favorable toward the per-

son and that you don’t care too much for that person. You would rate the 

person at the 50-degree mark if you don’t feel particularly warm or cold 

toward the person.

After evaluating a series of prominent political leaders, respondents are 
asked to apply the same thermometer scale to a succession of political and 
social groups. Counted among these groups are (almost always) whites, 
blacks, Asian Americans, and Hispanic Americans.

The thermometer scale offers a more direct look into the emotional as-
pect of ethnocentrism than does the stereotype battery, but the parallel in 
measurement between the two is otherwise close. As with the stereotype 
battery, when presented with the thermometer scale, people are asked to 
evaluate in-groups and out-groups in separate assessments, and they can ex-
press favoritism for their own group without conspicuously violating norms 
of fairness.

In a short while we will document that the two measures are correlated—
as they should be since we think of them as alternative measures of the 
same underlying construct. We will also show that the two measures are 
distinct—a reflection at least in part of the difference between cognitive and 
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affective systems.11 This means that in the chapters ahead, we can use the 
one measure to check on the other. And it also means that we can take our 
investigation of ethnocentrism further back into the past than we otherwise 
could: while the stereotype battery is a relatively recent addition to the GSS 
and the NES, the thermometer scale has been appearing in national surveys 
for much longer.12

i n - g r o u p  f a v o r i t i s m ?

Sumner was convinced that ethnocentrism was a universal condition. First 
in Folkways and then more systematically in The Science of Society, he re-
viewed the anthropological evidence, concluding that around the world, 
ethnocentrism prevails.

Since Sumner’s time, the single best test of the claim of ethnocentrism’s 
universality comes from a most remarkable—and mostly overlooked—
study organized by Robert LeVine and Donald Campbell in the early 1960s. 
LeVine and Campbell set out to test the universality of ethnocentrism by 
examining group perceptions and assessments in multiple cultural settings. 
Toward that end, they arranged for standardized interviews to be carried 
out in 1965 with 1,500 respondents distributed evenly across each of 30 eth-
nic groups scattered across Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania. The groups se-
lected constituted the “major peoples with compact territorial identity” in 
the region and represented a wide range of economic, linguistic, and cul-
tural traditions. Those interviewed were asked (in the local language) about 
their own group as well as each of 9 out-groups in their own country. They 
were questioned about many things: their familiarity and contact with other 
groups, their willingness to take part in various social activities with mem-
bers of other groups, and much more. But the primary business was to ask 
about stereotypes—both stereotypes that people applied to their own group 
and those they applied to others. That is, LeVine and Campbell decided that 
stereotyping was the place to look for evidence of ethnocentrism. We think 
they were wise to do so.

The results of this fascinating study, reported by Marilynn Brewer and 
Donald Campbell in 1976 in Ethnocentrism and Intergroup Attitudes, re-
veal pervasive in-group favoritism. All 30 groups rated their own group 
more favorably than they did the average out-group. On such central traits 
as honesty, friendliness, peacefulness, and generosity, in-groups regarded 
themselves as superior, on average, to out-groups. A more stringent test 
of in-group favoritism would consider not just the average out-group, 
but each out-group taken up individually. Did all groups rate their own 
group more favorably than they did all out-groups? Almost: 27 of 30 groups  
did so.13
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Some traits show more evidence of ethnocentrism than others. In-group 
favoritism was most pronounced on characteristics that make for comfort-
able and smooth interpersonal relations. We are trustworthy, cooperative, 
peaceful, and honest; those people over there are untrustworthy, competitive, 
quarrelsome, and dishonest. Brewer and Campbell concluded that the fun-
damental distinction between in-group and out-group is captured by “feel-
ings of trust, familiarity, and personal security.” Following Enloe (1972), 
they suggest that the basic function of group life is to inform an individual 
“where he belongs and whom he can trust.”14

Brewer and Campbell are convincing, but their evidence has nothing 
to say about ethnocentrism among groups in advanced industrial societies 
like the United States. How common is in-group favoritism in a fully mod-
ern setting? Do Americans attribute favorable characteristics more to their 
own group than they do to out-groups? Or, put the other way around, do 
they attribute undesirable characteristics less to their own group than they 
do to out-groups?

To answer these questions, consider table 3.1. There we have summarized 
results for a single characteristic (lazy versus hard-working) taken from a 
single survey (the 1992 NES). The columns of the table are defined by the 
group that is being rated. In the 1992 NES, the columns refer to ratings of 
whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asians. The rows of the table are defined by 
the group that is providing the rating: ratings by whites, blacks, Hispanics, 
and Asians. The main elements of the table are mean scores on the trait, 
coded from –1 (almost all are lazy) to +1 (almost all are hard-working),  
with 0 representing the midpoint. A positive score indicates a favorable  

t a b l e  3 . 1 .  In-group favoritism expressed through stereotypes (lazy versus hard-working)

Assessments by:

Assessments of:

Whites Blacks Hispanics Asians

Whites 0.32

(1627)

–0.06

(1609)

0.02

(1538)

0.29

(1511)

Blacks 0.20

(264)

0.24

(268)

0.16

(249)

0.25

(239)

Hispanics 0.33

(168)

–0.01

(168)

0.28

(167)

0.30

(157)

Asians 0.38

(28)

–0.18

(27)

0.02

(27)

0.63

(28)

Source: 1992 NES.

Note: Table entry is the average assessment of each group, among respondents in each racial/

ethnic group, on the lazy versus hard-working trait question. The trait assessments are coded 

from –1 (Nearly all are lazy) to +1 (Nearly all are hard-working). Number of observations ap-

pears in parentheses.
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judgment, just as a negative score indicates an unfavorable judgment. The 
table also provides the number of cases (in parentheses) for each calcula-
tion. In some instances, this number is small (for Asian Americans, the 
number is perilously small).

Do whites, as predicted, attribute the characteristic of hard-working 
more to their own group than they do to blacks, Hispanics, and Asians? The 
first row of table 3.1 shows that they do. Asian Americans display in-group 
favoritism too, and even more conspicuously (fourth row of table 3.1). The 
results for blacks and Hispanics are different, however. Both blacks and 
Hispanics see their own group as generally hard-working—but they gener-
ally see other groups as hard-working too. As a result, in-group favoritism 
among black and Hispanic Americans is partial or limited. It shows up in 
just one respect. Black Americans believe blacks to be more hard-working 
than Hispanics, and Hispanics, returning the favor, believe that Hispanics 
are more hard-working than blacks.

The pattern of results shown in table 3.1 is entirely general. It is just what 
we see elsewhere, in other NES and GSS surveys, and on other characteris-
tics: intelligence, patriotism, self-reliance, trustworthiness, propensity for 
violence, and more. Everywhere we look, we find general in-group favor-
itism among white and Asian Americans, and partial in-group favoritism 
among black and Hispanic Americans.15

Replication is reassuring, but the samples for Asian Americans in GSS 
and NES are so undersized that we cannot be sure that in-group favorit-
ism really applies to them. To find a sizable and high-quality sample of 
Asian Americans, we turned to the Multi-City Study of Urban Inequal-
ity (MCSUI). Supported by the Russell Sage Foundation, MCSUI was car-
ried out between 1992 and 1994 in four American cities: Atlanta, Boston, 
Detroit, and Los Angeles. In Los Angeles alone, where our analysis con-
centrates, more than 4000 adults were interviewed, divided more or less 
evenly among whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asians (the last three groups 
were deliberately oversampled). Conveniently for our purposes, MCSUI 
included a stereotype measure. Each Los Angeles respondent was asked 
to offer judgments about the character of four racial groups—whites, 
blacks, Hispanic Americans, and Asian Americans—with respect to each 
of five characteristics: intelligence, friendliness, fairness, law-abiding, and  
self-supporting.16

It turns out that Asians living in Los Angeles regarded their group to be 
superior, on average, to all other groups on every characteristic. Asians are 
smarter, friendlier, fairer, more law-abiding, and more self-supporting than 
are whites, blacks, and Hispanics—all this according to Asians themselves. 
It would appear that the pattern we detected in GSS and NES surveys with 
small samples holds generally.17
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Elsewhere in the Los Angeles study, we find what we found before. 
Whites display in-group favoritism generally. Blacks and Hispanics show 
in-group favoritism partially: they display in-group favoritism compared to 
each other, but not toward more advantaged groups. There is one interest-
ing wrinkle here. Neither the GSS nor the NES form of the stereotype bat-
tery asks about friendliness. The Los Angeles study did. And when it comes 
to friendliness, the expected ethnocentric pattern shows up for all groups. 
Blacks and Hispanics, like whites and Asians, believe their group is easier 
to get along with than other groups are. This result is interesting in light 
of Brewer and Campbell’s claim, based on surveys in East Africa, that in-
groups constitute communities of trust and comfort.18

Sumner treated ethnocentrism as a universal condition, an inescapable 
consequence of inevitable conflict between rival groups. Our first round 
of results suggests that Sumner was wrong. In-group favoritism is com-
mon, but not universal. For African Americans and Hispanic Americans, 
ethnocentrism is partial—it shows up vis-à-vis some out-groups but not 
for others, and for some characteristics but not for all. Put another way, in 
the United States at the beginning of the twenty-first century, blacks and 
Hispanics have a comparatively difficult time asserting their own group’s 
superiority. Ethnocentrism would seem to be, as Tajfel once put it, some-
thing of “a one-way street,” appearing with consistency only in the views of 
dominant groups.19

An inkling of this was turned up by Brewer and Campbell in their re-
sults from East Africa. They found that traits having to do with achieve-
ment and status were less apt to show evidence of in-group favoritism. Judg-
ments about a group’s intelligence or wealth seemed to be conditioned on 
actual levels of resources and power. Group members might prefer to see 
themselves as capable and successful, but such judgments are constrained 
by real conditions. Likewise, in modern complex societies, low-status group 
members may evaluate high-status groups more positively on aspects tied 
directly to status differences. In effect, as Marilynn Brewer says, “they are 
simply acknowledging objective differences in status, power, or wealth and 
resources” (2007, p. 733).20

That is what we find for ethnocentrism expressed in terms of group ste-
reotypes. What happens when we test for in-group favoritism making use 
of the thermometer scale?

Table 3.2 presents a representative sample of results, drawing again from 
the 1992 NES. The table is set up in just the same way as its predecessor, with 
the columns of the table defined by the group that is being evaluated and the 
rows of the table defined by the group that is providing the evaluation. This 
time the elements of the table are mean scores on the thermometer rating 
scale, ranging in principle from 0 (very cold) to 100 (very warm).
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Table 3.2 reveals general support for in-group favoritism—very general 
support. Whites and Asians feel more warmly toward their own group than 
they do toward others. But so too do blacks and Hispanics. Moreover, this 
pattern of general in-group favoritism emerges in other surveys we have 
analyzed, again for all groups, and at least as strongly. Expressed in terms of 
sentiment, in-group favoritism is thriving.21

Taken all around, then, we find consistent—if not quite universal—sup-
port for in-group favoritism. And we find in-group favoritism not among 
artificial experimental groups or among ethnic groups of East Africa. Rather, 
we find it among whites and blacks and Hispanics and Asians in the world’s 
oldest and richest democratic republic.

p r e j u d i c e ,  b r o a d l y  c o n c e i v e d ?

If ethnocentrism is really “prejudice, broadly conceived,” then we should 
find two kinds of consistency in the beliefs and attitudes that Americans 
hold toward social groups. First of all is consistency among various beliefs 
about a particular group. Whites who regard blacks as lazy should also think 
of them as unintelligent and untrustworthy. It was consistency of this kind 
that Levinson and his colleagues (Adorno et al. 1950) took as evidence for 
anti-Semitism. Second, we also look for consistency among beliefs across 
groups. What is the relationship between, say, black Americans’ view of 
Hispanics’ intelligence and their assessment of the trustworthiness of Asian 
Americans? There is no logical connection between the two. But according 
to ethnocentrism, black Americans who are unimpressed with the intelli-

t a b l e  3 . 2 .  In-group favoritism expressed through sentiment

Ratings by: 

Ratings of:

Whites Blacks Hispanics Asians

Whites 71.3

(1645)

61.2

(1638)

58.2

(1592)

58.4

(1609)

Blacks 71.5

(272)

88.0

(276)

67.2

(256)

61.9

(253)

Hispanics 71.7

(170)

69.4

(170)

79.4

(174)

62.9

(165)

Asians 65.2

(27)

59.6

(26)

56.0

(26)

72.8

(27)

Source: 1992 NES.

Note: Table entry is the average rating of each group, among respondents in each racial/ethnic 

group, using the feeling thermometer. Number of observations appears in parentheses. The 

ratings are coded from 0 (Coldest) to 100 (Warmest).
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gence of Hispanic Americans should also find Asian Americans untrust-
worthy.

A seemingly straightforward index of consistency is provided by the cor-
relation coefficient. It is a simple matter to calculate the relevant coeffi-
cients, and when we do, we discover plenty of consistency of both kinds. 
Whites who regard blacks as lazy also think of them as unintelligent and un-
trustworthy, just as black Americans who appear unimpressed with the in-
telligence of Hispanic Americans also find Asian Americans untrustworthy. 
And on it goes.

These results are certainly compatible with the claim of prejudice broadly 
conceived, but for technical reasons, it is hard to know exactly what to make 
of them. On the one hand, the observed correlations are no doubt attenu-
ated because of unreliability in the measures: the response categories are 
coarse, respondents misspeak, interviewers make mistakes, and so on. This 
means that the evidence for ethnocentrism might well be stronger than the 
raw correlations suggest. On the other hand, the correlations may be arti-
ficially enhanced due to systematic response error. The stereotype ques-
tions are designed to measure just one thing—beliefs about the character-
istic attributes of groups—but because of their unusual format, they may 
also inadvertently measure something else as well: namely, the systematic 
way respondents make their way through the question series. Faced with 
the stereotype battery, respondents may proceed by relying on a judgment 
heuristic that Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman call “anchoring and ad-
justment” (Tversky and Kahneman 1974). The implication here is that the 
real evidence for ethnocentrism might be weaker than the raw correlations 
suggest.

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is the proper remedy for prob-
lems of this sort. Using CFA, we can test the claim of generalized preju-
dice, while correcting for both kinds of error (Jöreskog 1969; Bollen 1989). 
A typical set of CFA results appears in table 3.3. This analysis is based on 
the responses of white Americans to the stereotype battery present in 
the 1992 NES. To test the claim of generalized prejudice, we factor ana-
lyzed the empirical structure of twelve indicators: four groups—blacks, 
Hispanics, Asians, and whites—rated on three attributes—intelligent, 
hard-working, and violent. (We included stereotypes about whites, the 
in-group, as well as stereotypes about the three out-groups, so we could 
test whether in-group solidarity and out-group prejudice are connected. 
We will get to those results shortly.) As we have noted, ethnocentrism re-
quires consistency at two levels: both within group and across group. In 
the factor analysis model, group-specific factors cause assessments of par-
ticular attributes: that is, the latent variable “attitude toward Hispanics” 
causes judgments about intelligence among Hispanics, laziness among  
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t a b l e  3 . 3 .  Prejudice broadly conceived? Maximum likelihood factor analysis of group 

stereotypes held by whites (estimates based on variance-covariance matrix)

Factor loadings

Whites Asians Hispanics Blacks Reliability

Whites—lazy 0.64 0.31

Whites—smart –0.68 0.32

Whites—peaceful –0.78 0.45

Asians—lazy 0.70 0.26

Asians—smart –0.81 0.41

Asians—peaceful –0.78 0.45

Hispanics—lazy 0.61 0.26

Hispanics—smart  –0.70 0.45

Hispanics—peaceful –0.63 0.33

Blacks—lazy 0.76 0.44

Blacks—smart –0.70 0.42

Blacks—peaceful –0.72 0.37

Chi-square with 30 degrees of freedom = 133.90 (p < 0.01).

Adjusted goodness of fit = 0.961.

Root mean square residual = 0.051.

Correlations between the latent factors

Whites Asians       Hispanics Blacks

Whites  1.00

Asians  0.13 1.00

Hispanics  0.03 0.56 1.00

Blacks –0.05 0.39 0.71 1.00

Source: 1992 NES.

Hispanics, and so forth. The model allows for these group-specific factors 
to be correlated: that is, the latent variable “attitude toward Hispanics” is 
correlated with the latent variable “attitude toward Asian Americans,” and  
so on.22

The results appear in table 3.3. Notice first of all that the model fits the ob-
served relationships quite well.23 Second, particular stereotyped beliefs load 
sizably and quite uniformly on each of the four group factors. Thus, the re-
quirement of consistency within group holds.24 And third, the relationships 
between attitudes toward out-groups are also significant and substantial. 
They range from 0.39 (the correlation between attitude toward Asian Amer-
icans and attitude toward black Americans) to 0.71 (the correlation between 
attitude toward Hispanic Americans and attitude toward black Americans). 
That is, what whites think about one out-group is quite consistent with what 
they think about another, just as ethnocentrism requires.
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The results presented in table 3.3 closely resemble what we turn up when 
we estimate comparable models in other surveys, for whites and for other 
racial groups as well. By these various tests, ethnocentrism does indeed seem 
to be prejudice, broadly conceived.25

i n - g r o u p  s o l i d a r i t y  a n d  o u t - g r o u p  p r e j u d i c e ?

As we learned in chapter 1, William Graham Sumner thought that in-group 
solidarity and out-group prejudice would always be found together: “Loy-
alty to the group, sacrifice for it, hatred and contempt for outsiders, broth-
erhood within, warlikeness without—all grow together, common products 
of the same situation” ([1906] 2002, p. 13).

This is not what we find. Table 3.3 contains the relevant results, and as 
shown there, the evidence runs against Sumner’s expectation. The correla-
tions between attitude toward the in-group (whites) and attitude toward 
various out-groups are miniscule: 0.13, 0.03, and –0.05. The latter two are 
essentially zero—neither differs from zero by standard statistical tests. And 
the former, though barely statistically significant, is trivial substantively and 
runs in a direction opposite to that predicted.

Nor do we turn up more favorable evidence elsewhere: in the 1990 GSS, 
or in the 1996 NES, or in the 2000 GSS. Alternative measures and specifica-
tions produce the same result. Contrary to the proposition that the more 
in-group favoritism, the more out-group animosity, the two seem quite un-
connected.26 This finding supports Marilynn Brewer’s (2007) conclusion, 
based primarily on her review of experimental results. Strong attachment 
to the in-group appears to be compatible with a wide range of sentiments 
toward out-groups. In-group solidarity and out-group hostility are bundled 
together less tightly than Sumner originally believed.27

m e a s u r e s  o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

For all the analysis that is to come, we need to build a general measure of 
ethnocentrism; two measures, really: a primary measure based on stereo-
types; and a secondary measure, based on sentiment. The two scales are 
put together in parallel ways. Both hinge on comparison, on preferring in-
groups to out-groups.

Here is the formula for building the primary measure of ethnocentrism 
(E):

E = {(Trait1 in-group score – Trait1 average out-group score)

+ (Trait2 in-group score – Trait2 average out-group score)

+ (Trait3 in-group score – Trait3 average out-group score)}/3
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Notice that by this formula each trait—hard-working or intelligent or 
trustworthy—carries equal weight. More complicated schemes are possible, 
of course, but the factor analysis results imply something very close to equal 
weighing. Our experience with more complicated weighting schemes is that 
they produce overall scores that are difficult to distinguish from that gener-
ated by equal weighting. And in any case, weighting traits equally generates 
a reliable overall scale (Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for E = 0.77).28

E is scored to range from –1 to +1. A “perfect” score of +1 means that on 
each and every trait, “nearly all” members of the in-group are believed to 
be virtuous and “nearly all” members of all out-groups are believed to be 
virtue-less. A score of +1 is perfect in the sense that it represents an extreme 
form of ethnocentrism. A score of –1 is equally perfect, but in the opposite 
direction: –1 represents a topsy-turvy world in which out-groups are seen 
as virtuous and in-groups as utterly without virtue. An overall score of 0, fi-
nally, indicates an absence of ethnocentrism, that on average, in-group and 
out-groups are indistinguishable.

Figure 3.1 presents the distribution of scores on E. (The figure is based 
on pooling respondents from the 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.) That the 
American public is ethnocentric on balance is revealed in figure 3.1 in two 
ways: first, the curve is displaced modestly away from the neutral point to 
the right, in the ethnocentric direction; and second, the curve is modestly 
asymmetric, sloping downward less precipitously to the right, toward the 
ethnocentric point of view.

f i g u r e  3 . 1 .  Distribution of ethnocentrism based on social stereotypes. Source: 1992, 1996, 

2000, and 2004 NES.
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Figure 3.1 reveals what might be called mild ethnocentrism. On the one 
hand, in-group favoritism is common. A clear majority of the American 
public—58.9 percent to be exact—scored above the neutral point (0), where 
in-groups and out-groups are thought to be equal.29 On the other hand, in-
group favoritism is restrained. No one claims categorical superiority: that 
members of one’s own group are uniformly intelligent, hard-working, and 
trustworthy while members of all other groups are uniformly stupid, lazy, 
and unreliable. What we have here is a sense of perceptible but subtle supe-
riority, widely shared.

To Levinson and his colleagues, ethnocentrism was something dark and 
dangerous. In their account, the “ethnocentric individual feels threatened 
by most of the groups to which he does not have a sense of belonging; if he 
cannot identify, he must oppose; if a group is not ‘acceptable,’ it is alien” 
(Adorno et al. 1950, p. 147). Likewise for Sumner: in his analysis, the typical 
manifestations of ethnocentrism included contempt, abomination, plun-
der, and war (Sumner [1906] 2002, pp. 12–13). No doubt ethnocentrism can 
take extreme form, but we do not insist on it; and in any case, it is not what 
we generally find.

Our second and secondary measure of ethnocentrism (call it E*) is based 
on thermometer score ratings and is assembled by the same logic:

E* = {feeling thermometer rating for in-group –

average feeling thermometer rating for out-groups}

Like E, E* is scored to range from –1 to +1. Here a “perfect” score of +1 
means that the in-group is rated very warmly (100 degrees) and all out-
groups are rated very coldly (0 degrees). As before, a score of –1 is equally 
perfect in the opposite direction. An overall score of 0, finally, indicates an 
absence of ethnocentrism, that on average, in-group and out-groups elicit 
indistinguishable feelings. This formula generates a very reliable overall 
scale (Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for E* = 0.88).30

Figure 3.2 presents the distribution of scores on E*. (As before, we pool 
respondents from the 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.) In a society free of 
ethnocentrism, E* scores should be distributed in a symmetric and nar-
row band around the neutral point, indicating that Americans feel no more 
warmly (or coolly) toward their own group than they do toward out-groups. 
In practice, as figure 3.2 shows, this is not what we find. The distribution 
of the ethnocentrism scale is not centered at neutrality. Instead, like scores 
on E but more decisively, scores on E* are displaced to the right, in the eth-
nocentric direction. Nor is the distribution symmetric; rather, respondents 
thin out much more rapidly to the left of neutrality than they do to the right, 
in the region of ethnocentrism. As before, extreme ethnocentrism is rare, 
but in mild form, it is pervasive.31
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We have been proceeding under the assumption that that the two mea-
sures of ethnocentrism—E and E*—reflect the same underlying construct. 
That they are distributed in roughly equivalent ways is encouraging on this 
point, of course. But if they really are alternative (if inevitably imperfect) 
measures of ethnocentrism, they must be correlated with one another. And 
so they are: pooling respondents from the 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES, 
the Pearson correlation (r) is 0.42.

c o r r e l a t e s  o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

Next we examine ethnocentrism’s place among a standard set of social and 
political predispositions. We have argued that ethnocentrism represents a 
distinctive way of looking at the world. From an ethnocentric point of view, 
groups are either “friend” or “foe.” As such, ethnocentrism might be cor-
related with other political predispositions—with certain varieties of con-
servatism, say—but it cannot be interchangeable with them. If that turned 
out to be true, then we would have no reason to proceed, no warrant for ar-
guing that the understanding of public opinion has been diminished by the 
failure, up until now, to take ethnocentrism seriously. To see how closely 
ethnocentrism is associated with standard political predispositions, we rely 
on our primary measure of ethnocentrism, the one based on stereotypes 
(E), though the results would be no different were we to use the alternative 
measure based on group sentiment (E*).

f i g u r e  3 . 2 .  Distribution of ethnocentrism based on group sentiment. Source: 1992, 1996, 

2000, and 2004 NES.
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We start with partisanship, first among equals when it comes to politi-
cal predispositions. Most Americans think of themselves as Democrats or as 
Republicans. Party identification is a standing decision, a “durable attach-
ment, not readily disturbed by passing events and personalities” (Campbell 
et al. [1960] 1980, p. 151). And it is consequential: “To the average person, the 
affairs of government are remote and complex, and yet the average citizen 
is asked periodically to formulate opinions about these affairs. . . . In this 
dilemma, having the party symbol stamped on certain candidates, certain 
issue positions, certain interpretations of reality is of great psychological 
convenience” (Stokes 1966, pp. 126–27; also see Bartels 2000; Converse 1966; 
Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002). To the extent that the issues we take 
up in the chapters ahead—from the war on terrorism to affirmative action 
in college admissions—generate strong and durable disagreements between 
Democratic and Republican elites, we would expect Democrats and Repub-
licans in the general public to disagree as well. Put differently, partisanship 
is likely to play an important part in our analysis of public opinion. True 
enough, but whatever part partisanship plays in opinion must be indepen-
dent of the part ethnocentrism plays. As table 3.4 reveals, partisanship and 
ethnocentrism are virtually uncorrelated.32

What about the relationship between ethnocentrism and views on the size 
and scope of government authority? Compared to citizens of other devel-
oped democracies, Americans are, on average, “suspicious of government, 
skeptical about the benefits of government authority, and impressed with 
the virtue of limiting government” (Kingdon 1999, p. 29). Moreover, dif-
ferences among Americans on broad questions of governmental authority  

t a b l e  3 . 4 .  The relationship between ethnocentrism and social and political 

predispositions

Full sample Whites Blacks Hispanics

Partisanship –0.06

(4923)

–0.00

(3931)

0.02

(598)

0.03

(394)

Limited government –0.03

(4947)

–0.09

(3951)

–0.05

(604)

–0.02

(392)

Egalitarianism –0.19

(4974)

–0.18

(3964)

0.07

(609)

–0.02

(401)

Ideological identification –0.07

(4945)

–0.07

(3951)

0.02

(599)

0.03

(395)

Social trust –0.08

(4898)

–0.17

(3901)

–0.02

(602)

–0.07

(395)

Source: 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.

Note: Table entry is the Pearson correlation coefficient. Number of observations appears in 

parentheses.



60â•… c h a p t e r  t h r e e

generate corresponding differences on a wide range of specific policy ques-
tions. Limited government is an important idea—but as table 3.4 shows, it 
has no association with ethnocentrism.33

Alongside the American taste for limited government, and to some de-
gree in opposition to it, is a preference for egalitarianism—what Tocqueville 
called the American “passion” for equality. Americans seem to take egal-
itarian beliefs—that everyone is fundamentally the same under the skin, 
that everyone deserves the same chance in life—seriously, and such general 
beliefs appear to influence what they think government should do (if any-
thing) about poverty, health care, discrimination, and more. As might be 
expected, and as table 3.4 shows, egalitarianism and ethnocentrism are neg-
atively correlated. Ethnocentric Americans are inclined, slightly but consis-
tently, to reject egalitarian principles.34

Next we consider ideological identification. It turns out that when 
asked directly, many American are willing to describe themselves in ide-
ological terms—as liberals or (more often) as conservatives—and these 
descriptions appear to be, if not sophisticated or philosophical, politi-
cally meaningful. Self-identified liberals tend to favor redistributive poli-
cies and social change; self-identified conservatives tend to celebrate the 
market and express misgivings about racial integration (Conover and Feld-
man 1981; Levitin and Miller 1979). Liberals and conservatives also differ 
when it comes to ethnocentrism—Americans who think of themselves as 
conservative are a bit more ethnocentric, on average, than are those who 
think of themselves as liberal—though the difference is tiny, as shown in  
table 3.4.35

This brings us to social trust. Renewing a claim first made by Alexis de 
Tocqueville, Robert Putnam (1993, 1995, 2000) has argued that social trust 
is essential to democratic society. Without trust, community withers and 
cooperative projects unravel. The prospects for democracy in a society in 
which people “do not get along well with one another, do not trust one an-
other, and do not associate with one another” would seem, as Robert Lane 
once put it, “unpromising”; life in such a place would be “solitary, poore, 
nasty, brutish, and short” (1959, p. 163, citing Hobbes’s Leviathan).

Survey questions intended to measure social trust have been included 
in recent National Election Studies. By design, these questions are utterly 
general. They do not refer to any particular people (neighbors, coworkers, 
strangers on the street). Nor do they do specify what it is that is to be en-
trusted (secrets, material possessions, one’s own physical safety). As Almond 
and Verba put it, the standard questions would seem to require “sweeping 
judgments of human nature” (1963, p. 267). As such, we would expect to 
find a negative relationship between ethnocentrism and social trust. And, as 
shown in table 3.4, we do.36
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The relationship between ethnocentrism and social trust is surprisingly 
weak, however. We expected to see a stronger relationship because of the 
emphasis placed on trust in defining in-group relations. In-groups, as Mari-
lynn Brewer argues, are “bounded communities of mutual cooperation and 
trust” (2007, p. 732). In Brewer’s analysis of ethnocentrism, nothing distin-
guishes social relations carried on within the group with those carried on 
across group boundaries more than trust.37

In sum, partisanship, limited government, equality, ideological identifi-
cation, and social trust are often treated as important ingredients in Amer-
ican public opinion. Our analysis of opinion will certainly take them into 
account. But the findings presented in table 3.4 make clear that we can put 
away the worry that ethnocentrism brings nothing new to political anal-
ysis—that ethnocentrism is just another word for conservatism or anti- 
egalitarianism or the like. Ethnocentrism represents a distinctive outlook on 
social life, one that, as we will shortly show, has a distinctive and indepen-
dent impact on public opinion.

o r i g i n s  o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

In chapter 2 we argue that children are ready for ethnocentrism, that they 
come equipped with a predisposition to partition the world into social 
groups, treated as natural kinds, and that they express rudimentary forms 
of ethnocentrism: strong attachment to national symbols; ardent belief that 
their country and customs are best; stereotyped understandings of race, 
class, and gender. In time, some become less ethnocentric than others, and 
it is variation in ethnocentrism that is our immediate subject here. Such 
variation arises, we suggest, from three principal sources: from instruction 
and genetic endowment provided by parents, from the emergence of per-
sonality, and from values and skills imparted by higher education.

Parents

We expect to find a correspondence between the ethnocentrism of parents 
and the ethnocentrism of children on two grounds. First is learning. Ac-
cording to social learning theory, “the complex repertoires of behavior dis-
played by members of society are to a large extent acquired with little or no 
direct tuition through observation of response patterns exemplified by var-
ious socialization agents” (Bandura 1969, p. 213). Children do not rely ex-
clusively on parents as socialization agents, but they rely on parents more 
than on any other single source. A significant part of social learning takes 
place through children imitating, internalizing, and reproducing what their 
parents say and do.
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A second mechanism implicating parents is genetic transmission. As 
E. O. Wilson (1978) and others claim, a sizable fraction of human behavioral 
variation is plausibly attributed to genetic differences. Recent findings sug-
gest that political predispositions bearing a strong resemblance to ethno-
centrism have a significant and sizable genetic component. Thus parents 
may influence their biological offspring as much through the “genetic blue-
print” they provide at conception as through the modeling and instruction 
they supply later on.38

In short, either for reasons of social learning or for reasons of genetic in-
heritance, or both, we should find evidence of correspondence in ethnocen-
trism of parents and their offspring.

The best place to look to see if this is so is the extraordinary study of 
political socialization created by M. Kent Jennings. In the spring of 1965, 
under Jennings’s direction, a national sample of high school seniors was 
interviewed on a wide range of political subjects. Simultaneously and in-
dependently, parents of the students were questioned as well, on many of 
the same subjects.39 Fortunately for our purposes, the standard thermom-
eter score battery appeared in both sets of interviews. Parents and offspring 
alike were asked to report their feelings toward a series of social groups—
including groups defined by race. Not so fortunately, racial groups in 1965 
meant white or black. Asian Americans and Hispanic Americans were not 
on the list, and in 1965, it probably would have seemed strange to the major-
ity of the respondents to have included these two groups. In order to build 
a measure of ethnocentrism, however, we needed more than just ratings of 
blacks and whites. And so we supplemented racial evaluations with religious 
ones. In 1965, parents and offspring were asked to evaluate Catholics, Jews, 
and Protestants as well as blacks and whites. And from other questions in-
cluded in the interview, we were able to ascertain the race and religious af-
filiation of both parents and offspring. Using information about race and 
religion, we then could place parents and offspring into one of three classes. 
If they displayed in-group favoritism on race and religion, they received a 
score of 1.0. If they displayed in-group favoritism neither on race nor on re-
ligion, they received a score of 0.0. And if they displayed in-group favorit-
ism on one form of classification but not on the other, they received a score  
of 0.5.40

Is this measure good enough? One encouraging sign is that it suggests, 
as do our other measures, that the American public is inclined toward eth-
nocentrism: 48.0 percent of the offspring sample and 50.6 percent of the 
parents show in-group favoritism on both racial and religious grounds.41 
Another and perhaps more instructive test is to see if the abbreviated mea-
sure we have concocted out of the Jennings study correlates with the mea-
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sures of ethnocentrism we prefer. To carry out this test, we returned to the 
2000 NES and created a measure following the identical protocol to the 
one governing scale construction in the 1965 socialization study (that is, 
a measure of in-group favoritism based on race—black, white—and reli-
gion—Catholic, Jewish, Protestant). Happily for our purposes, this measure 
turns out to be positively and substantially correlated with E*: Pearson r = 
0.55. It seems that the abbreviated measure is good enough and that we can 
proceed (cautiously) to analyze the origins of ethnocentrism measured in  
this way.42

Due either to social learning or to genetic inheritance, we expect to find 
correspondence between parent and offspring ethnocentrism. And we do 
find it. Parental ethnocentrism and offspring ethnocentrism are related. 
The relationship is significant and strong.43 Converting the parameter esti-
mates into predicted values, a “completely ethnocentric” parent (score of 
1.0) would be expected to have an ethnocentric offspring with probability 
0.54; the probability falls to 0.45 for a parent who is partially ethnocentric; it 
falls again to 0.37 for a parent who gives no sign of ethnocentrism.44

To what degree does this correspondence arise from social learning as 
against genetic inheritance? Under social learning theory, the magnitude 
of correspondence between parents and children should depend on condi-
tions that facilitate the learning process.45 Correspondence should increase 
under two conditions: when politics is prominent in family life (when pa-
rental instruction is more readily available) and when parents and children 
are close (when offspring will be more prepared to accept what their parents 
say and do). Is this so?

In a word, no. Parental influence does not increase when parents are 
politically active (the relationship goes in the opposite direction, though 
not significantly); parental influence does not increase when the family dis-
cusses politics; parental influence does not increase among offspring who 
are engaged in political life; parental influence does not increase among off-
spring who know a lot about politics; finally, parental influence does not 
increase when parents and their children are close (as claimed by the chil-
dren). All this evidence runs against a social learning account of parental  
influence.46

Assume, instead, that the considerable correspondence we see between 
parents and their offspring is due to genetic transmission.47 Under genetic 
transmission, mothers and fathers should have independent and equal ef-
fects on their offspring. We can test this by taking advantage of a special 
feature of the Jennings socialization study design. Interviews were carried 
out with the fathers of one-third of the seniors, the mothers of one-third, 
and both parents of the remaining third.48 Among this last group, when we 
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predict offspring’s ethnocentrism from father’s ethnocentrism and moth-
er’s ethnocentrism, we find each parent contributes independently and 
equally.49

In short, parents do seem to be protagonists in the story of ethnocen-
trism’s origins. Children grow up and enter the world of politics more or 
less ethnocentric, and this is a reflection, in an important way, of the ethno-
centrism of their parents. Although the evidence we have presented here is 
far from decisive, the transmission of ethnocentrism from one generation 
to the next would seem to have more to do with genetic inheritance than 
with social learning.

Personality

Daniel Levinson and his colleagues concluded that the origins of ethnoÂ�
centrism are to be found in the authoritarian personality. Under intense 
scrutiny, the empirical case supporting their conclusion collapsed—but 
perhaps they were right nevertheless. According to Karen Stenner, in the 
United States and around the world, political, racial, and moral intoler-
ance are “driven by the same engine, fueled by the same impulses” (2005,  
p. 269). The engine Stenner had in mind was, of course, authoritarianism, 
and this time around, the evidence is convincing (Feldman 2003; Feldman 
and Stenner 1997; Stenner 2005). And so, perhaps ethnocentrism arises, in 
part, from authoritarianism, a general and deep-seated characterological 
predisposition to choose conformity over autonomy.

Are authoritarianism and ethnocentrism related? We can see if this is so 
because recent installments of the NES have included four standard ques-
tions widely used (by Stenner and others) to provide a reliable measure 
of authoritarianism. The questions ask about the values most important 
for parents to emphasize in the raising of their children, with each pos-
ing a choice between the authority of parents and the autonomy of chil-
dren.50 Measured in this fashion, authoritarianism is related to ethnocen-
trism. Pooling recent NES surveys, the Pearson r between authoritarianism 
and ethnocentrism is 0.20.51

A more demanding test of the claim that ethnocentrism has its origins in 
authoritarianism can be carried out using the 1992–1996 NES Panel. Here 
the test is to predict ethnocentrism expressed in 1996 from authoritarian-
ism measured in 1992, while controlling on the effects due to other plausible  
factors: education, race, gender, social isolation, and more.52 Under these 
conditions, we find a statistically significant though modest effect of author-
itarianism. This result is consistent with the claim that ethnocentrism arises 
in part—in rather small part—from authoritarianism.53
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Education

Education, so the standard argument goes, provides values and skills that 
enable individuals to overcome prejudice. From Stouffer’s (1955) results 
on communist subversion in the 1950s to contemporary disputes over gay 
rights and racist speech, education is almost always associated with greater 
tolerance. In the conventional view, education confers knowledge, princi-
ples, and experiences that together act as a counterweight to the “natural” 
inclination toward prejudice. Based on this literature, we expect that indi-
vidual differences in ethnocentrism can be explained, in part, by differences 
in education.

Education does indeed predict ethnocentrism: as years of education 
increase, ethnocentrism declines. Education, of course, is correlated with 
other aspects of social background—occupation, income, age, and so on—
that may themselves predict ethnocentrism. When we include a compre-
hensive set of such background measures in a regression model, the effect 
of education on ethnocentrism remains significant and sizable. This result 
appears in column 1 of table 3.5.

Further analysis suggests that the college experience in particular has a 
special role to play in ethnocentrism’s decline. First of all, attending college 
has an effect on ethnocentrism over and above the effect due to years of edu-
cation (column 2 of table 3.5). And second, each year of education spent in 
college has a greater effect on ethnocentrism than does each year of educa-
tion spent outside of college (column 3).54

t a b l e  3 . 5 .  Ethnocentrism and education

[1] [2] [3]

Years of schooling –0.20*** –0.15*** –0.05 

              0.02 0.03 0.03 

Any college            –0.02*** 0.14*** 

                         0.01 0.04 

Any college*                       –0.21*** 

Years of schooling                       0.05 

N 4767 4767 4767 

Source: 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordinary least-squares coefficient with standard error below. Years of 

schooling range from 0 (zero years) to 1 (17 years). Any college is a dummy for any postsec-

ondary educational experiences. All models include year intercepts and measures of occupa-

tion, income, homeownership, age, sex, race, and ethnicity. Full results appear in the Web  

appendix.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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Based on these results, it would seem that education, and especially the 
experiences associated with higher education, build tolerance and erode 
ethnocentrism.55

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a  s t a b l e  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n ?

We expect that, like other core aspects of personality and political identity, 
ethnocentrism will display substantial and increasing stability in adulthood. 
Ascertaining whether this is so requires panel data—repeated observations of 
the same individuals over time. The best evidence comes once again from the 
Jennings socialization study. High school seniors were first interviewed in the 
spring of 1965, as graduation approached. The same group was questioned 
again in 1973, once more in 1982, and on one final occasion in 1997. As noted 
earlier, we are able to fashion a serviceable measure of ethnocentrism out of 
the 1965 survey materials, one based on race and on religion. The identical 
measure was available in 1973 and in 1997 as well (though, alas, not in 1982).

One simple way to gauge over-time continuity is provided by the Pear-
son correlation coefficient. The Pearson correlation represents the extent 
to which the relative ordering of individuals—in this case, from not at all 
ethnocentric to extremely ethnocentric—is the same on one occasion as it 
is on another. A score of 1.0 means that the relative ordering is identical on 
the two occasions; a score of –1.0 represent a complete reversal of the rela-
tive orderings; and a score of 0.0 means that there is no relationship at all be-
tween the two orderings. Regarding ethnocentrism, we find substantial but 
far from perfect continuity in the Jennings study materials: between 1965 
and 1973, the Pearson r = 0.25; between 1973 and 1997, rr = 0.30.

We can go a layer deeper into this question through a more refined pro-
cessing of the raw correlation coefficients. “More refined” means partition-
ing the observed Pearson correlations into two components: a reliability 
component, reflecting the degree to which the measures are contaminated 
by error; and a stability component—“true stability”—reflecting the degree 
to which the two measures would be correlated if not for the attenuating 
presence of error. Remember that we are relying on an abridged measure of 
ethnocentrism in this analysis, so we can be sure that there is imprecision 
aplenty. To correct for error of this kind, we rely on the model developed 
by D. Wiley and J. Wiley (1970).56

The magnitude of stability coefficients is tied to the length of interval 
between observations. Under usual circumstances (in the absence of cy-
clical change), the coefficients will decline as the interval increases. With 
this contingency in mind, the coefficients estimated from the socialization 
study—based in the first instance on an interval of 8 years and in the sec-
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ond on an interval of 24 years—indicate very impressive stability (see table 
3.6). The coefficients suggest, moreover, that ethnocentrism becomes in-
creasingly stable in middle age, consistent with the evidence on personality 
consolidation over the life span.

As a check on these results, we carried out parallel analysis on two short-
term panel studies: the 1992–1994–1996 NES and the 2000–2002–2004 NES 
Panels. Because the Wiley-Wiley model requires observations at three 
points in time, we are restricted to estimating the stability of ethnocentrism 
as measured by thermometer score ratings, since the thermometer score but 
not the stereotype battery was included in all three waves of these two NES 
Panel studies. These results are also presented in table 3.6. They show that 
once the unreliability of measurement is taken into account, ethnocentrism 
is very stable in the short-run in the early 1990s, but markedly less so in the 
first years of the twenty-first century.57

Ethnocentrism conforms less completely to the protocol of a stable pre-
disposition between 2000 and 2004. Why? It is as if something intruded 
forcefully on American life, upsetting the normal order. The obvious can-
didate here, it seems to us, is the terrorist attacks on New York and Wash-
ington on September 11, 2001, and the urgent shift in policy and national 
purpose that immediately followed. We cannot be certain about this, but 
several pieces of evidence point in this direction.

For one thing, according to our standard measure, between 2000 and 
2002 Americans became visibly less ethnocentric. That is, they were less 
likely to claim that their variety of American (white, black, whatever) was 
superior to other varieties of Americans. This is consistent with the idea 
that on September 11, it was the nation that was attacked; in the aftermath 

t a b l e  3 . 6 .  Stability of ethnocentrism

Period Stability

1965–73 0.73

1973–97 0.80

1992–94 0.89

1994–96 0.99

2000–02 0.68

2002–04 0.72

Source: 1965–1997 Political Socialization Study Panel; 

1992–1996 NES Panel; 2000–2004 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the Wiley-Wiley stability coefficient.
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of September 11, Americans came together, united against a common ex-
ternal enemy.

Second, if the events of September 11 were in fact disconcerting for eth-
nocentrism, leading to the relative instability we see in table 3.6, they should 
have been especially disconcerting for young Americans, relatively new to 
politics, whose ethnocentric inclinations were not yet settled. This turns out 
to be true. When we reestimated the Wiley-Wiley model separately within 
three age groupings, we found that September 11 was especially discom-
bobulating among the young. For the younger generation, the attacks on 
New York and Washington and the war on terrorism the attacks provoked 
seemed to force a rethinking of in-groups and out-groups, of who is with 
us and who is against us.58

c o n c l u s i o n s

We have offered this chapter as a gateway linking our theory of ethnocen-
trism, on the one side, with empirical applications of the theory to a diverse 
series of policy domains shortly to commence, on the other. We introduced 
and defended two independent but complementary measures of ethnocen-
trism: a primary one based on group stereotypes, and a secondary one based 
on group sentiments. Both presume the primacy of racial classifications in  
the distinction between in-group and out-group. The two measures of 
ethnoÂ�Â�centrism are correlated, and both suggest that in the richest and old-
est liberal democracy in the world, ethnocentrism is pervasive.

The evidence for in-group favoritism is stronger for sentiment than it is 
for stereotype. The stereotype measure turns up pervasive evidence of in-
group favoritism only among whites and Asian Americans. Less advantaged 
groups—in the present case, blacks and Hispanic Americans—have a more 
difficult time asserting their own group’s superiority. But the measure of 
ethnocentrism based on sentiment reveals universal in-group favoritism, 
much as Sumner would have expected. Perhaps stereotypes, in contrast to 
feelings, are encumbered by the weight of objective conditions and by the 
social construction of difference. Feelings are something else again—some-
thing more elemental—and they give direct expression to the elemental  
predisposition of ethnocentrism.

Next we show that our measures of ethnocentrism are for the most part 
unrelated to social and political predispositions that are standard fixtures in 
the analysis and understanding of American public opinion. Ethnocentrism 
is not remotely the same thing as partisanship, or limited government, or 
egalitarianism, or ideological identification, or social distrust. This disposes 
of the worry that ethnocentrism merely duplicates predispositions already 
used in political analysis.
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Toward the end of the chapter, we turned our attention to the origins 
of ethnocentrism. We argued that people vary in the degree to which their 
beliefs and feelings about social life are governed by ethnocentrism, and 
we suggested that such variation arises primarily from biological diversity 
transmitted through genetic inheritance, from the emergence of author-
itarian personality, and from experiences supplied by education. EthnoÂ�
centrism is generally stable in adulthood, increasingly so across the life span. 
Only a national catastrophe appears strong enough to alter ethnocentrism, 
and even then, principally among the young.

With these important points established, it is time to move on to our 
real business: to ascertain the role of ethnocentrism in contemporary public 
opinion. Should the United States supply economic assistance to countries 
struggling to establish democratic forms of government? Should the flow of 
people from Latin America and Asia to U.S. shores be turned back? Should 
the welfare system be reformed, the scope and range of benefits curtailed? 
On these and other topics, we will assess the claim of ethnocentrism: that 
political opinions derive in an important way from a general outlook that 
partitions the world into us against them.





: 2 :

Empirical Cases

Our primary purpose is to establish that ethnocentrism, as defined and mea­
sured in part 1 of the book, plays an important role in contemporary Ameri­
can public opinion. On the issues that animate the politics of our time—
peace and security, immigration and citizenship, poverty and inequality, 
and more—American opinion cannot be fully understood, we intend to 
show, without taking ethnocentrism into account. With this purpose in 
mind, part 2 moves through a series of empirical cases, one to a chapter.

Each chapter, each case, takes up opinion within a specific domain of 
American public policy. We chose these domains to be broadly represen­
tative of the full policy space. This means that both foreign and domes­
tic policies are represented. And it means that within the domestic sphere, 
both economic and cultural issues are examined. The breadth of the test of 
ethnocentrismÂ€implied by this broad sampling of policy domains is crucial 
to our enterprise. The charm of ethnocentrism as an explanation for public 
opinion lies in its supposed wide reach. If ethnocentrism really is a general 
predisposition, we must be able to detect its effects across multiple politi­
cal disputes.

Put another way, one of ethnocentrism’s distinctive features is its flexi­
bility. By this we mean that depending on circumstances, the line between 
in-groups and out-groups can be supplied by a variety of differences: by 
alma mater, neighborhood, academic specialty, and many more. All of us 
belong to many tribes. Which of our tribal associations is salient depends 
on what is happening around us.

When it comes to politics and policy, nation is a particularly potent tribe. 
In a complicated and dangerous world, one’s nation offers a kind of “ref­
uge, a place to be at home with oneself and with one’s own kind” (Eley and 
Suny 1996, p. 31; Anderson 1983; Anthony Smith 2001). Each nation has its 
own glorious homeland, its own flag, anthem, ceremonies, symbols, and he­
roes, music, literature and art—each, that is to say, has its own way of doing 
things. As such, nation supplies a powerful and seemingly natural way for 



people to define in-groups and out-groups, to distinguish Us from Them. 
The first three chapters of part 2 take up domains of policy in which na­
tional identity plays a central role: confronting enemies abroad (chapter 4), 
extending assistance to foreign lands and peoples (chapter 5), and defining 
citizenship and restricting immigration (chapter 6).

Nation may be a powerful way to define in-groups and out-groups, but it 
is certainly not the only way. The remainder of part 2 is devoted to domestic 
politics. Chapter 7 takes up a set of issues brought to national attention by 
the gay rights movement, where the main line of difference is supplied by 
sexual orientation. Chapter 8 does the same for policies pressed by the mod­
ern women’s movement; in this case it is gender that defines in-group and 
out-group. In chapter 9 the subject is American welfare policy, where the 
lines are drawn by work and wealth. And chapter 10 considers policies in the 
domain of race, where tribes are defined and perhaps divided by color.

All things considered, the cases we are about to take up generally fulfill 
the conditions spelled out in chapter 2 for the activation of ethnocentrism. 
We therefore generally expect to find strong connections between ethno­
centrism and public opinion as we make our way through the various chap­
ters. For the most part we do find such connections—though along the way 
we run into some major surprises and much fascinating detail. We begin 
our journey in chapter 4 with threats to national security and defense of the 
homeland.

72â•… p a r t  2



c h a p t e r  4

Enemies Abroad

William Graham Sumner regarded conflict with outsiders to be the princi­
pal source of ethnocentrism. He argued that solidarity within in-groups and 
hostility for out-groups originate out of the same inescapable and recurrent 
condition: that of fierce conflict between groups over scarce resources:

The insiders in a we-group are in a relation of peace, order, law, gov­

ernment, and industry, to each other. Their relation to all outsiders, or  

others-groups, is one of war and plunder. . . . Sentiments are produced 

to correspond. Loyalty to the group, sacrifice for it, hatred and contempt 

for outsiders, brotherhood within, warlikeness without—all grow together, 

common products of the same situation. ([1906] 2002, pp. 12–13)

As we learned in chapter 2, in-group solidarity and out-group hostility 
are bound together much less tightly than Sumner believed. But this correc­
tion does not mean that we should pass over the special role ethnocentrism 
might play in generating support for “war and plunder” against outsiders.

There certainly is a lot of it. In the twentieth century alone, millions 
of people—soldier and civilian, men, women, and children alike—have 
perished in warfare. The lives of millions more have been diminished or  
ruined.1 Conflict is not only horrific and commonplace. It also fulfills the 
conditions for the activation of ethnocentrism just about perfectly. First of 
all, nothing attracts and holds the public’s attention like warfare. And second,  
warfare is typically portrayed, understood, and justified (by all parties) as 
a noble and heroic struggle between good and evil, between innocence and 
barbarism. This chapter investigates whether, as we expect, ethnocentrism 
predisposes Americans to lend their support to policies of confrontation 
and violence against outside enemies.

We will begin by examining the current and ongoing war on terrorism, 
and we will linger here awhile. It is our first empirical case, and we want to 
make it thoroughly. And as it is our first case, it will serve as a prototype 
for much that follows: a thorough presentation now will save us time later. 
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After examining ethnocentrism and terrorism, the chapter will take up two 
additional examples: the cold war (the struggle against communism and the 
Soviet Union that marked the second half of the twentieth century); and 
then Desert Storm (the U.S.-led effort to expel Saddam Hussein’s forces 
from Kuwait in 1991). Taken together, these three test cases provide strong 
evidence that ethnocentrism is a primary ingredient in the American pub­
lic’s support for forcefully confronting adversaries abroad. Toward the end 
of the chapter, having established this point, we turn to the question of 
activation. Ethnocentrism is a deep habit and a stable predisposition, but 
its importance to politics depends on circumstances. What can we learn 
from these cases about the conditions that are necessary for ethnocentrism’s  
activation?

w a r  w i t h o u t  e n d

Tuesday, September 11, 2001, dawned temperate and nearly cloudless in the 

eastern United States. Millions of men and women readied themselves for 

work. Some made their way to the Twin Towers, the signature structures 

of the World Trade Center complex in New York City. Others went to Ar­

lington, Virginia, to the Pentagon. Across the Potomac River, the United 

States Congress was back in session. At the other end of Pennsylvania Ave­

nue, people began to line up for a White House tour. In Sarasota, Florida, 

President George W. Bush went for an early morning run.

For those heading to an airport, weather conditions could not have been 

better for a safe and pleasant journey. (National Commission on Terror­

ist Attacks 2004, p. 1)

As things turned out, not so safe and not so pleasant. Early on the morn­
ing of September 11, Mohamed Atta and his companions commandeered 
four huge commercial aircraft, laden with passengers and fuel, and flew 
them into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and a grassy field in 
Pennsylvania. The Twin Towers collapsed. Thousands died. Ordinary life 
came to an abrupt halt. That evening, in a televised address from the White 
House, President Bush announced to the nation that the United States was 
at war. “We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed 
these acts and those who harbor them” said the president. “No American 
will ever forget this day.”

Priorities and polices shifted immediately. The president approved the 
creation of a new cabinet agency dedicated to homeland security. He di­
rected Secretary of State Powell to deliver an ultimatum to the Taliban re­
gime in Afghanistan: surrender Osama Bin Ladin and his chief lieutenants, 
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close all terrorist camps, and reveal all knowledge of al Qaeda operations, 
or face extinction. Agents of the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS), working in cooperation with the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI), began arresting individuals for immigration violations; eventually 
hundreds would be incarcerated as “special interest” detainees. The Patriot 
Act, a hugely complicated proposal to enhance the government’s ability to 
gather intelligence within the United States and to encourage the sharing 
of such information between intelligence and law enforcement communi­
ties, was hastily assembled. By the end of October, it was the law of the land,  
having passed both houses of Congress by large majorities.

In the meantime, plans for military retaliation were going forward. On 
the twentieth of September, addressing a joint session of Congress and a na­
tional television audience, President Bush blamed al Qaeda for the terror­
ist attacks on New York and Washington. He also made public the demand 
that had already been conveyed through private diplomatic channels: “The 
Taliban must act, and act immediately. They will hand over the terrorists, 
or they will share their fate. . . . Every nation, in every region, now has a de­
cision to make,” the president declared. “Either you are with us, or you are 
with the terrorists.” On October 7, the president authorized air strikes and 
Special Operations attacks on vital al Qaeda and Taliban targets. Ground 
attacks shortly followed. By the middle of November, the Taliban had fled 
Kabul, and by early December, all major Afghan cities had fallen to the U.S.-
led coalition forces.

The Taliban regime was the first target, but very early in the Bush ad­
ministration’s response to 9/11, the determination was made that the United 
States must fight terrorism everywhere. It would be a global war. The aim 
would be to “eliminate all terrorist networks, dry up their financial support, 
and prevent them from acquiring weapons of mass destruction” (National 
Commission on Terrorist Attacks 2004, p. 334). In phase two of the war on 
terrorism, the Bush administration turned its attention to Iraq. In October 
2002, the president pointed to the “gathering threat” posed to the United 
States by Hussein. “The attacks of September the 11th showed our country 
that vast oceans no longer protect us from danger. Before that tragic date, 
we had only hints of al Qaeda’s plans and designs. Today in Iraq, we see a 
threat whose outlines are far more clearly defined, and whose consequences 
could be far more deadly.”2

Our purpose here is to explain the American public’s reaction to the 
Bush administration’s plans and policies on terrorism, with specialÂ€atten­
tion trained on whatever part may have been played by ethnocentrism. 
Going into this analysis, it seemed to us that terrorism would invite we-
theyÂ€thinking. To most Americans, the new adversaries they face in this 
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conÂ�flict are unfamiliar. They come from faraway, exotic places. Their lan­
guage, religion, customs, and sheer physical appearance: all of it is strange. 
As a consequence, Americans who are generally predisposed towardÂ€ethno­
centrism—who as a matter of habit divide the world into in-groups 
and out-groups, into communities of trust and communities of suspi­
cion—should be especially likely to lend their support to the new war on  
terrorism.

a m e r i c a n  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  w a r  o n  t e r r o r i s m

To see if this is so, we analyze national survey data supplied by the 2000–
2002 National Election Study (NES), conducted by the Center for Political 
Studies at the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan. 
The 2000–2002 NES Panel is beautifully designed for our purposes. Respon­
dents comprising a representative national sample of Americans of voting 
age were interviewed before and immediately after the 2000 election and re­
interviewed before and after the 2002 midterm elections. 3

The 2000 NES, carried out before 9/11, includes a wide array of standard 
measures of political predispositions, including ethnocentrism. One might 
say that in our analysis, ethnocentrism is assessed at a moment of compara­
tive innocence. In the fall of 2000, all that would shortly come—the hor­
rifying collapse of the Twin Towers, the dark gash into the Pentagon, the 
transformation of U.S. policy, a new and indefinite war on terrorism—was 
unimagined.

The 2002 NES was carried out after 9/11 and in an entirely altered context. 
Domestic security alerts issued by the Department of Homeland Security 
were now routine. American-led forces had swept the Taliban regime out 
of power in Afghanistan. Planning for war with Iraq was underway. Natu­
rally, the 2002 NES included an extensive set of questions relevant to this 
new world: questions on homeland security, the war against the Taliban, 
military involvement in Iraq, and more.

Together, then, the 2002 and the 2000 interviews provide just the kind 
of evidence our project requires. By analyzing the 2000–2002 NES Panel, 
we can see whether ethnocentrism, measured before 9/11, helps account for 
American attitudes toward the policies and events and authorities that have 
dominated national politics since.

For convenience, we classify measures of support for the war on terror­
ism present in the 2002 NES as falling into one of three categories. First are 
policies intended to make the country safe. All were included as part of a 
standard NES question battery on government spending. This battery pre­
sents a series of federal programs, asking respondents in each case whether, 
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if they had a say in making up the federal budget, spending should be in­
creased, decreased, or kept about the same. Included within a long series  
of government programs were four with high relevance for our project:  
(1) homeland security, (2) the war on terrorism, (3) tightening border secu­
rity to prevent illegal immigration, and (4) national defense.

Americans favored all four initiatives. The least popular among them was 
national defense, yet nearly 60 percent of Americans wanted the govern­
ment to spend more on defense and only about 7 percent wanted to spend 
less. And support goes up from there. Nearly two-thirds of Americans said 
spend more on homeland security; likewise for spending on the war on ter­
rorism; and 70 percent wanted to spend more on border security. In short, 
when asked whether the government should do more to make the country 
safe, Americans said yes.4

A second aspect of support has to do with military action. In a speech 
to the nation shortly after 9/11, President Bush warned the world that “any 
nation that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by 
the United States as a hostile regime.” The 2002 NES asked two questions 
on U.S. policy toward hostile nations. One looked to the past and asked 
whether the war against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan was worth the 
cost. Nearly 80 percent of Americans in the fall of 2002 said that they be­
lieved it was. The other question asked not for an assessment of the past but 
for advice about the future. After being reminded that President Bush and 
his top aides were discussing the possibility of taking military action against 
Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein from power, respondents were asked 
whether they favored or opposed military action against Iraq. On balance, 
Americans supported this move. Most—more than 80 percent—expressed 
an opinion, and of these, backers of the president’s policy outnumbered op­
ponents by better than two to one.5

Third and finally, we take up public support for the president. Perhaps it 
was inevitable that the war on terrorism would become the president’s war. 
The reasons are partly historical: 9/11 happened on President Bush’s watch. 
They are also practical: the command and control center of U.S. foreign pol­
icy resides within the White House. And they are also partly symbolic: the 
president is the single most visible and potent representation of the nation. 
In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, the public turned to the president for 
reassurance and consolation, and in the weeks and months that followed, 
for policies to insure the safety of the country. Several questions on presi­
dential performance were included in the 2002 NES, and all indicated sub­
stantial support for the president. More than 80 percent of the public said 
they approved of President Bush’s response to the terrorist attacks of Sep­
tember 11; more than 70 percent approved how he was handling the war on 
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terrorism; and nearly 70 percent gave their stamp of approval to George W. 
Bush’s overall performance as president.6

Taken all around, then, roughly one year after the terrorist attacks, 
the American public expressed considerable support for the war on ter­
rorism. The war was more popular in some quarters, of course, than in 
others. Some Americans said that federal spending for fighting terrorism 
should be cut back, or that we were spending too much on border control, 
or that the war against the Taliban was a mistake, or that President Bush 
was making a mess of things. More thought the opposite. And many Ameri­
cans took up positions in between. The question for us is what role, if any, 
does ethnocentrism play in explaining variation in support for the war on  
terrorism?

e s t i m a t i n g  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

To estimate the effect of ethnocentrism, our analysis must take into account 
other relevant considerations. As we learned in chapter 3, ethnocentrism is 
correlated with other political predispositions. This means we must do what 
we can to make sure, in our analysis, that we are not assigning an effect to 
ethnocentrism that really belongs to some other causal force. We are inter­
ested in the independent effect of ethnocentrism, other relevant consider­
ations held constant.

This is an altogether general problem, making trouble throughout the 
social sciences, not just in our project in particular. The solution is likewise 
general. The solution is multiple regression analysis—an analysis that takes 
into account other relevant considerations, other alternative explanations. 
As a matter of practice, in each chapter, for each domain of policy, we pre­
sent a “standard model,” a specification that captures the conventional wis­
dom about the primary ingredients that make up opinion in that domain. 
We really should say standard models. At this stage of development in pub­
lic opinion research, there is no such thing, in any domain, as the standard 
model. What we have on offer instead is a family of plausible models. To 
each such model we add a measure of ethnocentrism. Properly estimated, 
these models can tell us what we need to know: namely, whether the survey 
data we observe are consistent with the claim that ethnocentrism influences 
Americans’ support for the war on terrorism, and, if so, how large the ef­
fect of ethnocentrism is. This method is hardly foolproof—drawing causal 
inferences from nonexperimental data remains tricky business—but it is a 
highly useful tool, and using it deftly will move us much closer to where we 
want to be.

And so, as a practical matter, to make our empirical estimates of the im­
pact of ethnocentrism credible, our analysis includes explanations of sup­



Enemies Abroadâ•… 79

port for the war on terrorism in addition to ethnocentrism. Three such  
alternative explanations are especially plausible.

The first is partisanship. Most Americans think of themselves as Demo­
crats or Republicans. This attachment to party is a standing commitment, a 
“persistent adherence,” as the authors of The American Voter put it, one that 
profoundly influences how citizens see the world of politics:

To the average person, the affairs of government are remote and com­

plex, and yet the average citizen is asked periodically to formulate opinions 

about these affairs. . . . In this dilemma, having the party symbol stamped 

on certain candidates, certain issue positions, certain interpretations of re­

ality is of great psychological convenience. (Stokes 1966, pp. 126–27)

The war on terrorism has largely been the work of a Republican president, 
supported disproportionately by Republicans in Congress and Republican 
elites around the country, and we should see clear consequences of this in 
the thinking of ordinary Americans (Mueller 1973; Holsti 1996; A. Campbell 
et al. [1960] 1980, p. 146).7

Second is education. In the previous chapter, we showed that education 
and ethnocentrism are negatively correlated. We also know that education 
is often a powerful predictor of political opinion. Hence we need to add edu­
cation to our analysis here, for fear that we will otherwise attribute causal 
potency to ethnocentrism that really belongs to education.8

Third is perception of threat, on the prediction from realistic group con­
flict theory that support for waging war on anti-American terrorists should 
be proportionate to the severity of the threat that such terrorists appear to 
pose (e.g., Blumer 1958; Coser 1956; Sherif and Sherif [1953] 1966; Sumner 
[1906] 2002). We represent threat with a single question, asked as part of the 
2002 NES. The question assesses Americans’ estimation of the vulnerability 
of the United States to terrorist strikes:

How likely do you think it is that the U.S. will suffer an attack as serious as 

the one in New York and Washington some time in the next 12 months? 

Would you say very likely, somewhat likely, somewhat unlikely, or very 

unlikely?

Three features of this question are worth noting. First of all, it asks about 
imminent threat—the likelihood of an attack taking place within the next 
twelve months. Second, it asks about a serious strike—comparable in mag­
nitude to the attacks of 9/11. And third, it asks about threat to the nation—
whether the United States would suffer an attack. Defined in this fashion, 
many Americans took the threat posed by terrorism seriously: 19.2 percent 
said that it was very likely and another 47.7 percent said that it was some­
what likely that the country would suffer a calamitous attack some time in 
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the next twelve months. We expect such people to be among the most ar­
dent advocates of strong precautionary and preemptive action.9

Mathematically, the model can be written this way:

y* 	= x’b + e
		  = b0 + b1Ethnocentrism + b2Partisanship + b3Education + b4Threat + 

		  . . . + e
Pr(y = m) = Pr(tmâ•›−1 < y* < tm) = F(tm – x’b) – F(tmâ•›–1 – x’b)

In the expressions above, y refers to opinion on spending for homeland 
security, border control, and other matters discussed above (in our analysis, 
each issue is taken up separately). The term y* represents the unobserved 
latent variable in each case. That is, we assume that the opinion expressed 
on any particular question arises from a latent, continuous attitude, and 
that our survey questions segment this continuum as a series of ordered 
thresholds (y* falls into one of m categories). All of the opinion variables 
are coded such that higher values indicate more support for the war on  
terrorism.10

With one exception, the independent variables in the model are mea­
sured in the 2000 NES. (The exception is threat, which, of course, no one 
thought to include in the 2000 survey.)11 This means in particular thatÂ€ethno­
centrism is measured some two years before the opinions themselves 
are. This makes for a fair but difficult test. We are asking whether ethno­
centrism assessed in the fall of 2000 can explain support for policies—the  
Patriot Act, war in Afghanistan, a Homeland Security Department—that 
had not yet even been imagined. And it is a good test in that the panel design 
relieves some of the headache that normally accompanies causal inference 
from correlational data. Our analysis assumes that ethnocentrism causes sup­
portÂ€for the war on terrorism, not the other way around. MeasuringÂ€ethno­
centrismÂ€in 2000 and opinion in 2002 makes this assumption easier to  
swallow.12

Finally, in this analysis, ethnocentrism is a measure of in-group favorit­
ism over out-groups, based on responses to the battery of stereotypes pres­
ent in the 2000 NES—or E, as we called it in chapter 3. To create the mea­
sure, we simply followed the protocol spelled out there. We scored E to 
range from –1 to +1. A “perfect” score of +1 means that on each and every 
trait, “nearly all” members of the in-group are believed to be virtuous and 
“nearly all” members of all out-groups are believed to be virtue-less. A score 
of +1 represents an extreme form of ethnocentrism. A score of –1 is equally 
perfect, but in the opposite direction: –1 represents an upside-down world 
in which out-groups are seen as virtuous and in-groups as utterly without 
virtue. An overall score of 0, finally, indicates an absence of ethnocentrism: 
that, on average, in-group and out-groups are indistinguishable.13
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e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a n d  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  w a r  
o n  t e r r o r i s m

We present our results in a series of three tables. Table 4.1 summarizes the 
findings for policies designed to protect the homeland, table 4.2 does the 
same for military intervention, and table 4.3 summarizes the findings re­
garding support for President Bush. Each table is organized as an array of 
columns, with each column representing a distinct opinion measure, from 
spending more on the war on terrorism (in table 4.1) to evaluations of Presi­
dent Bush (in table 4.3). Each table displays ordered-probit coefficients, 
with standard errors underneath.14 Most important for our purposes is the 
first row of each table, which gives the coefficient associated with ethnocen­
trism. This coefficient reveals whether, as we predict, differences in ethno­
centrism are systematically related to differences in support for the war on 
terrorism, while holding other considerations—party identification, threat, 
and so on—constant.

The tables reveal that this is so. Americans who believe their own group 
to be superior are also inclined to say that we should be spending more on 
the war, on keeping our borders impregnable, and on building a strong na­
tional defense (table 4.1). They favor war with Iraq (table 4.2). They think 

t a b l e  4 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and support for the war on terrorism I:  

Protecting the homeland

Government spends more on:

War on Terror

Homeland  

security

Border  

control

National  

defense

Ethnocentrism 1.38*** 0.53 1.13*** 0.95***
0.46 0.46 0.35 0.31

Partisanship –0.54*** –0.38** –0.42*** –0.90***

0.18 0.19 0.14 0.13
Education –0.85*** 0.34 –0.52*** –0.21

0.26 0.28 0.19 0.18
Threat 0.73*** 0.37 0.48*** 0.36**

0.22 0.22 0.16 0.15
N 440 396 844 839

Effect of E 0.54®0.86 0.66®0.79 0.66®0.89 0.50®0.75

Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod­

els also control for political awareness, sex, race, and ethnicity.  Full results appear in the Web 

appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism 

from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of support for spending more on 

protecting the homeland (see text for details).

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.



t a b l e  4 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and support for the war on terrorism II: Going to war

Afghanistan worth it Support military action in Iraq

Ethnocentrism 0.00 0.65**

0.37 0.28

Partisanship –0.61*** –1.07***

0.17 0.11

Education 0.57** –0.58***

0.23 0.16

Threat –0.22 0.30**

0.19 0.14

N 895 899

Effect of E 0.82®0.82 0.42®0.60

Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod­

els also control for political awareness, sex, race, and ethnicity. Full results appear in the Web 

appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism 

from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of support for the war on terror­

ism (see text for details).

***p <0.01; **p <0.05; *p <0.10, two-tailed.

t a b l e  4 . 3 .  Ethnocentrism and support for the war on terrorism III:  

Backing the president

General performance War on terror Handling 9/11

Ethnocentrism 0.62** 0.76* 0.88** 

0.30 0.44 0.44 

Partisanship –1.80*** –0.83*** –0.96*** 

0.13 0.18 0.20 

Education –0.18 0.02 –0.72*** 

0.17 0.24 0.27 

Threat 0.09 0.08 –0.03 

0.14 0.20 0.22 

N 885 456 446

Effect of E 0.64®0.78 0.70®0.85 0.80®0.93

Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod­

els also control for political awareness, sex, race, ethnicity, and assessments of personal and na­

tional economic conditions. Full results appear in the Web appendix. The bottom row of the 

table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in 

the predicted probability of approving of the president (see text for details).

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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President Bush has been effective in responding to the terrorist attacks, and 
they give his presidency high marks in general (table 4.3).15

The coefficients on ethnocentrism and their respective standard errors 
tell us whether the effects of ethnocentrism are statistically distinguishable 
from zero, but they do not tell us anything about the magnitude of the ef­
fects. The values presented in the bottom row of tables 4.1 to 4.3 provide this 
information, by showing the effect of ethnocentrism, holding all else con­
stant, on the probability of supporting various aspects of the war on terror­
ism. These values are based on comparisons between two hypothetical indi­
viduals, alike in all respects except for their scores on ethnocentrism. In one 
case, the hypothetical individual scores at the low end of the normal range 
of ethnocentrism found in the American public (–0.1 on the E scale). In the 
other case, the hypothetical individual scores at the upper end of the normal 
range (0.6 on the E scale).16

Here’s an example of how to read these calculations. Table 4.1 indicates 
that when it comes to spending on the war on terrorism, a given individual 
with a low score on ethnocentrism has a predicted 0.54 probability of sup­
porting increased spending on the war on terrorism. In contrast, the identi­
cal individual with a high score on ethnocentrism has a 0.86 predicted prob­
ability. The shift in ethnocentrism from low to high yields a corresponding 
0.32 shift in the probability of support for a key element of the war on  
terrorism. As we can see throughout tables 4.1 to 4.3, the effect of eth­
nocentrism is not only statistically significant, but also substantively  
impressive.17

Across the three tables, the effect of ethnocentrism is significant and siz­
able in nearly all cases. The one exception has to do with the question of 
whether the war against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan was worth it, 
where ethnocentrism plays no role. Indeed, it fails utterly: the estimated ef­
fect is zero to nearly three decimal places (b1 = .001). The reason for this one 
failure is unclear, at least to us. Perhaps it has to do with theÂ�Â€overwhelming 
popularity of the policy. Perhaps the war against the Taliban played onÂ€ethno­
centrism in countervailing ways, appealing to ethnocentric Americans 
forÂ€reasons having to do with dramatic military intervention and forceful 
protection of the homeland, while simultaneously appealing to Americans 
who reject ethnocentrism for reasons having to do with liberating the Af­
ghanistan people from the oppressions practiced by the Taliban regime. Or 
perhaps ethnocentrism is called up more readily in judgments about the un­
certain future than in assessments of the completed and fixed past. It is hard 
to say exactly why ethnocentrism fails to predict opinion on this one item.

However this case is to be understood, it is important to recognize that 
it is an anomaly. The first set of empirical tests run overwhelmingly in the 
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expected direction. By this evidence, ethnocentrism plays a major role in 
motivating American support for the war on terrorism.

Ethnocentrism is not the whole story, of course, nor did we expect it to 
be. For example, Republicans and Democrats differ on virtually all aspects 
of the war on terrorism we examined, and the differences are often substan­
tial. Republicans were more likely than Democrats to say that we should 
spend more on the war on terrorism, on tightening up the nation’s borders, 
and on national defense. Republicans were more likely to see the war in  
Afghanistan as worth the cost and more likely to favor military intervention 
in Iraq. And they were—no surprise here—much more favorably impressed 
with George W. Bush’s performance as president.18

The public appeared to take other considerations into account as well,Â€al­
beit not so heavily nor so consistently. Better-educated AmericansÂ€wereÂ€more 
skeptical of policies designed to increase national security, more satisfied  
with the completed war against the Taliban, more wary of the pending  
war against Hussein, and more apt to be critical of the president’s response 
to 9/11. And Americans who were most worried about the country’s vulnera­
bility favored forceful measures, both to protect the nation—by spending 
more on homeland security or by controlling immigration—and to eliminate 
the terrorist threat—by going into Iraq to remove Hussein from power.19

Taken all around, our results suggest that American support for the war 
on terrorism is a reflection of not one thing but several: partisanship, edu­
cation, threat, and—especially—ethnocentrism.20

Ethnocentrism by Another Measure Works as Well

We have argued that the best way to measure ethnocentrism is through ste­
reotypes. Claims of in-group superiority are commonly expressed through 
stereotypes: that in-groups are generally smarter, more industrious, more 
trustworthy, and so on than are out-groups (M. Brewer and Campbell 1976). 
Our principal measure of ethnocentrism, the one we have relied on so far in 
our analysis of public support for the war on terrorism, is accordingly based 
on Americans’ beliefs about the characteristic traits of social groups—that 
is, on stereotypes.

As we argued in the previous chapter, an alternative and second-best 
measure of ethnocentrism can be fashioned out of the thermometer scale, 
which, as it happens, appears in the 2000 NES. There, Americans were asked 
to report their feelings toward a variety of social and political groups on a 
0–100 point thermometer, from very cold to very warm. Among the groups 
rated in this fashion were whites, blacks, Hispanic Americans, and Asian 
Americans. From these thermometer scale ratings, it is a simple matter to 
construct a measure of ethnocentrism that is parallel in form to the ste­
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reotype measure we have been using (and that, on theoretical grounds, we 
prefer).21

When we replaced the stereotype-based measure of ethnocentrism with 
the measure created out of thermometer scores and reran the analysis sum­
marized in tables 4.1 to 4.3, we found similar results. In particular, ethno­
centrism, measured now by thermometer score ratings, retains its role as an 
important determinant of American support for the war on terrorism. The 
effect of ethnocentrism is a bit attenuated compared to what we see with 
our first-choice measure, but the pattern is identical and the overall story 
much the same.22

This result—close replication across the two measures—is important 
first of all because it means that our results do not depend on any particular 
and perhaps idiosyncratic method of assessing ethnocentrism. It is impor­
tant in another way, too: replicated results here give us license to test ethno­
centrism in settings where the stereotype measure is unavailable, where we 
must rely on thermometer score ratings alone (an opportunity we exploit 
later in this chapter).

Ethnocentrism as In-Group Pride and Out-Group Hostility

We have stressed the point that ethnocentrism is prejudice in general, that it 
has to do both with in-groups and out-groups. To the extreme ethnocentric, 
the world appears divided sharply into “us” and “them.” Ethnocentrism en­
tails favoritism toward in-groups and animosity toward out-groups. If this 
is so—if as Daniel Levinson and his colleagues put it, ethnocentrism is re­
ally “prejudice, broadly conceived” (Adorno et al. 1950, p. 102)—then the 
effects of ethnocentrism on American support for the war on terrorism that 
we have documented so far should reflect in some measure both compo­
nents: both in-group favoritism and out-group hostility.

To test this idea, we repeated the analysis summarized in tables 4.1 to 4.3, 
but this time we broke the ethnocentrism scale into two components, the 
first having to do with the characteristics of the respondent’s own group, the 
second having to do with the characteristics of out-groups. For simplicity’s 
sake, only the coefficients of interest, for in-group pride and out-group hos­
tility, appear in table 4.4.23

We expect to see positive coefficients on the in-group pride component 
of ethnocentrism. Positive coefficients tell us that Americans who regard 
their own group as especially virtuous support the war on terrorism—and 
indeed, positive coefficients abound. Moreover, if our story is about ethno­
centrism and not just about nationalism or in-group pride, we expect toÂ€see 
negative coefficients on the out-group hostility component of ethnocen­
trism—meaning that Americans who regard other groups as especially 
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deficientÂ�Â€should support the war on terrorism. And negative coefficients 
appear as well. If anything, in-group favoritism seems a bit more important 
than out-group hostility, especially in support for the president. But more 
impressive is that both components play a role in American support for the 
war on terrorism. Moreover, since both variables are scaled from 0 to 1, the 
relative magnitude of the effects can be compared by examining the raw size 
of the coefficients—and in general, the effects are similarly sized. These re­
sults reinforce the idea that a key part of American support for the war on 
terrorism is ethnocentrism—not in-group pride alone, and not mere sus­
picion of out-groups—but prejudice, broadly conceived.

Ethnocentrism, Not Conservatism

Perhaps the effects we have attributed to ethnocentrism are actually due to 
forms of conservatism that are correlated with ethnocentrism but omitted 
from our standard model. As noted in chapter 3, ethnocentrism is corre­
lated (albeit mildly) with several varieties of contemporary American con­
servatism, implying that the effects we have so far assigned to ethnocentrism 
might really belong, at least in part, to conservatism.

Perhaps. But when we add various tried-and-true measures of conser­
vatism to the standard model—commitments to moral traditionalism and 
to limited government, opposition to equality, identification as a conser­
vative—the effect of ethnocentrism on American support for the war on 
terrorism barely changes. To take a representative example, with measures 
of all four varieties of conservatism added to the standard model, the esti­
mated effect of ethnocentrism on American support for greater spending 
on war on terrorism dips from 1.38 to 1.13. This is a decline all right, but a 
small one. Taking conservatism into account does nothing to alter our con­
clusion that American support for the war on terrorism arises importantly 
from ethnocentrism.24

Ethnocentrism, Not Authoritarianism

As we learned in chapter 1, Levinson and his colleagues argued that ethno­
centrism must be an expression of a unified and deep psychological force—
the authoritarian personality (Adorno et al. 1950). While their empirical 
conclusions have been largely discounted, we think their theoretical intui­
tions were right. By valuing uniformity and authority over autonomy and 
diversity, authoritarians may come “naturally” to ethnocentrism (Stenner 
2005). We expect authoritarianism and ethnocentrism to be correlated. 
Moreover, there are good reasons to suppose that authoritarianism might 
be an important factor in American opinion on terrorism. Authoritarians 
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are distinguished by their predisposition to submit to established authori­
ties and to support violence against targets sanctioned by such authorities  
(Adorno et al. 1950; Altemeyer 1981, 1996; Feldman and Stenner 1997; Stenner 
2005). If this is so, then authoritarians should be eager to enlist in the presi­
dent’s war on terrorism.

And so, we need to determine whether the story we are telling here about 
ethnocentrism should be recast as a story about authoritarianism. Fortu­
nately for this purpose, the 2000 NES included four questions designed to 
measure authoritarianism. Following Stenner and Feldman, the questions 
ask about the values most important for parents to emphasize in the raising 
of their children, with each question posing a choice between theÂ€authority 
of parents and the autonomy of children. The virtue of these questions is 
that they capture the conceptual core of authoritarianism while avoiding the 
problems that crippled the original measure.25

As expected, authoritarianism and ethnocentrism are positively corre­
lated (Pearson r = 0.22). This is consistent with the claim that authoritarian 
personalities find an ethnocentric worldview appealing, that ethnocentrism 
emerges, in part, from authoritarianism.

What happens, then, when this measure of authoritarianism is added 
to the standard model? It would hardly be surprising if it turned out that 
Americans who value authority and deference in family relationships are 
also inclined to close ranks behind their president. What would be surpris­
ing—and disastrous for the account we are developing here—is if the effects 
we have been attributing to ethnocentrism were to vanish once we take au­
thoritarianism into account.

This is not what happens. On the one hand, authoritarianism does have 
a significant role to play in public support for the war on terrorism. Ameri­
cans who claimed to prize obedience to authority in their homes were, as 
predicted, more enthusiastic about the war on terrorism: willing to spend 
more to keep the country safe; prepared to support military action against 
Hussein; and, in various ways, favorably inclined toward the president, the 
nation’s most visible and commanding authority figure. Authoritarianism 
is an important part of the story, especially in building support for the presi­
dent. But, on the other hand, adding authoritarianism diminishes the in­
dependent effect due to ethnocentrism only slightly. On every aspect of the 
effort against terrorism, the importance of ethnocentrism is maintained. 
Consider this altogether typical result: with authoritarianism added to the 
standard model, the estimated effect of ethnocentrism on American sup­
port for greater spending on national defense, given by b1, is 0.83 (se = 0.32). 
This is down, but only slightly, from the original estimate with authoritari­
anism omitted (b1 = 0.95, se = 0.31).26
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More generally, this analysis indicates that ethnocentrism and authori­
tarianism contribute independently to American support for the war against 
terror, and that ethnocentrism is the more important of the two. The essen­
tial lesson here is that holding constant the effects due to authoritarianism 
(and partisanship and education and threat and a series of additional con­
trols), American support for the war on terrorism arises significantly and 
substantially from ethnocentrism.

c o l d  w a r

Ethnocentrism seems to be a crucial source for the mobilization of popu­
lar support against the terrorist threat. This is an important result in and 
of itself, but we are after more. Does our account explain public support 
for confronting America’s enemies in other settings? What about the cold 
war?

Shortly after World War II, the Soviet Union moved to consolidate its 
control over Eastern Europe, orchestrating a communist coup in Czecho­
slovakia and instituting an economic and military blockade of Berlin. In 
his famous “long telegram” in 1946 and a Foreign Affairs essay a year later, 
George Kennan articulated an intellectual rationale for how the United 
States should deal with this new world power. According to Kennan, do­
mestic political considerations required that the Soviet Union find external 
adversaries. Under these circumstances, overtures of friendship from the 
United States would prove unavailing. Rather than cooperation, Kennan 
recommended “firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive ten­
dencies.” For the next fifty years, the primary adversary of the United States 
would be the Soviet Union, and for much of this period, Kennan’s advice of 
containment would be at the center of U.S. policy.

Enormous changes have taken place in U.S.-Soviet relations since Ken­
nan wrote his telegram—not least, the dissolution of the Soviet empire. 
Nevertheless, we expect that American attitudes toward the Soviet Union in 
the latter stages of the twentieth century will arise, in part, from ethnocen­
trism, on three grounds. First, even if ethnocentrism does not require ene­
mies, it does encourage the ready perception of enemies, the turning of dif­
ference into danger and threat. Second, intermittently over the decades, the 
Soviet Union has supplied plenty of reasons for Americans to worry about 
its intentions. And third, the cold war lends itself exquisitely to ethnocentric 
language and appeals, on both sides.

To see if ethnocentrism has a part to play in Americans’ warinessÂ€Â�toward 
the Soviet Union, we analyzed the 1988 NES, carried out during a thaw 
inÂ€U.Â�S.-Soviet relations. After a chilly Reykjavik summit meeting in 1986, 
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PresiÂ�dentÂ€Reagan and Premier Gorbachev continued, in a series of subse­
quent summits, to attempt to negotiate an agreement to limit each super­
power’s nuclear forces. Three questions included in the 1988 NES allow us to 
determine whether ethnocentrism dampens the American public’s interest 
in détente. The first question deals directly with Kennan’s doctrine of con­
tainment. In response to this question, more than two-thirds of Americans 
said that the United States should do everything in its power to prevent the 
spread of communism. A second question has to do with the proper ap­
proach the United States should take to the Soviet Union, distinguishing 
generally between accommodation and confrontation. In the fall of 1988, 
Americans were quite evenly divided between these two general options: 
32 percent chose getting tougher; 42 percent preferred cooperation; with 
the rest distributed in between. And on the third question, an overwhelm­
ing majority of Americans said that they approved of recent agreements 
between the United States and the Soviet Union designed to reduce each 
country’s stockpile of nuclear weapons.27

In this analysis, we assess ethnocentrism through thermometer score rat­
ings (E* rather than E) since the stereotype battery was not included in the 
1988 NES. In other respects, the analysis takes the usual form.28 The results 
appear in table 4.5. The table is organized in the standard way, as an array 
of columns, with each column representing one of the three measures of 
opinion: preventing the spread of communism on the left, accommodation 
versus confrontation in the middle of the table, and disapproval of arms 

t a b l e  4 . 5 .  Ethnocentrism and opposition to the Soviet Union

Prevent spread  

of communism

Tougher in dealings  

with Soviet Union

Disapprove of  

arms agreements

Ethnocentrism 0.72*** 0.53*** 0.36** 

0.14 0.14 0.16 

Partisanship –0.38*** –0.33*** –0.33*** 

0.09 0.09 0.10 

Education –0.76*** –0.41*** –0.40*** 

0.12 0.12 0.14

N 1472 1294 1436

Effect of E 0.63®0.79 0.23®0.35 0.08®0.13

Source: 1988 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod­

els also control for political awareness, sex, race, and ethnicity. Full results appear in the Web 

appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism 

from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of opposing the Soviet Union (see 

text for details).

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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agreements with the Soviets on the right. The coefficient in the first row re­
veals whether, as we expect, ethnocentrism predicts opposition to the Soviet 
Union, holding constant whatever effects might be due to party identifica­
tion, education, and other considerations.

As expected, ethnocentric Americans agree with the goal of prevent­
ing the spread of communism, they choose toughness over cooperation in 
U.S.-Soviet relations, and they are more likely to express skepticism toward 
arms control agreements reached between the United States and the Soviet 
Union. The effect of ethnocentrism is significant and sizable in each case, 
though it is especially sizable on containment.

In their intensive clinical investigations reported in The Authoritarian 
Personality (1950), Adorno and his colleagues found a core aspect of anti-
Semitism to be the fear of being overwhelmed, that Jews should be, in effect, 
quarantined lest their immorality contaminate or infect those around them. 
Something like that might be going on here; the question on containment 
refers to the “spread” of communism, as if it were a plague. More generally, 
if ethnocentrism is not the only ingredient in American opinion on policy 
toward communism—partisanship and education are part of the mix as 
well—it is certainly an important one.29

d e s e r t  s t o r m

Our third and final case returns us to the Middle East. On August 2, 1990, 
Iraqi troops poured across the border into Kuwait and quickly seized con­
trol of the country’s vital centers. In less than a week, Hussein was able to 
announce to the world that Kuwait belonged, or in the formulation he pre­
ferred, had rightfully been returned, to Iraq. President George H. W. Bush 
denounced the invasion, referring to it as a form of “naked aggression,” and 
pledged U.S. participation in an economic blockade of Iraq. He dispatched 
U.S. warships to the Persian Gulf and, several days later, announced that he 
was sending U.S. troops to Saudi Arabia to defend against potential Iraqi 
incursions there. Early in November, without clear evidence that the eco­
nomic sanctions were working and apprehensive that the international coa­
lition enforcing the economic blockade might unravel, Bush began to lay 
theÂ€groundwork for a military offensive. Following the midterm congres­
sional elections, the president announced a substantial increase in the U.S. 
military presence in the Middle East. By the end of the month, Bush suc­
ceeded in persuading the United Nations Security Council to authorize force 
against Hussein’s troops unless they withdrew from Kuwait by the fifteenth 
of January. On the home front, meanwhile, Bush’s impatience with eco­
nomic sanctions and his escalation of the military option provoked alarm 
and criticism from Democrats in Congress. Hearings began, followed by a 
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contentious floor debate. As the January 15 deadline approached, Congress 
voted, largely along partisan lines, to authorize the use of force. Promising 
that victory would establish “a new world order,” the president declared as 
the deadline expired that “the world could wait no longer.” On January 16, 
with no sign of Iraqi withdrawal, U.S. forces entered the war, first through 
a devastating aerial bombardment and then, five weeks later, in a massive 
ground assault. Iraqi troops broke and ran. In short order, a cease-fire was 
announced, sovereignty restored to Kuwait, and victory declared.

From the point of view of most Americans, by the end of February the 
Persian Gulf War—or Desert Storm, as the U.S. military called it—passed 
quickly into history. But while it was taking place, the war caught and held 
the American public’s attention. To what extent was the American public’s 
reaction to Desert Storm grounded in ethnocentrism?

We can find out by drawing on the well-timed 1990–1991–1992 NES 
Panel. As part of NES’s continuing study of congressional elections, per­
sonal interviews were completed with a national probability sample of 2000 
American citizens of voting age immediately following the 1990 national 
midterm elections. Most were questioned after President Bush announced 
increases in troop strength in the Middle East and before the congressional 
debate over the authorization of force. Nearly 1400 of these same respon­
dents were then reinterviewed in June and July 1991, as the dust of Desert 
Storm had begun to settle, and then again in the fall of 1992, both before and 
after the national elections.

As table 4.6 shows, ethnocentrically inclined Americans were more likely 
to report pride in the American triumph and much more likely to express 
anger toward Hussein.30 Ethnocentrism affected Americans’ views on policy 
as well (also shown in table 4.6). Ethnocentric Americans favored military 
intervention over diplomacy. They were more likely to say, after the fight­
ing was over, that we did the right thing in sending in troops. And they were 
more apt to express the wish that the war had been carried on to Baghdad to 
remove Hussein from power.31 Finally, when fighting began in the middle of 
January, public support for President Bush skyrocketed, and as the results 
in table 4.6 indicate, ethnocentrism was clearly implicated in the president’s 
gaudy approval numbers. In the summer of 1991, amid welcome home pa­
rades and an outpouring of national pride, the president’s support drew 
importantly on ethnocentrism—just as would be true for his son a decade 
later, in the aftermath of 9/11.32

r é s u m é  o f  r e s u l t s

By the evidence presented here, ethnocentrism figures importantly in how 
Americans think about their nation’s enemies. To grasp the magnitude of 
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f i g u r e  4 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and America’s enemies. Predicted probabilities with 95 percent 

confidence intervals. Estimates from tables 4.1–4.3, 4.5–4.6. Source: 1988 NES; 1990–1991–1992, 

2000–2002 NES Panels.

ethnocentrism’s effect across these three cases, we translated the tabled coef­
ficients presented so far into graphical form. Figure 4.1 does this for five rep­
resentative cases: spending more on the war on terrorism; taking military 
action against Iraq; approval of George W. Bush’s performance as presi­
dent; confrontation rather than cooperation vis-à-vis the Soviet Union; and 
carrying the war to Baghdad in 1991 to remove Hussein from power. Each 
graph depicts the predicted support for each of these five aspects of support 
for confronting America’s enemies as a consequence of variation in ethno­
centrism, holding constant other considerations.33

Figure 4.1 shows precisely how support for taking on American enemies 
gathers strength with increasing ethnocentrism. Take, as a typical example, 
the prospect of going to war with Iraq in the fall of 2002. Figure 4.1 indicates 



f i g u r e  4 . 1 .  (continuedâ•›)
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that across the normal range of ethnocentrism found in the American pub­
lic today (roughly speaking, from –0.1 to +0.6), the predicted probability 
of supporting military action against Iraq increases from 42 percent to over 
60 percent. The other graphs presented in figure 4.1 tell essentially the same 
story. Ethnocentrism, it would seem, plays an important part in marshalling 
American support for confronting enemies around the world.

a c t i v a t i o n  o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

Ethnocentrism is a deep, abiding, and perhaps irresistible human habit. But 
this does not mean that ethnocentrism is an inevitable and fixed feature of 
political life. The part played by ethnocentrism in politics is variable, con­
tingent on circumstance.

As we argued in chapter 2, this is so in part because of the dynamic na­
ture of politics. Issues and problems come and go, and they come and go 
rapidly. And while the range of topics that government might take up is 
unimaginably large, the carrying capacity of citizens (and institutions) is 
distinctly limited. At any single moment, only a few topics can become the 
center of a society’s attention. Moreover, only some of the issues and prob­
lems that command public attention lend themselves to ethnocentric think­
ing. In part this has to do with the distinct features of particular issues, but 
it also has to do with how issues are formulated in public discussion. The is­
sues and problems that animate politics are always complex and can always 
be understood in more than one way. Elites frame problems in particular 
ways, and such frames, insofar as they resonate with the public, may activate 
ethnocentrism or suppress it.

This account of activation may be plausible. It may be psychologically 
realistic. But is it (to a first approximation) true?

Our empirical tests of activation, here and in succeeding chapters, mainly 
take the form of opportunistic analysis of “natural experiments.” In poli­
tics, as in other domains of life, things change. Sometimes things change 
abruptly, dramatically, suddenly. And sometimes such changes have pre­
dictable implications. And finally, sometimes these implications can be 
tested because of the planned or more often serendipitous availability of 
relevant data. In short, the analysis of natural experiments takes advantage 
of the co-occurrence of a sudden change with the collection of information 
that allows a reasonably sharp empirical test. In this chapter we take advan­
tage of two natural experiments to probe our theory of activation: the ter­
rorist attack on the United States on September 11, 2001, paired up with the 
2000–2002 NES Panel; and the rapid mobilization and demobilization of 
public attention occasioned by Desert Storm, neatly bracketed by the 1990–
1991–1992 NES Panel.
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Before and after 9/11

If the importance of ethnocentrism to politics depends on circumstance, 
and circumstance has to do with how Americans apportion their attention 
and how they understand the issues of the day, then support for the war on 
terrorism in the immediate aftermath of 9/11 should serve as an exemplary 
case for the activation of ethnocentrism. First of all, the terrorist attacks on 
New York and Washington commanded and held public attention. This was 
no ordinary day. History was happening, and it was being broadcast live. 
Americans of different backgrounds and interests were all thinking about 
the same thing. September 11 served to concentrate the government’s atten­
tion as well. Priorities and policies shifted dramatically. The war on terror­
ism became and, at least for the first several years of the George W. Bush 
administration, largely remained the story.

Second, the war on terrorism lends itself just about perfectly to ethno­
centric thinking. The attack itself was carried out by a small number of 
radical foreign nationals, whose appearance, history, language, and reli­
gion were alien to most Americans. It was carried out on American soil 
(the homeland). Iconic representations of American power were destroyed. 
Thousands of innocent people perished. The attack was carefully, diaboli­
cally planned halfway around the world, and yet the motives behind it re­
mained, for most Americans, mysterious. The natural temptation to see 
this new war in we-they terms was reinforced by the frames that elites of­
fered up. Discussions of the war were saturated with language and symbols 
that emphasized a conflict between civilization and fanaticism. To the ma­
jor networks, it was “America” that was under attack and a “Nation” that 
was responding with heroism and resolve (Jamieson and Waldman 2002). 
“Either you are with us,” the president said to the nations of the world, “or 
you are with the terrorists.”

For reasons having to do with attention and understanding, then, we 
expect that ethnocentrism would be more important in Americans’ think­
ing about politics immediately following 9/11 than in the period running 
up to 9/11. We can test this claim in a relatively sharp way by analyzing 
the 2000–2002 NES Panel. Remember that this is a panel study: that is, the 
same people were interviewed in 2000 and in 2002. Thus, we can compare 
the potency of ethnocentrism on opinion on topics relevant to the war on 
terrorism that were asked both in the 2002 NES (after 9/11) and in the 2000 
NES (before 9/11). Three topics appeared in both waves: tighteningÂ€bor­
derÂ€security,Â€strengthening national defense, and supporting President 
Bush. Not surprisingly, American opinion on all three matters shifted no­
ticeably from the fall of 2000 to the fall of 2002. After 9/11, more Americans 
wanted to increase federal spending on border control to prevent illegal 
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immigration (70.0 percent versus 54.5 percent). Likewise, they wanted to 
increase spending on national defense (59.2 percent versus 42.9 percent).34 
And they evaluated President Bush much more favorably (an average rating 
of 66 on the 0–100 point thermometer scale in the fall of 2002 compared to 
a rating of 57 two years before).35

Our expectation is that in the post–9/11 world, ethnocentrism will shape 
these opinions more powerfully than in the pre–9/11 world. To test this ex­
pectation, we estimated the effect of ethnocentrism on opinions measured 
in 2000 (before 9/11) and then again for opinions on the same matters mea­
sured in 2002 (after 9/11). To make the comparison exact, we restricted this 
analysis to respondents who participated in both waves of the NES Panel, 
and we estimated the identical model in each instance. The results are pre­
sented in table 4.7.

As predicted, the impact of ethnocentrism is greater in the fall of 2002 
than it is in the fall of 2000—greater, that it is to say, immediately after 9/11 
than shortly before. This is true in all three cases. Either ethnocentrism is 

t a b l e  4 . 7 .  The effect of ethnocentrism on American support for the war on terrorism 

before and after 9/11

Tighten borders National defense Feelings toward Bush

2000 2002 2000 2002 2000 2002

Ethnocentrism 0.87*** 0.98*** 0.17 0.70** –0.11 0.53** 

0.32 0.36 0.30 0.31 0.26 0.26 

Partisanship –0.27** –0.33** –0.90*** –0.83*** –2.33*** –2.01*** 

0.13 0.14 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.12 

Education –0.45** –0.44** –0.47** –0.13 –0.17 –0.12 

0.19 0.21 0.18 0.19 0.16 0.16 

Authoritarianism 0.75*** 0.33* 0.27 0.31* 0.51*** 0.46*** 

0.17 0.19 0.17 0.17 0.14 0.15 

Religiosity –0.13 0.07 0.45*** 0.27* 0.69*** 0.53*** 

0.14 0.16 0.14 0.15 0.12 0.12 

National                            0.02 1.03*** 

â•… econ. eval.                             0.16 0.18 

Household                             –0.13 0.59*** 

â•… econ. eval.                             0.17 0.16 

N 812 812 820 820 848 848

Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod­

els also control for political awareness, sex, race, and ethnicity. Full results appear in the Web 

appendix.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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unimportant in 2000 and becomes important in 2002 in the cases of defense 
spending and support for the president; or, in the case of securing U.S. bor­
ders, ethnocentrism is important in 2000 and becomes even more impor­
tant in 2002.36

We predicted these results but were not at all sure we would find them. 
The test is hard. It requires that the relationship between ethnocentrism and 
opinion, measured two years apart, surpass the relationship between ethno­
centrism and opinion, measured in the same interview. All other things 
equal, the prediction would, of course, run the other way. And indeed, 
tableÂ�Â€4.7 shows that partisanship and authoritarianism show just this pat­
tern: each generally does a better job predicting opinion measured in 2000 
than in predicting opinion measured in 2002. When it comes to ethnocen­
trism, however, things look very different, a sign that the train of events that 
began on September 11 served to activate ethnocentrism among the Ameri­
can public.37

To illustrate the magnitude of activation, we calculated the probability 
of support for one case, increased defense spending, as a consequence of 
ethnocentrism, holding constant the effect due to other predispositions. 
We performed each calculation twice: first for opinion as measured in 2000 
and then for opinion as measured in 2002. The results are presented in fig­
ure 4.2. The difference in the slopes between the two paired lines—one for 
2000, the other for 2002—reflects the magnitude of activation provided 
by 9/11.38

Before, Right after, and Long after Desert Storm

Our second test of activation is provided by the overlap between the 
first Iraq war—Desert Storm, as it was often called—and the serendipi­
tously timed 1990–1991–1992 NES Panel. Earlier in this chapter we re­
ported that ethnocentrically inclined Americans generally supported Des­
ert Storm: they were more likely to report pride in the apparent victory 
and much more likely to express anger toward Hussein; favored mili­
tary intervention over diplomacy; were more likely to say, after the fight­
ing was over, that we did the right thing in sending in troops but that the 
war should have been carried on to Baghdad to remove Hussein from 
power; and they were more likely to support President George H. W. Bush  
enthusiastically.

All well and good—and all as expected. For according to our account of 
activation, the summer of 1991 would have furnished a congenial set of cir­
cumstances for ethnocentrism. In the first place, when fighting broke out 
in January, Americans turned on their televisions, and, as John Mueller  
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(1994) has shown, they kept them on. Americans were captivated and con­
sumed by the war. Second, as we suggested at the outset of the chapter, war 
lends itself readily to ethnocentric thinking. This habit was encouraged by 
U.S. leaders, including President Bush, who said on more than one occa­
sion that Hussein was not merely an enemy but evil incarnate; Hussein was 
worse, the president declared, than Hitler. And it was encouraged as well by 
Hussein’s dim-witted public relations performance. Shortly after the inva­
sion of Kuwait, in an apparent effort to win over the American public and 
forestall U.S. intervention, Hussein staged a televised meeting with a group 
of Western hostages, whose evident and extreme discomfort was not re­
lieved by Hussein referring to them as “guests.” As a propaganda machine, 
things went from bad to worse. “Hussein’s only adept accomplishment dur­
ing the whole crisis period,” according to Mueller, “was his consummate 
portrayal of the demon role” (1994, p. 41). For these reasons, the summer 
of 1991, in the immediate aftermath of Desert Storm’s triumphant conclu­
sion, should have produced, so to speak, an ethnocentric high point. A high 
point, though, compared to what?

Compared, on the one hand, to the fall of 1990, in the run-up to the 
war. In the 1990–1991–1992 NES Panel, those interviewed in the summer 
of 1991 were also questioned right after the 1990 national midterm elec­

f i g u r e  4 . 2 .  Activating ethnocentrism: the effect of ethnocentrism on American support 

for the increased defense spending, before and after 9/11. Predicted probabilities with 95 percent  

confidence intervals. Estimates from table 4.7. Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel.
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tions. Most were interviewed after President Bush announced increases in 
troop strength in the Middle East but before the congressional debate over 
the authorization of force. All were interviewed before it became clear that 
military intervention was probable and well before the actual fighting had 
begun. Taken all around, the conditions prevailing at the time of the first 
interview were decidedly less congenial to the activation of ethnocentrism 
than what was shortly to come.

And—perhaps this is the more interesting point—a high point also com­
pared to the fall of 1992, some eighteen months after the war’s end. For by 
the fall of 1992, the war was not only over, it was largely forgotten. After the 
welcome home parades, the American public’s attention turned away from 
the distant war to matters closer to home, especially to signs that the econ­
omy was faltering. As the presidential campaign got underway, President 
Bush did his best to remind voters of the glorious war—that Desert Storm 
had restored sovereignty to Kuwait, preempted Hussein’s effort to develop 
nuclear weapons, and destroyed Iraq’s ability to control oil prices. The mes­
sage failed to take. The war belonged to history (J. Mueller 1994).

In short, between the fall of 1990 and the fall of 1992, we expect to see a 
spike in the power of ethnocentrism: modest before the fighting, high im­
mediately after victory is declared, and subsiding as the war is forgotten. 
And that, by and large, is what we see.

These results are shown in table 4.8. They come from a panel study, re­
member, so we are examining the reactions of the same people assessed on 
three separate occasions: the fall of 1990, the summer of 1991, and the fall of 
1992. We can test the hypothesis that the impact of ethnocentrism will in­
crease between 1990 and 1991 with four distinct measures, and on each, as 
table 4.8 reveals, we find the effect of ethnocentrism is up, and up sharply. 
Activation holds on support for a military solution, sending the troops, 
strengthening defense, and approval of George Bush’s performance as presi­
dent. Roughly speaking, the effect of ethnocentrism doubles between 1990 
and 1991.39

Table 4.8 also shows that effect of ethnocentrism diminishes between the 
summer of 1991 and the fall of 1992, as the war faded from memory. The de­
cline coming out of Desert Storm is less dramatic than the increase going 
in, but it is still apparent on all four cases we can examine: sending troops to 
the Middle East, carrying the fight to Baghdad, strengthening defense, and 
supporting President George Bush.40

In addition to the strong support for our claim about the activation 
and deactivation of ethnocentrism, there is perhaps one other thing to 
take noticeÂ€of in table 4.8. As the importance of ethnocentrism for presi­
dential performance diminishes between 1991 and 1992, the importance of 
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votersâ•ŽÂ�Â€assessments of national economic conditions sharply increases.41 In 
these coefficients is written the tale of George Bush’s legendary—indeed 
Churchillian—fall. In the summer of 1991, President Bush was hailed as a 
national hero; eighteen months later, he was thrown out of office, his reelec­
tion bid decisively rejected.

Of course, the big lesson of this analysis, from our point of view, has to 
do with the activation—and deactivation—of ethnocentrism. To see this 
lesson more clearly, we summarize the relevant results in graphical form 
in figure 4.3. The curves marking the effect of ethnocentrism are close to 
horizontal in 1990 and 1992, and tilt upward sharply in 1991, a reflection, in 

t a b l e  4 . 8 .  The effect of ethnocentrism on American support for Desert Storm before, 

right after, and well after the fighting

Prefer military  

Solution

Sending troops  

the right thing

Should have carried  

the fighting to Baghdad

1990 1991 1992 1990 1991 1992 1990 1991 1992

Ethnocentrism 0.45 1.28*** N/A –0.07 0.52† 0.09 N/A 0.74*** 0.41 

0.34 0.41 0.30 0.35 0.33 0.28 0.27 

Partisanship –0.35** –1.12*** –0.59*** –0.75*** –0.84*** 0.07 0.23* 

0.17 0.18 0.15 0.18 0.18 0.13 0.13 

Education –0.11 –0.83*** 0.25 –0.10 –0.08 –0.61*** –0.39**

0.24 0.24 0.23 0.25 0.26 0.19 0.19 

N 621 621 704 704 704 801 801 

Strengthen defense Bush job approval

1990 1991 1992 1990 1991 1992

Ethnocentrism 0.37 0.67** 0.45 0.46* 0.99*** 0.82*** 

0.27 0.27 0.27 0.25 0.27 0.25 

Partisanship –0.77*** –0.71*** –0.73*** –1.28*** –1.35*** –1.32*** 

0.13 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.14 0.13 

Education –0.55*** –0.47*** –0.60*** –0.03 –0.33* 0.00 

0.18 0.18 0.18 0.18 0.19 0.18 

National 1.06*** 1.03*** 1.95*** 

â•… econ. eval. 0.22 0.21 0.20 

Household 0.23 0.56*** 0.44*** 

â•… econ. eval. 0.15 0.17 0.17 

N 602 602 602 736 736 736

Source: 1990–1991–1992 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Models 

also control for political awareness, sex, race, and ethnicity. Full results appear in the Web ap­

pendix. N/A indicates that the dependent variable was not available in that year of the survey.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10; † p < 0.15, two-tailed.
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our reading, of how rapidly public attention lurches from one preoccupa­
tion to the next.42

c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  i m p l i c a t i o n s

As expected, on the international scene, ethnocentrism encourages Ameri­
can support for war and confrontation: for the contemporary fight against 
terrorism; for the long struggle between the United States and the Soviet 
Union; and, a decade before al Qaeda became part of the nation’s vocabu­
lary, for military intervention against Iraq and Saddam Hussein. The effects 
of ethnocentrism are sizable. They hold up in stringent tests and across al­
ternative specifications. They cannot be accounted for by conservatism or 
by authoritarianism. And they are over and above the effects due to parti­
sanship, education, and other significant considerations.

Is this really surprising? If ethnocentrism is distrust of strangers, then 
war, terrorism, and global communism would seem to be easy cases.

There is probably something to this. Among others, E. O. Wilson (1978) 
has suggested that ethnocentrism and aggression are intimately related. 
Wilson argues that aggression is an innate predisposition; that under cer­
tain specifiable conditions, humans are biologically prepared to fight; and 

f i g u r e  4 . 3 .  Activating ethnocentrism: the effect of ethnocentrism on presidential approval 

before, right after, and well after the fighting. Predicted probabilities with 95 percent confi­

dence intervals. Estimates from table 4.8. Source: 1990–1991–1992 NES Panel.
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that such aggression is facilitated by an exaggerated allegiance to kin and 
fellow tribesmen (see 1978, pp. 111, 119).

From another point of view, however, the results presented here are sur­
prising. Keep in mind how we have measured ethnocentrism. We readily 
concede that it would be unsurprising and quite uninformative if Americans 
who thought terrorists dangerous lined up in support of PresidentÂ�Â€GeorgeÂ€W. 
Bush’s war. That’s not what we have shown here. We have shown, instead, 
that Americans who are unimpressed with the character and capacity of 
their fellow Americans—white, black, Hispanic, and Asian—are most en­
thusiastic about a war on terrorism. Again, it is those Americans who regard 
their own racial or ethnic group to be superior to other American racial and 
ethnic groups who favored confrontation over cooperation with the Soviet 
Union and who were especially angry at Hussein and especially prepared to 
carry the war to Baghdad. And so on. What is informative about these re­
sults is that support for war and confrontation arises not from an aversion 
to Arabs or to Islamic fundamentalists but from a general aversion; from 
prejudice, broadly conceived; and from not just out-group hostility, but 
also from in-group pride—in a word, from ethnocentrism.

Our purpose here has been to begin to make the case both that ethno­
centrism is of general importance to understanding public opinion and that 
the magnitude of ethnocentrism’s effect depends in a systematic and intelli­
gible way on circumstances. Ethnocentrism generally predisposes Ameri­
cans toÂ€favor war and confrontation over diplomacy and cooperation, but 
this effect becomes especially important under certain circumstances: at 
moments when the public’s attention is concentrated, not scattered; and 
when the few issues that command public attention lend themselves to we-
they thinking. So it was in the aftermath of 9/11; and so it was, for a brief 
time, after Desert Storm.

The promise of ethnocentrism as an explanation resides in its long reach. 
It could even be said that the claim of ethnocentrism requires explanatory 
power across cases. Onward, then, to additional cases. Next we take up hu­
manitarian aspects of U.S. foreign policy. Just as ethnocentrism under­
pins American support for war and confrontation, so may it interfere with 
American concern for other nations and peoples.



c h a p t e r  5

America First

In the spring and early summer of 1994, in the Republic of Rwanda, nearly 
a million people were massacred. Though carried out principally by ma-
chete, the Rwandan genocide represented the most efficient mass killing 
since Hiroshima and Nagasaki. To prevent these horrific events, the U.S. 
government did—nothing. Early warnings of imminent mass violence were 
ignored. Urgent requests from the Belgian peace-keeping contingent for re-
inforcements were denied. After the massacres began, no U.S. troops were 
sent to stop the slaughter. Indeed, not a single meeting of senior U.S. for-
eign policy advisers was even convened. In the meantime, one-tenth of the 
population of Rwanda was erased from the earth.1

Some years later, President Bill Clinton would refer to inaction in the 
face of the Rwandan genocide as his administration’s worst mistake. On a 
visit to Rwanda in 1998, the president offered an apology of sorts:

We in the United States and the world community did not do as much as 

we could have and should have done to try to limit what occurred. It may 

seem strange to you here, but all over the world there were people like me 

sitting in offices, day after day after day, who did not fully appreciate the 

depth and speed with which you were being engulfed by this unimaginÂ�able 

terror.2

In chapter 4 we learned that ethnocentrism plays an important part in 
generating American support for confronting U.S. adversaries around the 
world. Here we address a complementary proposition: that ethnocentrism 
plays an important part in generating American indifference to the troubles 
suffered by those who happen to live outside U.S. borders.

It could be said that our business here is to pursue a conjecture offered 
up by Adam Smith in The Theory of Moral Sentiments. Writing in the mid-
dle of the eighteenth century on the obligations of duty, Smith invites us 
to imagine the reaction of an educated and cultivated European to the 
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news that the entire Chinese empire had been swallowed by a catastrophic  
earthquake:

He would, I imagine, first of all, express very strongly his sorrow for the 

misfortune of that unhappy people, he would make many melancholy re-

flections upon the precariousness of human life, and the vanity of all the la-

bours of man, which could thus be annihilated in a moment. . . . And when 

all this fine philosophy was over, when all these humane sentiments had 

been once fairly expressed, he would pursue his business or his pleasure, 

take his repose or his diversion, with the same ease and tranquility, as if no 

such accident had happened. The most frivolous disaster which could befal 

himself would occasion a more real disturbance. If he was to lose his little 

finger to-morrow, he would not sleep tonight; but, provided he never saw 

them, he will snore with the more profound security over a hundred mil-

lion of his brethren, and the destruction of that immense multitude seems 

plainly an object less interesting to him, than this paltry misfortune of his 

own. ([1759] 1817, p. 215)

So it seemed to Smith in a very different time, and so it seems to us, by 
and large, today. To Smith’s conjecture we add this: the proposition that in 
the face of great calamity taking place elsewhere, it is the relatively ethno-
centric who sleep the soundest.

We will investigate the empirical merit of this hypothesis in several do-
mains. First we will consider the part played by ethnocentrism in American 
attitudes toward foreign aid in general. Next we will take up three concrete 
instances of foreign assistance: technical and economic help to the coun-
tries of Eastern Europe struggling toward democracy after the demise of 
the Soviet Union, economic sanctions imposed on South Africa intended 
to lighten the oppressions of apartheid, and military assistance to the con-
tras in Nicaragua in their effort to overthrow the Sandinista regime. Third, 
we will determine the extent to which ethnocentrism encourages indiffer-
ence to the horrors of wars waged on foreign soil. Finally, we will conduct 
a test of activation, contrasting American opposition to foreign aid before 
and after 9/11.

f o r e i g n  a i d  i n  g e n e r a l

Americans are philosophically conservative but programmatically liberal. 
They complain about government in the abstract, but they tend to support 
government programs in particular (Free and Cantril 1967). By overwhelm-
ing margins, Americans want government to do more on education, health, 
the environment, public safety, highways and bridges. On and on it goes. 
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Such programmatic liberalism is impressive in magnitude and range. But it 
does not extend to foreign aid.

For example, of the twenty-one government programs asked about in 
the 2002 National Election Study (NES), foreign aid attracted the least  
support of all. Just 10 percent of Americans said that government spend-
ing on foreign aid should be increased; nearly 50 percent recommended 
that spending be cut. There is, moreover, nothing new in this. Figure 5.1 
shows that as far back as we can trace public opinion, American support 
for foreign aid has been feeble—both in absolute terms and in comparison 
to other government initiatives. Americans favor spending more on heath, 
education, and the environment, but such generosity evaporates when it 
comes to providing help to other nations. Opposition to foreign aid is sub-
stantial and tenacious. We expect this opposition derives, at least in part, 
from ethnocentrism.3

To determine if this is so, we estimate the effect of ethnocentrism on 
opinion on foreign aid, using the standard model we introduced in the  
last chapter. These results are presented in table 5.1. Here we are predict-
ing opposition to foreign aid in general, as expressed in the fall of 2002,  
from ethnocentrism measured in 2000, holding constant other relevant 

f i g u r e  5 . 1 .  American support for government programs (health, education, environment) 

and foreign aid, 1973–2004. Lowess-smoothed values, based on weighted means. Source: 1972–

2004 GSS.
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considerations (partisanship, education, political awareness, sex, race, and 
ethnicity).4 We expected ethnocentrism to undermine support for foreign 
aid, and it does.

The effect shown in table 5.1 withstands alternative model specifications. 
For example, the effect of ethnocentrism on opposition to foreign aid is un-
diminished if we add a measure of belief in limited government to the stan-
dard model. Where government intrudes, waste and inefficiency are sure to 
follow—or so many Americans believe. Those who think that limited gov-
ernment is best might be inclined to suspect that foreign aid rarely reaches 
those who actually need it. Plausible enough, and when we add to our anal-
ysis a high-performing measure of limited government, this expectation is 
born out: believing in limited government works against support for foreign 
aid. It does so, however, without cutting into the effect due to ethnocen-
trism—indeed, if anything, the estimated effect of ethnocentrism increases 
a bit when limited government is taken into account.

The powerful role ethnocentrism appears to play in undercutting sup-
port for foreign aid is likewise undiminished when we take into account be-
liefs about equality. One might expect that a commitment to egalitarianism 
would encourage generosity in foreign aid. When we added a measure of 
equality to our standard model, this expectation is confirmed, but whether 

t a b l e  5 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and American opposition to 

foreign aid in general

Foreign aid  

in general

Ethnocentrism 0.69** 
0.29 

Partisanship –0.29** 
0.12 

Education –0.38** 
0.17 

N 847
Effect of E 0.37®0.57

Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coeffi-

cient with standard errors below. Models also control for 

political awareness, sex, race, and ethnicity. Full results  

appear in the Web appendix. The bottom row of the table  

gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism 

from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probabil-

ity of supporting decreased spending on foreign aid (see 

text for details).

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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we take belief in equality into account in our analysis makes no difference to 
our finding that opposition to foreign aid stems in an important way from 
ethnocentrism.5

How important? One way to answer this question is to rely on the stan-
dard model to generate predicted probabilities of cutting foreign aid as a 
function of variation in ethnocentrism. Following this procedure (spelled 
out in more detail in the previous chapter), we find that Americans who 
score low on the ethnocentrism scale are expected to be quite unlikely to fa-
vor cutting foreign aid: their predicted probability of supporting decreased 
spending on foreign aid is about 0.37. By contrast, those scoring high on 
ethnocentrism are quite likely to favor cuts: their predicted probability is 
0.57. Thus, with other considerations held constant, a shift in ethnocentrism 
across the natural range is associated with a 0.20 increase in the probability 
of support for reducing foreign aid—a substantial effect.6

f o r e i g n  a i d  i n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r

What about foreign aid in the particular? Next we take up three distinct, im-
portant, and concrete cases of foreign aid: economic assistance to Eastern 
Europe, diplomatic and economic pressure on South Africa, and military 
help to the contras in Nicaragua.

Eastern Europe

A new policy question for the United States emerged from the astonish-
ing run of events that brought an unanticipated and rapid end to the So-
viet Union. Mikhail Gorbachev opened up Soviet society (“glasnost”), at-
tempted to transform the USSR’s economy (“perestroika”), and embarked 
on a series of summit meetings with President Ronald Reagan to reduce 
each superpower’s stock of nuclear weapons. In late fall of 1989, the Berlin 
Wall came down. Shortly thereafter, the separate republics that had com-
prised the Soviet Union, led by Lithuania and other Baltic states, began 
to declare their independence from Moscow. On December 15, 1991, Gor-
bachev formally dissolved the Soviet Union.

The end of the Soviet empire gave rise to the new nations of Eastern Eu-
rope, struggling with varying conviction and success to establish democratic 
governments and market economies. And this development, in turn, gave 
rise to a new policy question: would the United States help?

For this purpose, the 1990–1991–1992 NES Panel is very nicely timed, 
and, conveniently for our purposes, the NES Panel carried a pair of rel-
evant policy questions. The first question appeared in the 1991 interview 
and asked whether the United States should give economic assistance to 
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those countries in Eastern Europe that had turned toward democracy. Put 
this way, foreign aid was actually quite popular. A majority of Americans—
57.2 percent—supported a policy of providing economic assistance to East-
ern European countries struggling toward democracy; just 42.8 percent 
opposed it. No doubt the reference to democratic aspirations in the sur-
vey question is responsible, at least in part, for this relatively warm recep-
tion. The second relevant question, which appeared on the 1992 interview, 
asked about U.S. assistance to the countries of the former Soviet Union. 
Presented this way, with no reference to democratization, foreign aid drew 
much less support: just 15.6 percent wanted to increase spending on coun-
tries of the former Soviet Union, 40.9 percent elected to keep spending the 
same, and a plurality—43.5 percent—said that the United States should cut  
spending.7

Can Americans’ views on foreign aid to Eastern European be explained, 
at least in part, by ethnocentrism? Yes. As shown in figure 5.2, ethnocentric 
Americans are reluctant to help Eastern European countries move toward 
democracy, and they think the United States should give less to countries of 
the former Soviet Union.8

The effects are significant and sizable in both instances, though notice 
that the effect of ethnocentrism is more sizable in the latter case than the 
former (as shown by the sharper slope of the line). The latter refers to help 
for countries “of the former Soviet Union”; the former refers to help for 
countries that “have turned toward democracy.” From an American point 
of view, the Soviet Union and democracy are powerful symbols. The ques-
tion about countries of “the former Soviet Union” suggests difference and 
danger. The question about countries that have “turned toward democracy” 
implies sameness and virtue. Perhaps it should not surprise us that ethno-
centrism is engaged more by one than by the other.

South Africa

Apartheid came to South Africa in 1948, with the electoral triumph of the 
Nationalist Party and its promise to protect the embattled white minor-
ity against the svart gevaar—the “black menace.” After 1948, South Africa 
designed and implemented as comprehensive and thoroughgoing a racist  
regime as the world has seen. The population was partitioned into clear  
biological racial categories (white, colored, Indian, and African). Laws  
were passed that made marriage and sexual relations across racial lines  
illegal. Voting rights of colored and African people were eliminated. Seg-
regation was widely and strictly enforced. Schools, buses, restaurants, ho-
tels, universities, elevators: all were to be kept racially pure. Africans were  
herded into overcrowded and resource-poor territories; colored and Indian 



f i g u r e  5 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and American opposition to assistance for Eastern Europe.  

Predicted probabilities with 95 percent confidence intervals. Estimation results appear in the 

Web appendix. Source: 1990–1991–1992 NES Panel.
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populations were pushed into segregated townships. Protest and challenge 
were met by a well-trained and heavily equipped police force and, when nec-
essary, by the most powerful and disciplined military in all of sub-Saharan  
Africa.

The dismantling of this entrenched system of oppression required the 
rise of brave movements of liberation within South Africa. It also required 
transformations in the outside world. Instead of military assistance and eco-
nomic aid, by the 1970s the South African regime began to attract moral 
condemnation and talk of sanctions. In the United States, protest against 
apartheid gained momentum. In the mid-1980s, thousands of Americans—
clergy, trade unionists, students, civil rights leaders, and even, occasionally, 
members of Congress—were arrested while picketing South African con-
sulates. American universities began to sell their investments in companies 
that did business with South Africa, and some large American corporations 
began to withdraw from their South African enterprises. Economic sanc-
tions against South Africa to speed up reform of apartheid began to be dis-
cussed in the U.S. Congress. In the fall of 1986, as the South African govern-
ment declared a national emergency and attempted to reestablish control 
over the homeland territories and townships, Congress passed, over Presi-
dent Reagan’s veto, the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act. The act banned 
new investments and bank loans, ended air links between South Africa and 
the United States, prohibited a range of South African imports, and threat-
ened to cut off military assistance to allies suspected of breaching the inter-
national arms embargo then in place against South Africa.9

It is against this background of change and turmoil that we pick up the 
analysis of the relationship between ethnocentrism and apartheid. Did eth-
nocentrism, as we expect, impede support for imposing sanctions on South 
Africa?

To answer this question we examine opinion in response to a pair of 
policy questions. The first question, which appeared on the 1988 NES, asks 
whether the United States should apply economic sanctions to pressure the 
South African government to change its racial laws. Of those who claimed 
to have an opinion, most favored the application of sanctions—58.6 percent 
did so, and most of these strongly favored sanctions. The second question, 
present two years later in the 1990 NES, took notice of shifts in U.S. policy 
and changes within South Africa. It asked whether the United States should 
increase sanctions to pressure South Africa to make further changes. As be-
fore, the balance of opinion favored pressure on apartheid: 43.2 percent 
supported increasing sanctions; 27.6 percent said that sanctions should be  
reduced; the remainder, some 29.2 percent, supported the status quo.10

Two features of opinion on apartheid are noteworthy. First is the substan-
tial number of refusals. Many Americans said, when asked for their opinion 
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on sanctions against South Africa, that they had no opinion, that they had 
not thought enough about the issue. In 1988, 60.2 percent of the sample ad-
mitted that they had no opinion on sanctions; 34.1 percent did so in 1990.

In some ways this is just a reminder, if we needed it, of the normally sub-
ordinate place of politics in everyday life. This may be especially so for the 
affairs of distant lands. It is as Adam Smith imagined: when “educated and 
cultivated” people turn their mind to apartheid, they may well feel sorrow 
and sympathy. They see that it is a catastrophe—in this case, man-made. 
But then they turn their attention back to their own urgent affairs. As for 
what the United States should do about racial oppression in South Africa, 
they really could not say.

A second feature, perhaps even less surprising, is that among those who 
do have an opinion, very large racial differences emerge. While whites were 
evenly divided on the question of sanctions, blacks favored sanctions over-
whelmingly. In 1988, 52.6 percent of whites who took a position favored im-
posing economic sanctions on the South African government; 35.0 percent 
favored increasing U.S. sanctions to press for further changes in South Af-
rica in 1990. The corresponding percentages for black Americans were 89.7 
percent and 76.6 percent, respectively. If not quite unanimous, black sup-
port for sanctions was nearly so.11

Our analysis must take both these features—many refusals, huge racial 
differences—into account. First of all, in recognition of the racial divide 
in opinion, we analyze blacks and nonblacks separately. Because we have 
relatively few black cases to analyze and because black Americans support 
sanctions overwhelmingly, we cannot take this part of the analysis very far. 
Indeed, for the most part, we must set black Americans to one side. Before 
we do so, however, we should say that in the rudimentary analysis we were 
able to carry out, there are strong hints that on the issue of racial apartheid, 
ethnocentrism operates very differently among black Americans compared 
to nonblacks.

The general proposition we are testing in this chapter is that ethno-
centrism encourages the view of “America first.” Ethnocentrism, we say, 
breeds skepticism if not outright hostility among Americans toward poli-
cies designed to help those in other lands. We have already presented em-
pirical support for this proposition, and there is more still to come. But for 
black Americans contemplating assistance to those oppressed by apartheid, 
the relationship reverses. Ethnocentric African Americans favor sanctions. 
Black Americans who think their own racial group superior to others are 
more likely to say that the United States should press harder for progressive 
change in South Africa. This is the first case of what we might call ethno-
centrism in the service of a liberal cause. It is unusual but not unique, as we 
will see in subsequent chapters.12
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Setting these results to one side, how does the general proposition fare 
among the rest of the American population? We are actually interested here 
in two aspects of opinion: not just what people think about sanctions and 
South Africa, but also whether they express an opinion at all. As we have 
noted, on the question of increasing sanctions applied to South Africa, only 
about two-thirds of the public express an opinion. No doubt some of this 
is a straightforward expression of ignorance. Some people know little or 
nothing about life in South Africa, and some who do may be clueless about 
the meaning or efficacy of economic sanctions. But there also may be some-
thing happening here that has to do with ethnocentrism and with the nature 
of the issue under examination.

If ethnocentrism breeds an indifference to the suffering of others, then 
the relatively ethnocentric might be more likely to say they have no opin-
ion in this case. The issue is not important enough, the suffering is not 
our suffering enough, to motivate the attention and rumination required 
to form an opinion. What we need, then, is a systematic analysis of who 
has an opinion on sanctions and who does not. The purpose here is to dis-
cover the extent to which no opinion on South Africa is simply and entirely 
a straightforward reflection of a more general withdrawal from political life, 
or whether ethnocentrism might also be involved.

It turns out that expressing a position on whether the United States 
should impose (or increase) sanctions on the South African government is, 
in large part, straightforward. Those who know more about politics, who 
are better educated, who talk about politics with their friends and family, 
and who know their way around ideological terminology are much more 
likely to report an opinion. But this is not the whole story. Our analysis 
also reveals significant effects of ethnocentrism on expressing an opinion, 
in both years, and in the predicted direction. Those who score high on the 
ethnocentrism scale are significantly more likely to say they have no opin-
ion on sanctions than are those who score low. The results from the 1990 
NES appear in figure 5.3. As predicted, ethnocentrism seems to breed indif-
ference to the suffering of others.13

We are equally interested, of course, in the effect of ethnocentrism on 
the direction of American opinion on sanctions, among those who took a 
position. On both occasions we find a statistically significant, positive, and 
substantial relationship. In the fall of 1988, ethnocentric Americans are in-
clined against imposing economic sanctions on South Africa. In the fall of 
1990, they are inclined against increasing sanctions (the 1990 findings are 
summarized in figure 5.3).14

In short, ethnocentrism affects opinion in this domain of policy in two 
ways: first, ethnocentrism works against knowing (or caring) enough about 
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faraway troubles to form an opinion in the first place; and second, among 
those who do form an opinion, ethnocentrism works to marshal opposition 
against extending help.15

Central America

In 1979, in the small Central American country of Nicaragua, the dictator-
ship of Anastasio Somoza was overthrown by a Marxist-led movement, the 
Sandinistas. At first, the Carter administration provided assistance to the 
fledgling government, but when it was revealed that the Sandinista regime 
was supplying military aid to the Marxist guerillas fighting the American-
supported government in El Salvador, Carter immediately suspended all 
assistance.

This attitude hardened considerably under the Reagan presidency. Rea-
gan and his advisers were reluctant to commit U.S. troops in the effort, but 
in other respects threw their support to the Sandinista opposition, the con-
tras, as they were called. In Reagan’s view, the Nicaraguan contras were free-
dom fighters, noble peasants struggling against communist tyranny. They 
were, in Reagan’s words, “the moral equivalent of our Founding Fathers 

f i g u r e  5 . 3 .  Ethnocentrism and American opposition to economic sanctions against South 

Africa, 1990. Predicted probabilities. Estimation results appear in the Web appendix. Source: 

1990–1991–1992 NES Panel.
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and the brave men and women of the French Resistance.” In a televised ad-
dress to the nation in March 1984, the president argued strongly for their 
cause. He called the Sandinista regime “a communist reign of terror” and 
went on to assert:

If the Soviet Union can aid and abet subversion in our hemisphere, then the 

United States has a legal right and moral duty to help resist it. This is not 

only in our strategic interests; it is morally right. It would be profoundly 

immoral to let peace-loving friends depending on our help be overwhelmed 

by brute force if we have any capacity to prevent it.16

Congress did not always agree. Support nevertheless continued to flow 
to the contras—covertly, by presidential authorization without congressio-
nal knowledge, and indirectly, by solicitation of assistance from other coun-
tries, notably Saudi Arabia.

This policy blew up in the president’s face when it was revealed, in No-
vember 1986, that weapons had been sold to the Iranian government in the 
hope—unrealized, as things turned out—that Iran would be able to effect 
the release of American hostages held in Lebanon, and that some of the 
proceeds from this transaction—the Iranians had been overcharged for the 
weapons—had been diverted to the contras, in defiance of congressional leg-
islation expressly forbidding assistance to the contras. The press had a field 
day. John Poindexter, the president’s national security adviser, resigned; 
Oliver North, a member of Poindexter’s staff and the chief operational offi-
cer behind these maneuvers, was fired; and the president’s popularity plum-
meted. The Iran-contra affair, as it was called, became Reagan’s gravest crisis. 
Although the Tower Commission eventually concluded that the president 
knew nothing of the diversion of funds to the contras, its report, released 
in the spring of 1987, did Reagan no favors, for it portrayed him, toward  
the end of his presidency, as confused, out of touch, and ineffective.

From the point of view of ethnocentrism, support for the contras is com-
plicated. On the one hand, as we have seen in this chapter, ethnocentrism 
motivates opposition to foreign aid—in general and in concrete instances. 
On this ground alone, the relatively ethnocentric should oppose aid to the 
contras. On the other hand, as we saw in the preceding chapter, ethnocen-
trism also motivates support for fighting enemies—and no enemy loomed 
larger in the second half of the twentieth century to American eyes than the 
Soviet Union and communism. We learned in chapter 4 that ethnocentric 
Americans were disproportionately inclined to choose toughness over co-
operation in U.S.-Soviet relations; more likely to express skepticism toward 
arms control agreements reached between the United States and the Soviet 
Union; and, especially relevant here, more apt to agree that the spread of 
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communism must be stopped. On this ground alone, the relatively ethno-
centric should support aid to the contras in their struggle against the Soviet-
supported, avowedly Marxist Sandinista regime.

Americans predisposed to ethnocentrism may have been caught in a di-
lemma by the plight of the Nicaraguan contras. Do they say no to foreign 
aid? Or do they say yes to containing the communist menace? They cannot 
have it both ways.

We can explore this dilemma (and determine if it was, indeed, a di-
lemma) by analyzing the 1988 NES, which carried a question on the con-
tras. Not surprisingly, in the fall of 1988, after the Iran-contra revelations 
and the damage done to the Reagan administration, aid to the contras was 
very unpopular: 60 percent of Americans interviewed in the 1988 NES said 
that assistance to the contras should be cut back or eliminated entirely; only 
12 percent argued for an increase.17

When we apply our standard model to opinion on contra aid, we find no 
effect of ethnocentrism. The estimate is utterly zero (b1 = –0.02, se = 0.15). 
This is as it should be. If ethnocentrism supplies compelling reasons to sup-
port the contras and to oppose them, then we should not have expected to 
find an effect of ethnocentrism.18 We do expect that ethnocentrism will af-
fect public opinion on aid to the contras—but not opinion direction (being 
for or against aid), but rather opinion ambivalence (cycling between favor-
ing and opposing aid).

To test for ambivalence, we turned to the heteroscedastic probit model. 
Heteroscedastic probit enables us to estimate simultaneously the effect of 
ethnocentrism on the direction of opinion (which we expect to be zero) and 
on the variance of opinion (which we expect to be positive). Here variance is 
taken as a sign of ambivalence (Alvarez and Brehm 2002). As ethnocentrism 
increases, we expect ambivalence to increase correspondingly.

The results, presented in table 5.2, lend some support to this hypothesis. 
The table displays the results from three different specifications, and gives 
the findings both for direction of opinion (in the top panel) and for the 
variance of opinion (bottom panel). As the table shows, ethnocentrism fails  
completely to predict the direction of opinion on aid to the contras. This 
holds in all three specifications and confirms what we found with the standard 
model. Ethnocentrism does predict ambivalence, however. As we expected, 
ambivalence (variance) increases with ethnocentrism. This holds in all three 
specifications as well, though the relationship is decisively significant in just 
one. Taken all together, these results suggest that the prospect of supplying 
assistance to the Nicaraguan contras in their struggle against communism 
places Americans predisposed to ethnocentrism in a dilemma, caught be-
tween wanting to say no to foreign aid and yes to containing communism.19



t a b l e  5 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and ambivalence toward the contras

Direction of opinion [1] [2] [3]

Ethnocentrism 0.07 –0.01 –0.04 

              0.10 0.10 0.18 

Partisanship –0.56** –0.47** –0.62** 

0.22 0.23 0.27 

Education –0.14 –0.10 –0.16 

0.09 0.08 0.11 

Awareness 0.46*** 0.46*** 0.42*** 

0.14 0.17 0.15 

Female –0.16* –0.14* –0.18* 

0.08 0.08 0.09 

Black –0.02 0.04 –0.04 

0.15 0.16 0.15 

Hispanic 0.09 0.12 0.12 

0.07 0.08 0.10 

Egalitarianism –0.33* 

0.18 

Religious Conviction 0.22** 

0.10 

Intercept –0.02 0.11 –0.04 

0.10 0.14 0.12 

Variance of opinion

Ethnocentrism 0.32 0.34 1.04* 

0.44 0.42 0.61 

Strength of –1.72*** –1.74*** –1.70*** 

â•… partisanship 0.51 0.48 0.52 

Education 0.56** 0.50** 0.25 

0.26 0.24 0.29 

Awareness –0.50 –0.52* –0.44 

0.31 0.30 0.33 

Female 0.37* 0.36* 0.19 

0.21 0.20 0.21 

Black 0.22 0.26 –0.00 

0.44 0.45 0.42 

Hispanic –0.26 –0.28 –0.11 

0.31 0.30 0.39 

Egalitarianism 0.01 

0.41 

Religiosity 0.51* 

0.27 

P > 0 for c2 LR test: lns 2 = 0 0.00 0.00 0.00

lnL –849.60 –839.02 –769.58

N 1386 1381 1255 

Source: 1988 NES.

Note: Table entries are heteroscedastic probit coefficients with standard errors below. 

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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c o l l a t e r a l  d a m a g e

In chapter 4 we saw that ethnocentrism contributes to American support 
for military intervention and to support for Desert Storm in particular.  
Ethnocentric Americans were more likely to report that they felt pride dur-
ing the war and anger at Saddam Hussein. They favored military interven-
tion over diplomacy. They were more likely to say, after the fighting was 
over, that we did the right thing in sending in troops and that the war was 
worthwhile. They expressed the wish that the fighting had been carried to 
Baghdad to remove Hussein from power. And they gave George H. W. Bush 
high marks for his leadership in the Persian Gulf and for his overall perfor-
mance as president. In all these ways, ethnocentrism seems to supply ready 
support for carrying out military interventions against enemies abroad.

But what of the costs of war—costs born by the places and peoples who 
happen to get in the way? We would expect ethnocentrism to breed an indif-
ference to such ravages, to see collateral damage in faraway places as neces-
sary and inevitable, to be relatively unmoved by foreign suffering.

We can explore this general proposition by returning to the 1990–1991–
1992 NES Panel Study, which neatly brackets Desert Storm. The study be-
gan just prior to the congressional debate over the authorization of force 
in the Gulf; continued with interviews carried out in June and July 1991, af-
ter the fighting ceased and victory declared; and came to completion with 
a pair of interviews in the fall of 1992, just before and then just after the na-
tional elections.

The 1990–1991–1992 NES includes five questions especially relevant to 
our interest in ethnocentrism and indifference to the human costs of war. 
Three concern emotion. Roughly midway through the summer 1991 inter-
view, respondents were asked to recollect their emotional reactions to the 
war. Had they felt upset? Had they experienced feelings of sympathy for the 
Iraqi people? Had they felt disgust at the killing?

All three emotions were commonplace in the American public’s reac-
tion to the Gulf War: 75.8 percent of Americans questioned in the 1991 NES 
reported that they had felt upset during the war; 74.3 percent said the same 
about sympathy for the Iraqi people, and even more—83.8 percent—re-
ported that they had felt disgust at the killing. And in each case, most of 
these said that they had felt the emotion strongly. Emotional reactions to 
the war were common all right, but we expect such emotions to be less com-
mon among ethnocentric Americans.

The 1990–1991–1992 NES Panel also carried two policy questions perti-
nent to the hypothesis of indifference. The first asked whether the United 
States acted quickly enough in providing assistance to the Kurds. More than 
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one-third—some 36.9 percent—said that the United States should not have 
become involved in the Kurdish problem at all. The second question in-
quired into the necessity during wartime of bombing near civilians. Nearly 
half—47.0 percent—strongly agreed that such practice was necessary.

The results, presented in table 5.3, generally conform to expectation. Eth-
nocentric Americans were less likely to report that they had felt upset during 
the Gulf War; less likely to report that they had felt sympathy for the Iraqi 
people; and less likely to report that they had felt disgust over the killing. 
They were less likely to say that the United States should provide assistance 
to the Kurdish people, and less likely as well to say that dropping bombs 
near civilians was immoral.20

The effects here are as expected, but they are also quite modest. In two 
instances, we cannot be sure that there is an ethnocentrism effect. Factors 
other than ethnocentrism generally carried more weight. One is partisan-
ship: from the public’s point of view, the war clearly belonged to President 
Bush and the Republican Party. Another is sex: women were consistently 
more likely to report emotional experience than men, and they were also 
much more concerned about civilian casualties.21 All things considered, eth-
nocentrism appears to be more potent in pushing Americans to support war 
than in suppressing concern over the innocent casualties of war.

t a b l e  5 . 3 .  Ethnocentrism and indifference to the casualties of war

Upset  

over war

Sympathy for  

Iraqi people

Disgusted at  

the killing

Help  

Kurds

Immoral to  

bomb near  

civilians

Ethnocentrism −0.66** −0.54** −0.19 −0.49* −0.23

0.26 0.25 0.30 0.27 0.25

Partisanship 0.37*** 0.34*** 0.57*** 0.19 0.44***

0.13 0.12 0.15 0.13 0.12

Education 0.23 0.17 −0.03 0.06 0.12

0.19 0.18 0.21 0.19 0.18

Female 0.80*** 0.42*** 0.79*** −0.09 0.47***

0.09 0.08 0.10 0.09 0.09

N 801 802 795 794 800

Effect of E 0.81®0.66 0.60®0.45 0.88®0.85 0.57®0.43 0.37®0.32

Source: 1990–1991–1992 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below.  

Models also control for political awareness, race, and ethnicity. Full results appear in the Web 

appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism  

from Low (−0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of being concerned about the  

casualties of war (see text for details).

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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a c t i v a t i o n

Earlier in the chapter we found that opposition to foreign aid stems in an 
important way from ethnocentrism. We found this to be so, remember, for 
opinion as expressed in the fall of 2002, not long after the attacks on the 
Twin Towers and the Pentagon, and in the midst of a buildup of a global 
war on terrorism. For reasons spelled out in the previous chapter, we would 
expect the power of ethnocentrism to undermine foreign aid to be at a rela-
tively high point at this moment in American history.

We can test this precisely by taking advantage of the 2000–2002 NES 
Panel, just as we did in the last chapter. As before, we estimated the standard 
model predicting opposition to foreign aid measured in 2000 (before 9/11) 
and compared this result to that generated by the standard model predict-
ing opposition measured in 2002 (after 9/11). We restricted this analysis to 
respondents who participated in both waves of the NES Panel to make the 
comparison exact, and we estimated the identical model in each instance.

As predicted, the impact of ethnocentrism is greater in the fall of 2002 than 
it is in the fall of 2000—greater, that it is to say, immediately after 9/11 than 
shortly before. These results are presented in figure 5.4. As indicated there, 
ethnocentrism is unimportant in fueling opposition to foreign aid prior 
to 9/11 and quite important afterward. Among other things, the terrorist  

f i g u r e  5 . 4 .  American opposition to foreign aid before and after 9/11. Predicted probabili-

ties with 95 percent confidence intervals. Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel.
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attacks on American soil seem to have had the consequence of bringing 
ethnocentrism more prominently into play in public opinion. In the pre-
vious chapter we saw a heightened effect of ethnocentrism on support for 
taking on U.S. enemies. Now we see a heightened effect of ethnocentrism 
on opposition to providing help to other nations. This provides more evi-
dence that the part played by ethnocentrism in public opinion depends on 
circumstance.22

c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  i m p l i c a t i o n s

By the results presented here, ethnocentrism undercuts American support 
for foreign aid—in general and in the particular. It works against support 
for technical and economic assistance to the countries of Eastern Europe 
struggling toward democracy after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Ethno-
centrism reduces interest in and support for economic sanctions on South 
Africa intended to lighten racial oppression. Ethnocentrism generates am-
bivalence over military assistance to the contras in Nicaragua. And, to a 
more limited extent, ethnocentrism encourages indifference to the horrors 
of war waged on foreign soil.

Although it is hard to say for certain, it seems to us that we had fewer 
cases to analyze in this chapter than we did in the previous one. The Ameri-
can public appears to be preoccupied more with threats to Americans than 
with the needs of non-Americans. Providing for the national defense is the 
government’s first priority, of course, but we think there is more to it than 
that. Consider this: in the scores and scores of questions on policy that have 
appeared over the last quarter century in the NES series, only one—whether 
the United States should impose sanctions on South Africa—has had any-
thing to do with Africa. Famine, crippling debt, AIDS, the Rwandan geno-
cide: none of these was deemed sufficiently important to warrant a single 
question on a NES interview. The questions that do appear on political sur-
veys reflect governmental priorities and public concerns, and these seem 
rarely to focus on the sufferings of people elsewhere on the globe.

Does this mean that government assistance to those living outside the 
borders of the United States is always unpopular? No. A conspicuous ex-
ample to the contrary is supplied by the Marshall Plan, named after George 
C. Marshall, army chief of staff during World War II and secretary of state 
thereafter. World War II had left Europe devastated—“a rubble-heap, a 
charnel house, a breeding ground of pestilence and hate” is the way Win-
ston Churchill put it in the spring of 1947 (Patterson 1996, p. 130). Partly for 
humanitarian reasons, partly to build markets for U.S. goods, and partly to 
quell radical agitation, President Harry S. Truman and Secretary Marshall 
proposed a plan to provide Europe with massive assistance. The proposal 
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was popular with the public and met little resistance in Congress. Between 
1948 and 1952, the Marshall Plan funneled billions of dollars in aid to West-
ern Europe.

In its original conception, the Marshall Plan included the Soviet Union 
and the eastern bloc nations, but this part of the enterprise quickly fell away. 
This made the plan much easier to sell, in the Congress and to the pub-
lic. It meant that foreign aid could be defended on essentially ethnocen-
tric grounds. The assistance was going to Western Europe—to “people like 
us”—and it was going to build an allied fortress against our looming adver-
sary—the Soviet Union. Everett Dirksen, then a rising Republican mem-
ber of Congress from Illinois, endorsed the Marshall Plan on the idea that 
it would help combat “this red tide” that was “like some vile creeping thing 
which is spreading its web westward.” In November 1948 (after the Soviet 
Union was no longer in the picture), a Gallup poll found that the “European 
Recovery Plan” was supported by the American public by an overwhelm-
ing margin.23

Another way to describe what we have found in this chapter is that eth-
nocentrism discourages compassion for outsiders. According to Martha 
Nussbaum (2001), compassion is occasioned by the awareness of another 
person’s undeserved misfortune. It requires the judgment that others are in 
a seriously bad way; that their predicament is no fault of their own; that they 
are in some fundamental way similar to us; and that their suffering is im-
portant to us, that such suffering becomes entangled in our own goals and 
projects (p. 55). These cognitive underpinnings of compassion suggest its 
limitations. Compassion begins, Nussbaum says, “from where we are, from 
the circle of our cares and concerns” (p. 16). Compassion for others differ-
ent from us and far away from us is difficult to sustain: “there are so many 
things closer to home to distract us, and these things are likely to be so much 
more thoroughly woven into our scheme of goals” (p. 16). People must be 
convinced to widen their spheres of concern, so that compassion might 
“cross boundaries of race, or class, or religion, or even nationality” (p. 420). 
Although she does not use the word, it seems to us that a primary obstacle 
in the way of compassion, as Nussbaum describes it, is ethnocentrism.

We began this chapter by invoking the Rwandan genocide and pointing 
out that the United States did nothing to stop the slaughter that took place 
there in the spring and summer of 1994. Samantha Power (2002) argues 
that when faced with unambiguous evidence of genocide—the “problem 
from hell”—the United States typically does nothing. That is, the Rwandan  
experience is not the exception but the rule. Throughout the twentieth 
century, again and again, the United States has chosen to remain on the  
sidelines. Why? Not because we did not know. Not because we could not 
step in and diminish the horror. Power reads our failure to intervene as a 
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failure of political will. “American leaders have been able to persist in turn-
ing away,” Power concludes, “because genocide in distant lands has not 
captivated senators, congressional caucuses, Washington lobbyists, elite 
opinion shapers, grass-roots groups, or individual citizens” (2002, p. 509). 
Ethnocentrism quiets moral outrage and undermines demand for interven-
tion. And in the absence of moral outrage and demand for action from the 
public, why would we expect leaders to risk their reputations and offices on 
uncertain humanitarian interventions abroad?



c h a p t e r  6

Strangers in the Land

Most Americans can readily trace their family histories to some other place: 
Europe, the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean, the Indian 
subcontinent, Asia. 1 No other country has been settled by such a variety of 
peoples. To the impoverished and persecuted around the world, the United 
States has long been and perhaps remains today a “golden door,” the open-
ing to a prosperous, emancipated, and altogether better life.

Those in flight from grinding poverty or political violence have not al-
ways been invited in, of course. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 
millions sought refuge in the United States. They came from Russia, Tur-
key, Italy, and Romania; they flocked to the cities; and they triggered a na-
tivistic reaction. In 1924, Congress passed the Immigration Restriction Act, 
which imposed sharp limits on immigration overall and deliberately fa-
vored those from Britain and northern Europe. The new law was, as the 
Los Angeles Times announced at the time with no irony intended, a “Nordic  
Victory.”2

In politics, victories—even Nordic ones—are never permanent. The Im-
migration and Nationality Act Amendments, passed in 1965 at the high wa-
ter mark of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society reforms, reversed forty years 
of restrictive regulation, and in 1980, refugee policy was liberalized. Immi-
gration to the United States once again exploded (see figure 6.1). During 
the 1980s, 7.4 million people entered the country; even more, some 9.1 mil-
lion, came during the following decade. By 2005, a majority of the states—
twenty-nine in all—counted populations that were at least 5 percent foreign 
born. Immigration was back on the national agenda.3

The new immigration differed from previous waves in at least two im-
portant respects. First, the majority came not from Europe but from Latin 
America and Asia. As Ronald Takaki might put it, the new immigrants were 
“strangers from a different shore.”4 And second, large numbers entered the 
country illegally—about one thousand a day during the 1980s and ’90s (see 
Edmonston and Passel 1994; Fix and Passel 1994).
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Many Americans found this vast and apparently unstoppable tide of hu-
manity alarming. As early as 1984, President Ronald Reagan warned that 
we had “lost control of our own borders” (M. Jones 1992, p. 287). In 1986, 
Congress passed the Immigration Reform and Control Act in an effort, 
largely unsuccessful, to stem the flow of illegal immigration. Outside the 
halls of Congress, meanwhile, citizens groups organized to protect, as they 
saw it, the country’s mother tongue. Between 1980 and 2005, twenty-three 
states established English as the official state language. In several promi-
nent cases—including California, Arizona, Colorado, and Florida—English 
language propositions, designed “to preserve, protect, and strengthen the 
English language, the common language of the United States,” were placed 
on the ballot and adopted by popular vote (Citrin et al. 1990; Schildkraut 
2005). In 1996, Congress passed the Illegal Immigration Reform and Im-
migrant Responsibility Act. The act facilitated the deportation of undocu-
mented immigrants, strengthened control of the borders, and ramped up 
penalties for those engaged in the business of bringing people to the United 
States illegally.

As immigration continued unabated, alarms were sounded. We were 
told that the new immigration was threatening the white nation (Brimelow 
1995); diluting the country’s gene pool (Herrnstein and Murray 1994); and 
overwhelming government services (P. Wilson 1993). Continued immigra-

f i g u r e  6 . 1 .  Immigrant share of U.S. population, 1900–2005. Source: U.S. Bureau of the 

Census.
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tion, it was said, would lead inevitably to “fragmentation, resegregation, 
and tribalization” (Schlesinger 1992, p. 23); it menaced not only American 
identity, but the nation itself: federation, succession, even extinction were 
conjured up as possible futures (Huntington 2004). Since the early 1980s, 
presidents, members of Congress, governors, candidates for high (and of-
ten rather low) public office have felt compelled to speak out on immigra-
tion. How many immigrants should come? Who should come? What does 
citizenship mean, and who may attain it?

We propose that at least some of the (often angry) opposition to immi-
gration can be accounted for by ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism predisposes 
people to react to difference with suspicion, contempt, or condescension, 
and the new immigrants present conspicuous differences. Language, color, 
dress, religion, and more: all these mark immigrants as different from the 
average American. Such differences, partly real, partly imagined, seem likely 
to trigger ethnocentrism. Moreover, the policy issues that arise around 
immigration—whether outsiders should be allowed in; whether borders 
should be strengthened or relaxed; whether outsiders, if allowed in, should 
be granted the same rights and privileges as insiders—lend themselves read-
ily to ethnocentric appeals among elites and to ethnocentric thinking among 
the general public. Given all this, from the point of view of our project, any-
thing less than large effects of ethnocentrism in the domain of immigration 
would be disconcerting.5

The argument we have just advanced applies to most of the American 
public, but not to all. In particular, it does not apply to those who are sus-
pended between their identity as American and their attachment to their 
original home. This condition arises in Jones-Correa’s (1998) ethnographic 
investigation of first-generation immigrants from Colombia, Ecuador, and 
the Dominican Republic living in New York in the early 1990s. Jones-Correa  
finds that many in this population come to the United States intending to 
stay only a short while. When they arrive fixed on the idea of return, they 
participate in politics accordingly. They work on problems connected to 
their homelands and they neglect problems they face in their new (and, they 
often assume, temporary) surroundings. They are, as Jones-Correa puts it, 
caught “between two nations.”

Jones-Correa examines a particular case, but we take from his analysis 
a general lesson. We say that being suspended between two nations radi-
cally conditions how ethnocentrism works in the domain of immigration.  
For those “in between,” we expect ethnocentrism to motivate support for 
immigration. Immigrants to the United States today come overwhelmingly 
from Latin America and Asia. Accordingly, among Hispanic and Asian 
Americans, on policies having to do with immigration, the usual effects of 
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ethnocentrism should be reversed. Among Hispanics and Asians, ethnocen-
trism should lead to a more generous view on immigration.6

a m e r i c a n  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  i m m i g r a t i o n

We begin with an analysis of the 1992 National Election Study because, 
among relatively recent surveys, it contains the richest battery of questions 
suited to our purpose. Following the standard NES design, a representative 
sample of voting-age Americans was interviewed just prior to the fall elec-
tion and then again immediately after Election Day.7

In the fall of 1992, immigration was brewing as a political problem, but it 
did not become an important part of the national campaign. The presiden-
tial contest was first and foremost a referendum on the incumbent presi-
dent’s performance, and the economy was the pivotal issue. George H. W. 
Bush, the Republican incumbent, tried to steer the debate to some other 
subject: to the success of Desert Storm; to the character defects of Bill Clin-
ton, his Democratic opponent; to Clinton’s inexperience in foreign affairs; 
to the “do-nothing” Democratic Congress; or finally, and perhaps in des-
peration, to family values. To no avail: voters remained preoccupied with 
the slowdown in the national economy (partly real, partly imagined). At 
the close of the campaign, when asked to name the country’s most pressing 
problems, voters mentioned the economy, taxes, the federal deficit, health 
care, education, abortion—but not immigration. On Election Day, with 
economic concerns paramount, Bush was sent home to Texas.8

The 1992 NES asked four questions on immigration policy: (1) whether 
immigration should be increased or cut back, (2) whether immigrants 
should be eligible for government benefits (Medicaid, food stamps, welfare) 
as soon as they arrive, (3) whether children of immigrants should be pro-
vided bilingual instruction in the public schools, and (4) whether English 
should be made the “official language” of the United States (that is, should 
government business be transacted in English alone).

On the whole, across these various questions, the public expressed con-
siderable apprehension about immigration, if not downright hostility. First 
of all, Americans were much more likely to say that the number of immi-
grants permitted to enter the country should be diminished than to say the 
number should be increased (49.1 percent as against 7.9 percent). An over-
whelming majority (79.7 percent) opposed the idea that legal immigrants 
should be eligible for government services as soon as they arrive. Only a 
relatively small fraction (some 17.3 percent) supported bilingual schools so 
that children of immigrants would be able to keep up their native language 
and culture if they wished. And a decisive majority (65.1 percent) lined up 
behind the idea of establishing English as the nation’s official language.9
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If on the whole these opinions seem ungenerous, there is really little 
new in this. As early as 1700, the Massachusetts Colony passed a law that 
denied entry to the sick or physically disabled. In January 1939, following 
Germany’s annexation of Austria and invasion of Czechoslovakia, nearly 
three-quarters of Americans disapproved of opening U.S. borders to Jew-
ish exiles seeking shelter from Hitler’s regime. In 1975, as Saigon was about 
to fall, a clear majority of Americans opposed legislation that would have 
assisted the evacuation of South Vietnamese and their resettlement in the 
United States. In 1980, by roughly a two-to-one margin, Americans rejected 
the idea of conferring refugee status on Cubans fleeing their homeland. 
These examples could be multiplied without much effort. Whenever Amer-
icans have been asked about immigration, most have said, in one way or  
another, no.10

Of course, some Americans say yes: that the number of immigrants ad-
mitted to the country should be increased, that legal immigrants should 
have access to government services immediately upon their arrival, that 
public schools should support bilingual classrooms, and that establishing 
English as the official language of the United States is a terrible idea. We ex-
pect that differences in opinion on immigration can be traced back, in im-
portant part, to differences in ethnocentrism.

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a n d  p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  
o n  i m m i g r a t i o n

To make our empirical estimates of the impact of ethnocentrism credible, 
our analysis of immigration opinion takes into account several explanations 
in addition to ethnocentrism:

(1) Displacement of personal troubles (scapegoating), whereby those Amer-
icans who have suffered travail in their private lives will be most inclined 
to restrict immigration and most inclined to deny recently arrived immi-
grants government benefits. Personal tribulations are assessed in three ways: 
through an index based on questions about family economic troubles over 
the past year11; a categorical variable that distinguishes between those who 
are currently laid off or unemployed or who had been so sometime in the 
past six months from the rest; and third, another categorical variable iden-
tifying those who are currently divorced.

(2) Parochialism, the notion that hostility directed at immigrants is partly 
a reflection of an unenlightened perspective on the wider world, measured 
by education and political knowledge.12

(3) Threat, the prediction from realistic group conflict theory that op-
position to immigration is rooted in the perception of threat. We represent 
threat in three different ways: working in low-wage, low-skill occupations, 
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under the assumption that such workers are the most vulnerable to eco-
nomic competition from today’s immigrants;13 living in states with large 
proportions of Hispanics and Asians, with the expectation that Americans’ 
opinions on immigration will harden as the proportion of immigrants re-
siding in their state increases;14 and receiving federal assistance—specifi-
cally food stamps, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and 
Medicaid—anticipating that those most dependent on such programs may 
feel most threatened and so be most prepared to cut back on the numbers 
of immigrants permitted to enter and to withhold benefits from those al-
ready arrived.

(4) Economic optimism, on the idea that generous opinions on immigra-
tion are more likely among those who believe the American economy ca-
pable of taking in new arrivals.15

(5) Moral traditionalism, on the idea that immigration is likely to be op-
posed by those Americans who believe the society’s moral values are col-
lapsing.16

(6) Political principles, based on the assumption that Americans come to 
their opinions on immigration in least in part by deciding whether a partic-
ular policy matches or violates their principles, represented here by two core 
ideas in particular: equal opportunity and limited government.17

(7) Partisanship, based on the general importance of partisan cues for 
public opinion. In the case of immigration in particular, however, we  
are not sure what we will find. Immigration splits the Republican Party 
elite—cultural conservatives oppose immigration while free marketers fa-
vor it—and so partisan cues should prove less helpful here than they are 
ordinarily.

Finally, the standard model takes into account the expectation that the 
effects of ethnocentrism will differ between members of the public who 
think of themselves more or less completely as American, on the one side 
(whites and blacks for short), and those who may be suspended between 
their identity as American and their attachment to their original home na-
tion, on the other (that is, Asians and Hispanics). Among Hispanic and 
Asian Americans, the effects of ethnocentrism should be reversed.18

In principle, this expectation is easy and straightforward to test. All we 
need to do is add two interaction terms to the standard model. The first picks 
up the possibility that on matters of immigration, ethnocentrism works dif-
ferently among Hispanic Americans; the second picks up the parallel pos-
sibility that ethnocentrism works differently among Asian Americans. In 
practice, however, the 1992 NES interviewed so few Asian Americans that we 
are restricted here to testing just the first possibility—to looking for a rever-
sal of the effect of ethnocentrism among Hispanic Americans.19
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And so, mathematically:

y* 	= x’b + e
	 = b0 + b1Ethnocentrism + b2[Ethnocentrism × Hispanic]

		         + b3Household Economic Conditions + . . . + ε
Pr(y = m) = Pr(tm – 1 < y* < tm) = F(tm – x’b) – F(tm – 1 – x’b)

where y refers to the views Americans hold on the various aspects of im-
migration, each taken up separately. All of the opinion variables are coded 
such that higher values indicate a less generous view on immigration. b1 
gives the effect of ethnocentrism for non-Hispanic Americans; b1 + b2 gives 
the effect of ethnocentrism for Hispanic Americans; and b2 tests whether the 
effect of ethnocentrism is different for the two populations.20

We coded variables and estimated parameters in the usual way. Ethno-
centrism was coded from –1 to +1 (where +1 means that Americans regard 
out-groups to be inferior in every respect to their own group; –1 means that 
Americans regard out-groups to be superior in every respect to their own 
group; and 0 means that Americans regard out-groups and their own group 
to be on average indistinguishable). And given the form taken by the mea-
sures of immigration opinion, we relied again on ordered probit for statis-
tical estimation.21

The results, summarized in table 6.1, show that views on immigration 
are a reflection of not one thing but several: parochialism, moral tradition-
alism, ambivalence about equal opportunity, skepticism about the capac-
ity of the American economy, and last, but far from least, ethnocentrism. 
Ethnocentrism predisposes Americans (most Americans) to the view that 
immigration should be cut back; that immigrants should wait, perhaps in-
definitely, for government benefits; that immigrant children should be re-
quired to learn English promptly; and that the United States should estab-
lish English as its official language. These effects are statistically significant 
and substantively sizable in every case.22 Moreover, they appear, of course, 
over and above the effects due to all other factors.23

As expected, the effects of ethnocentrism run in the opposite direction 
among Hispanic Americans (row 2 of table 6.1). Hispanic Americans who 
regard their own group as superior are inclined to favor generous immigra-
tion policies: to support an increase in the number of people allowed to le-
gally enter the United States, to provide government benefits to immigrants 
as soon as they arrive if they are otherwise eligible, to supply bilingual classes 
to immigrant children in the public schools, and to oppose the establish-
ment of English as the nation’s official language. If anything, as the bottom 
row of table 6.1 illustrates, the magnitude of the effects of ethnocentrism 
among Hispanic Americans on support for immigration is generally greater 
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than the corresponding effects among black and white Americans on op-
position to immigration.24

We can take this analysis a step further by examining an additional set 
of questions present in the 1992 NES. These questions ask about the conse-
quences of immigration, as ordinary Americans make them out. One set of 
questions asks about what would likely happen in the United States should 
Hispanic immigration continue at its present pace—what would happen to 
culture, taxes, and employment. The second set poses the same questions 
about the consequences of Asian immigration. For the most part, Ameri-

t a b l e  6 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and opposition to immigration

Decrease  

level of  

immigration

Require  

immigrants to  

wait for benefits

Require classes  

be held in  

English

Support English  

as official  

language

Ethnocentrism 0.92*** 1.07*** 0.67*** 0.87***

0.18 0.27 0.19 0.23

Ethnocentrism –2.32*** –1.68* –2.19*** –3.31***

â•… × Hispanic 0.79 1.02 0.82 0.91

Education –0.23* –0.12 –0.02 –0.21

0.13 0.17 0.13 0.16

Moral 0.78*** –0.32 0.33** 0.93***

â•… traditionalism 0.15 0.21 0.16 0.18

Egalitarianism –0.37** –0.99*** –0.51*** –0.43**

0.16 0.21 0.16 0.19

Limited –0.04 0.17 0.23*** 0.10

â•… government 0.09 0.12 0.09 0.10

Partisanship –0.02 –0.04 0.04 –0.16

0.10 0.13 0.10 0.11

N 1662 1635 1682 1678

Effect of E among  

â•… Non-Hispanics 

 

0.40®0.66

 

0.80®0.94

 

0.25®0.42

 

0.54®0.77

Effect of E among  

â•… Hispanics 

 

0.53®0.19

 

0.86®0.75

 

0.46®0.12

 

0.52®0.05

Source: 1992 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod-

els also control for household economic conditions, unemployment, being divorced, educa-

tion, political awareness, occupation, log of the proportion of Hispanic and Asian in state, 

dependence on government assistance, moral traditionalism, retrospective assessments of na-

tional economic conditions, egalitarianism, support for limited government, partisanship, 

race, ethnicity, and sex. Full results appear in the Web appendix. The bottom rows of the table 

give the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the 

predicted probability of opposing immigration (see text for details).

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.



cans see more harm than good in these matters. On balance they deny that 
Hispanic or Asian immigrants have anything positive to add to American 
culture; they worry that increasing immigration will lead to more demand 
for public services, which in turn will drive up taxes; and they believe that in-
creasing the numbers of Asian and Hispanic immigrants will take jobs away 
from Americans already here. Immigration from Asia provokes less alarm 
than immigration from Latin America, but only by a small amount.25

If we apply the same model to predict views on the putative consequences 
of immigration as we did to predict opinions on immigration policy, we 
find very much the same results. These findings are presented in table 6.2. 

t a b l e  6 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and immigration’s harm

Hispanics immigrants’ impact on Asian immigrants’ impact on

Culture Taxes Jobs Culture Taxes Jobs

Ethnocentrism 1.39*** 1.24*** 1.20*** 1.50*** 1.21*** 0.86***

0.12 0.18 0.18 0.19 0.18 0.18

Ethnocentrism × –5.16*** –2.26*** –2.89*** –1.51* –0.57 –1.94**

â•… Hispanic 0.80 0.79 0.79 0.81 0.79 0.80

Education –0.07 –0.08 –0.30** –0.24* –0.34*** –0.36***

0.13 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.13

Moral 0.72*** 0.95*** 0.81*** 0.35** 0.55*** 0.76***

â•… traditionalism 0.16 0.15 0.15 0.15 0.15 0.15

Egalitarianism –0.61*** –0.37** –0.29* –0.39** –0.25 –0.09

0.16 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.15

Limited –0.10 –0.03 –0.08 –0.04 –0.23*** –0.02

â•… government 0.09 0.08 0.08 0.09 0.09 0.08

Partisanship –0.05 –0.10 0.04 –0.04 –0.05 0.16*

0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10

N 1688 1683 1686 1686 1681 1688

Effect of E among  

â•… Non-Hispanics 0.83®0.97 0.44®0.76 0.37®0.69 0.72®0.95 0.28®0.61 0.46®0.69

Effect of E among  

â•… Hispanics 0.77®0.03 0.61®0.33 0.43®0.09 0.71®0.70 0.43®0.61 0.45®0.19

Source: 1992 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod-

els also control for household economic conditions, unemployment, being divorced, educa-

tion, political awareness, occupation, log of the proportion of Hispanic and Asian in state, 

dependence on government assistance, moral traditionalism, retrospective assessments of na-

tional economic conditions, egalitarianism, support for limited government, partisanship, 

race, ethnicity, and sex. Full results appear in the Web appendix. The bottom row of the table 

gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the 

predicted probability of believing in immigration’s harm (see text for details).

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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dicted probabilities with 95 percent confidence intervals. Estimates from tables 6.1–6.2. Source: 

1992 NES.



As in the previous analysis, among black and white Americans, ethnocen-
trism has a powerful negative effect on opinion. Ethnocentrism is strongly 
associated with the view that immigrants have little to contribute to Ameri-
can culture; that by their demands for government services they are likely to 
push tax rates higher; and that they are likely to take away jobs from people 

f i g u r e  6 . 2 .  (continuedâ•›)
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already here—“stealing our jobs” in the vernacular (Nagourney 2007). And 
as before, we see the exact opposite among Hispanic Americans.

We summarize the effects of ethnocentrism in the domain of immigra-
tion in graphical form in figure 6.2. Figure 6.2 plots predicted opinion as 
a function of ethnocentrism, separately for whites and for Hispanics, on 
each of four issues: whether immigration should be increased or curtailed, 
whether English should be established as the official language of the United 
States, the consequences of Hispanic immigration on American culture, and 
the impact of Asian immigration on employment.26

The graphs show in a vivid way the importance of ethnocentrism for 
American opinion on immigration. The effects of ethnocentrism are sub-
stantial in all four instances: substantial and negative among white Amer-
icans; substantial and positive among Hispanic Americans. Take, as one  
example, whether the numbers of people allowed to enter the country le-
gally should be increased or cut back. Across the normal range of ethno-
centrism found in the American public today (from –0.1 to +0.6 on E, the 
ethnocentrism scale), the likelihood that an average white American would 
support cutting back on immigration increases from about 40 percent to  
66 percent; in the meantime, over the same range, the likelihood that an av-
erage Hispanic American would support cutting back on immigration de-
clines by more than half, from about 53 percent to about 19 percent.

The graphs also show that differences in opinion on immigration be-
tween Hispanic and white Americans are small among those who reject 
ethnocentrism (that is, who score low on the ethnocentrism scale). But the 
differences are huge among the ethnocentric (that is, those who score high 
on the ethnocentrism scale). In other words, if we could somehow eliminate 
ethnocentrism, differences of opinion on immigration between Hispanic 
and white Americans would vanish.

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a n d  i m m i g r a t i o n  
a m o n g  b l a c k s  a n d  w h i t e s

Let’s temporarily set Hispanic Americans to one side and dig a little deeper 
into the relationship between ethnocentrism and immigration among 
blacks and whites.

Here, There, Everywhere

Our results so far, based on the 1992 NES, indicate that American opposi-
tion to immigration arises in an important way from ethnocentrism. Eth-
nocentrism is not the only source of opposition, but it is an important one 
and perhaps the single most important of all. A first point we wish to add 
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here is that this conclusion holds wherever we have looked. A strong effect 
of ethnocentrism on opposition to immigration shows up in all recent Na-
tional Election Studies; under Democratic administrations and Republican 
ones; in good times and in bad. We don’t mean to imply that the effect of 
ethnocentrism is uniform—as we will see later in the chapter, it is not. What 
we are saying is that in all these contexts, ethnocentrism contributes signifi-
cantly and sizably to public disapproval of immigration.27

Ethnocentrism, Not Authoritarianism

Back in chapter 1, we drew attention to new work on authoritarianism. 
Karen Stenner and Stanley Feldman (Feldman 2003; Feldman and Stenner 
1997; Stenner 2005) conceive of authoritarianism as a preference for so-
cial cohesion over personal autonomy. When thought about in this way, 
it would not be surprising to find authoritarians aligned against immigra-
tion. Keeping foreigners out would be an obvious way to protect uniformity 
and suppress difference. At the same time, we know from chapter 3 that 
authoritarianism and ethnocentrism are positively correlated. This means 
that to make sure that we have provided an unbiased estimate of the effect 
of ethnocentrism on opposition to immigration, we must simultaneously 
take into account the possible effect due to authoritarianism. What happens 
when we add a measure of authoritarianism to our standard model?28

We find, first of all, that authoritarianism independently predicts oppo-
sition to immigration (though in every case, the effect is small). More im-
portant, adding authoritarianism to the analysis takes nothing away from 
the role we have assigned to ethnocentrism. Holding constant the effects 
due to authoritarianism (and partisanship and education and all the rest), 
American resistance to immigration arises significantly and substantially 
from ethnocentrism.

“People Like Us”

The 2000 General Social Survey included the standard stereotype battery 
that we have argued constitutes the best available measure of ethnocen-
trism. It was conducted in early 2000, well before the general presiden-
tial election campaign got underway; it included an extensive collection of 
opinion measures in the domain of immigration; and, as usual for GSS and 
the National Opinion Research Center, it was carried out to exacting stan-
dards. For all these reasons, the 2000 GSS provides an especially valuable 
site for replication.

And replication is what we find. In the 2000 GSS, ethnocentrism is a 
powerful predictor of the view that immigration should be cut back; that 



138â•… c h a p t e r  s i x

immigration slows economic growth, increases crime, brings no new ideas, 
fractures national unity, and takes away jobs from (real) Americans; that 
English should be made the nation’s official language; that bilingual pro-
grams in the public schools should be abolished; and that the government 
should feel no obligation to print ballots in any language other than EnÂ�glish. 
The questions are slightly different than those we have been examining from 
the NES, but the results are entirely familiar.

One special feature of the 2000 GSS is that it asked four separate ques-
tions about whether immigration should be increased or scaled back. First 
came a general question, by and large indistinguishable from the one that 
appears in the NES that we have been analyzing so far. GSS respondents 
were asked whether “the number of immigrants from foreign countries who 
are permitted to come to the United States to live should be increased a lot, 
increased a little, left the same as it is now, decreased a little, or decreased 
a lot?” Respondents were then asked in consecutive questions about im-
migration from Latin America; about immigration from Asia; and finally, 
about immigration from Europe.

As we have come to expect, when asked the general question, Americans 
leaned heavily against immigration. Opinion was just as lopsidedly hostile 
when it came to immigration originating from Latin America or from Asia. 
Only in the case of immigration from European countries did this hard line 
soften somewhat, although even here, more Americans preferred cutting 
back to opening things up.29

When we apply the standard model to each of these four cases, we find, 
first of all, a statistically significant and substantively large effect of ethno-
centrism on opposition to immigration in general, just as we did in our 
analysis of the NES. The effect of ethnocentrism is a bit larger on opposi-
tion to immigration from Latin American and on opposition to immigra-
tion from Asia, though in neither case is the difference significant. On im-
migration from Europe, by contrast, the effect of ethnocentrism is much 
smaller.30

These results are presented in figure 6.3. They make three points. First, 
the effect of ethnocentrism on immigration policy increases sharply as the 
immigrant population becomes, in the typical American’s imagination any-
way, stranger and less familiar. Second, Americans seem to have Asians and 
Hispanics primarily in mind when they are asked to think about immi-
gration in general. And third, the figure clarifies the difference that eth-
nocentrism makes. Whether immigrants come from Asia or Latin Ameri-
can or Europe is utterly immaterial among Americans who have somehow 
overcome ethnocentrism. Among ethnocentrically predisposed Ameri-
cans, however, the distinction is real and consequential. For those given to  
ethnocentric thinking, it matters a great deal whether applicants for mem-



Strangers in the Landâ•… 139

f i g u r e  6 . 3 .  Ethnocentrism and opposition to immigration—immigration in general, from 

Latin America, Asia, or Europe. Predicted probabilities. Estimation results appear in the Web 

appendix. Source: 2000 GSS.

bership in the American nation originate from Europe, on the one hand, or 
from Asia or Latin America, on the other.

In-Group Pride and Out-Group Hostility

Taken all around, we have uncovered overwhelming support for the prop-
osition that ethnocentrism is a key ingredient in public opinion on immi-
gration. Indeed, in our analysis, ethnocentrism emerges as the single most  
important determinant of American opposition to immigration—across 
time and setting and for various aspects of immigration policy. But can 
we be confident that we have identified ethnocentrism at work? More pre-
cisely, can we be sure we are seeing ethnocentrism conceived as prejudice in  
general?

If, as Levinson and colleagues put it (Adorno et al. 1950), ethnocentrism 
is prejudice, broadly conceived, then the effects of ethnocentrism on im-
migration opinion that we have documented so far should reflect both at-
tachment to in-group and disdain for out-groups. To find out if this is so, 
we repeated our earlier analysis, but first breaking the ethnocentrism scale 
into two separate components, one pertaining to the in-group and the other 
pertaining to out-groups.

These results, summarized in table 6.3, offer clear and consistent sup-
port for the conception of ethnocentrism as generalized prejudice. In  
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particular, the results indicate that both in-group loyalty and out-group 
denigration make significant contributions to opinion, and on each and 
every aspect of immigration policy. Between the two, denigration of out-
groups is consistently the more important. But the main story is that both 
attachment to in-group and disdain for out-groups figure importantly in 
opinion on immigration.31

So far so good for our conception of ethnocentrism. But it still might be 
that the hostility directed at out-groups that is contributing so consequen-
tially to immigration opinion really only appears to be prejudice in general. 
Perhaps it is, in reality, prejudice toward a single group. More specifically, 
perhaps the real work is being done by sentiments directed at particular 
out-groups: at Asian Americans or especially at Hispanic Americans, the 
group that may exemplify the picture of today’s immigrant in most Ameri-
cans’ imagination.

To see if this is so, we simply added to the standard model a measure of 
sentiments toward Hispanic Americans (given by the thermometer score 
rating), and then, in a separate analysis, a measure of sentiments toward 
Asian Americans (measured in the same way). Does the effect due to eth-
nocentrism decline when these particular group sentiments are added to 
the analysis?

Not really. The results appear in table 6.4. The first row of the table re-
produces the estimated effect of ethnocentrism generated by the standard 
model. The second row gives the estimated effect of ethnocentrism control-
ling on whatever effect is due to sentiments toward Hispanic Americans. 
The third row then does the same, this time controlling on whatever effect 
is due to sentiments toward Asian Americans.

As table 6.4 reveals, adding in a particular group attitude makes only a 
small dent in the effect attributed to ethnocentrism (compare the coeffi-
cients arrayed in row 1 with those arrayed in rows 2 and 3). Attitudes toward 
Hispanic Americans and toward Asian Americans show a significant effect 
in nearly all instances, but their addition takes very little away from the ef-
fect due to ethnocentrism.32 Ethnocentrism, as measured here, appears to 
be prejudice, generally conceived.

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a n d  i m m i g r a t i o n  
a m o n g  h i s p a n i c  a m e r i c a n s

So it goes for most Americans, those whose connection to the immigration 
experience is distant, the stuff of history books or of fading family memo-
ries. What about ethnocentrism and immigration policy among Hispanic 
Americans? Earlier we argued that some sizable fraction of Hispanic Ameri-
cans find themselves “in between,” neither completely away nor fully home 
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on American soil. This might be especially true for Mexican Americans, who 
have settled in concentrated numbers in the American Southwest. Mexico is 
just across the way, and the border is porous. Because of this, we expected 
Hispanic Americans to look more favorably upon immigration and identify 
more completely with the plight of current immigrants—and that these ten-
dencies would increase with increases in ethnocentrism. We saw this to be 
so in the analysis of the 1992 NES that led off the chapter. The more Hispanic 
Americans regarded their group to be superior, the more positive were their 
opinions on immigration.

These results, summarized in tables 6.1 and 6.2, are worth a closer look. 
On the question of whether immigration should be increased or decreased, 
on both aspects of language policy, and on the putative consequences of His-
panic immigration, the effect of ethnocentrism among Hispanics is equal 
to or greater than the (opposite-signed) effect among whites and blacks. 
But on the assessment of the consequences likely to follow from the con-
tinued influx of Asians into the United States, ethnocentrism among His-
panics fades into irrelevance. In other words, examined closely, the results 
for Hispanic Americans suggest not so much ethnocentrism in whole but 
rather ethnocentrism in part—in particular, the in-group pride component 
of ethnocentrism.

We can pursue this conjecture further by combining recent National Elec-
tion Studies, thereby increasing the number of Hispanic Americans available 
for analysis. As it happens, the 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 installments of the 
National Election Studies include not only our standard measure of ethno-
centrism, but also what is perhaps the most basic policy question in the do-
main of immigration—whether the number of people permitted to legally 
enter the United States should be increased or decreased. Three of the four 
studies also include a question on whether the government should spend 
more or less on protecting U.S. borders (1996, 2000, and 2004). And all four 
include key components of the standard model for opinion on immigration 
(partisanship, education, moral traditionalism, and equal opportunity).

In the pooled analysis, under the standard model, we find significant, 
strong, and positive effects of ethnocentrism, on both aspects of immigra-
tion policy. Hispanic Americans who score high on ethnocentrism are more 
favorable toward immigration: they want to increase the number of people 
allowed to come into the country and are not much interested in spending 
more on tightening up border security.33

These results replicate what we found in the 1992 NES, which is reassur-
ing, but the real purpose of this analysis is to see whether, as we expect, the 
effects of ethnocentrism among Hispanic Americans are carried primarily 
by in-group attachment rather than out-group hostility. To see if this is so, 
we reestimated the standard model, first decomposing ethnocentrism into 
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its two constituent parts: in-group pride and out-group hostility. These re-
sults appear in table 6.5.

The results indicate that most of the action in ethnocentrism among 
Hispanic Americans comes from in-group pride. Hispanic Americans who  
possess a strong sense of group pride are much more likely to favor increases 
in immigration and much less likely to support spending more on bor-
der control. At the same time, whether they regard their fellow Americans 
with sympathy, condescension, or outright hostility matters less—perhaps 
it matters not at all.34

a c t i v a t i o n

In recent decades, millions of people have come to the United States. Most 
originated not from Europe but from Latin America and Asia, and many 
entered the country illegally. We have argued that the new immigrants, 
marked by differences of language, color, dress, religion, and more seemed 
likely to trigger an ethnocentric reaction, and indeed, we found ethnocen-
trism to be a powerful force behind opposition to immigration. But can we 
identify conditions under which ethnocentrism is more or less important?

Our empirical analysis so far has concentrated on the 1992 NES, taking 
advantage of the rich instrumentation relevant to immigration present in 
that year’s questionnaire. Immigration was certainly on the national agenda 
in the fall of 1992, but it was a still more prominent part of the country’s con-
versation heading into the 1996 campaign. As figure 6.4 shows, immigration 
was an important but second-tier story in the fall of 1992, but a dominating 
one in the fall of 1996.

t a b l e  6 . 5 .  In-group pride, out-group hostility, and support for immigration among 

Hispanic Americans

Increase immigration Spend less on borders

In-group pride 1.62*** 1.21**

0.44 0.60
Out-group hostility 0.49 0.70

0.54 0.72

N 387 236

Source: 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. De-

pendent variables are coded such that higher values correspond with support for immigration. 

In-group pride is coded from 0 (negative) to 1 (positive assessments). Out-group hostility is 

coded from 0 (positive) to 1 (negative assessments). Models also control for partisanship, edu-

cation, moral conservatism, and egalitarianism. Full results appear in the Web appendix.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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Moreover, the discussion of immigration in the time leading up to the 
1996 campaign was framed in such a way as to activate ethnocentrism. Con-
sider Proposition 187 in California, a measure designed to deny public edu-
cation and nonemergency medical benefits to illegal immigrants. In the fall 
of 1994, after a contentious and expensive campaign that featured television 
advertisements of Mexican nationals pouring over the border, California 
voters approved Prop 187 overwhelmingly. The primary provisions of the 
measure were quickly challenged and eventually set aside by court order, 
but the proposal had clearly struck a popular chord. Shortly after the Cali-
fornia vote, 53 percent of respondents to a national survey said they would 
favor laws in their states that would eliminate education, health, and welfare 
benefits for illegal immigrants and their children (Times Mirror Center for 
the People and the Press 1995).

Immigration also became a focal point of Pat Buchanan’s campaign for 
the 1996 Republican presidential nomination. For Buchanan, immigration 
posed a lethal threat to American culture. In response, he proposed a five-
year ban on legal immigration and dramatically stricter border controls.

Meanwhile, immigration was becoming entangled in the increasingly 
visible debate on welfare reform. The bill that Congress passed and the pres-
ident signed generally denied food stamps and Supplemental Security In-
come to legal immigrants until they had worked in the United States for 
a minimum of ten years or had become citizens. Congress also left to the 
states the option of refusing legal immigrants welfare and Medicaid funds. 

f i g u r e  6 . 4 .  Prominence of immigration, 1990–97. Total number of immigration stories, 

per month. Source: 1990–97 New York Times.
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In addition, noncitizens who entered the United States after the law was in 
place would be subject to a five-year ban on most forms of means-tested 
federal aid.

Finally, before leaving Washington for the 1996 campaigns in their home 
states, members of the 104th Congress passed the Illegal Immigration Re-
form and Immigrant Responsibility Act. Among other things, the bill was 
designed to make deportation and exclusion easier, to strengthen border 
control, and to increase penalties for creating false documents or for smug-
gling people across the border.

Taken together, the nature and prominence of elite discussion about im-
migration implies that we should find ethnocentrism to be playing an even 
more important role in immigration opinion in 1996 than we found to be 
the case in 1992 (where it was already plenty important). Of great conve-
nience for testing this hypothesis, the 1992 NES constituted the first wave of 
a panel, one that reached completion in the fall of 1996, and the 1996 inter-
view repeated two of the immigration policy questions from the 1992 survey: 
whether immigration should be decreased and whether immigrants should 
have to wait for government aid. Our hypothesis is that ethnocentrism will 
shape these opinions more powerfully in 1996 than in 1992.

To test our claim, we estimated the standard model predicting opinions 
measured in 1992 and compared these results to those generated by the stan-
dard model predicting opinions measured in 1996, in the wake of a conten-
tious and noisy national discussion. We restricted this analysis to persons 
who participated in both waves of the NES Panel in order to make the com-
parison exact. The results appear in table 6.6.

t a b l e  6 . 6 .  The effect of ethnocentrism on American opposition to immigration under 

conditions of low (1992) and high (1996) salience

Decrease level of immigration Require immigrants to wait for benefits

1992 1996 1992 1996

Ethnocentrism 1.31*** 1.40*** 0.76 1.58* 
 0.42 0.43 0.64 0.84 

N 366 366 360 360

Source: 1992–1996 NES Panel.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Models 

also control for household economic conditions, unemployment, being divorced, education, 

political awareness, occupation, log of the proportion of Hispanic and Asian in state, depen-

dence on government assistance, moral traditionalism, retrospective assessments of national 

economic conditions, egalitarianism, support for limited government, partisanship, race, and 

sex. Analysis confined to whites and blacks. Full results appear in the Web appendix.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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As predicted, the effect of ethnocentrism on opposition to immigration 
increases between 1992 and 1996. Both on restricting immigration and on 
withholding government benefits, the estimated effect of ethnocentrism is 
greater in 1996 than in 1992. However, neither increase is statistically signif-
icant.35 The national conversation on immigration did grow more clamor-
ous and contentious between 1992 and 1996, but we cannot be sure that this 
had any consequence for the importance of ethnocentrism. According to 
our analysis, ethnocentrism is a primary ingredient in public opposition to 
immigration—but this is nearly as true in 1992 as in 1996.

Immigration had already come onto the scene by 1992. Perhaps the 
threshold of attention and interest required for ethnocentrism’s activa-
tion had already been breached. Or perhaps our test was insufficiently  
sensitive.

In the spring of 2007, in an early effort to drum up support for his pres-
idential aspirations, Senator John McCain was blistered with questions 
about his “weak” stance on immigration. This inquisition took place not in 
California or Texas or in his home state of Arizona, but in Cedar Falls, Iowa. 
Furious opposition to immigration erupts in surprising places (Nagourney  
2007).36 Most places in the United States, of course, have recently experi-
enced increases in immigrant populations. But there is huge variation in 
this. Between 1980 and 1990, some states actually lost foreign-born popu-
lation, while others experienced especially sharp increases. We wondered 
whether recent increases in the foreign-born population make immigration 
a salient issue and a potent trigger for ethnocentrism.

To find out if this is so, we used the U.S. Census to calculate for each state 
the change in percentage of foreign-born residents from 1980 to 1990. We 
added this information to the 1992 NES, which has provided the centerpiece 
of our analysis in this chapter. Then we simply dropped two new variables 
into the standard model: growth in percentage foreign born and ethnocen-
trism × growth in percentage foreign born.

The results, presented in table 6.7, show that ethnocentrism generally 
matters more among Americans who live in states that have received com-
paratively large increases in immigration. Ethnocentrism matters more on 
whether immigration should be curtailed, whether new immigrants should 
be required to wait for government benefits, whether immigrant children 
should be required to learn English promptly, and whether the United States 
should establish English as its official language. The differences approach or 
pass conventional levels of statistical significance in three of four cases (all 
but the timing of government benefits).37

Figure 6.5 shows this triggering effect more clearly. The figure uses the 
coefficients presented in table 6.7 to estimate the effect of ethnocentrism 
in three hypothetical states that represent the natural range of change in  



f i g u r e  6 . 5 .  Activating ethnocentrism: the effect of ethnocentrism on American opposition 

to immigration in three states that vary on recent change in foreign-born population. Predicted 

probabilities. Estimates from table 6.7. Source: 1992 NES.

t a b l e  6 . 7 .  The effect of ethnocentrism on American opposition to immigration  

conditional on recent increase in state’s foreign-born population

Decrease level  

of immigration

Immigrants wait  

for benefits

Require classes  

in English

English as  

official language

Ethnocentrism (E) 0.80*** 1.06*** 0.47** 0.71*** 

 0.21 0.32 0.21 0.26 

E × Growth in 0.74 0.20 1.27* 1.08 

â•… Foreign Born 0.71 1.04 0.73 0.90 

N 1524 1499 1542 1539

Source: 1992 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard error below. Models 

also control for household economic conditions, unemployment, being divorced, education, 

political awareness, occupation, log of the proportion of Hispanic and Asian in state, depen-

dence on government assistance, moral traditionalism, retrospective assessments of national 

economic conditions, egalitarianism, support for limited government, partisanship, race, and 

sex. Analysis restricted to whites and blacks. Full results appear in the Web appendix.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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foreign-born population between 1980 and 1990: an 18 percent loss in for-
eign born between 1980 and 1990 (matching West Virginia at the bottom 
of the natural range); a 16 percent increase in foreign born (New York, 
right at the median); and a 58 percent increase in foreign born (Georgia, 
at the top of the range). As figure 6.5 reveals, ethnocentrism is much more  
important—more than twice as important—in fueling opposition to immi-
gration for Americans living in a place like Georgia, which has experienced 
sharp increases in immigrant population, than in a place like West Virginia, 
which has not.38

c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  i m p l i c a t i o n s

For most Americans today, as in times past, immigration is a problem. Most 
think that the number of immigrants admitted to the country should be 
decreased, that immigrants should wait for government services, that the 
public schools should deny bilingual instruction to the children of immi-
grants, that English should be established as the country’s official language, 
and that immigration does more harm than good—to culture and to taxes 
and to jobs. According to our analysis, such views have more than a single 
source. Opinion on immigration reflects apprehension about change in so-
ciety’s moral standards, ignorance and parochialism, pessimism about the 
national economy, ambivalence toward equality of opportunity, but most 
of all, under a variety of alternative specifications and across different mea-
sures, ethnocentrism.

This is the main story, but there is another. Among Hispanic Americans, 
whose experience of immigration is more intimate and whose identity may 
be suspended between their nation of origin and their nation of residence, 
ethnocentrism is also a powerful force, but moving in the opposite direc-
tion, in favor of immigration.39

Generally speaking, the effects of ethnocentrism we have uncovered 
here reflect both in-group loyalty and out-group denigration—that is, they 
reflect prejudice, generally conceived. Hispanic Americans again provide 
the exception. Among Hispanic Americans, the impact of ethnocentrism 
on immigration opinion is carried predominantly by in-group pride; out-
group hostility is much less important. This exception would seem to arise 
from the special relationship between contemporary immigration and the 
interests and experiences of Americans of Hispanic heritage.

Finally, we suggest that the effects of ethnocentrism reported in this 
chapter are as large and as robust as they are because the issues provoked 
by immigration lend themselves readily to ethnocentric framing and ethno-
centric understanding. Should we allow them to come in? Should we tighten 
our borders to keep them out? If we allow them in, should they be able to 
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enjoy the same rights and privileges as we do? By this argument, variation 
in the power of ethnocentrism in this domain of public opinion will depend 
primarily on how prominently and centrally immigration comes to occupy 
the American imagination. We have suggested here that when the national 
discussion about immigration grows sufficiently noisy, and especially when 
the issue becomes real as immigrants begin to settle nearby, ethnocentrism’s 
role will expand.

Up until now, we have examined the part played by ethnocentrism in 
public opinion on issues that invoke the nation and that draw on national 
identity: the dangers of war and international confrontation in chapter 4; 
the squandering of the nation’s treasury on foreign lands in chapter 5; and 
keeping strangers outside the national community here in chapter 6. In the 
chapters that follow we turn our attention to matters of domestic politics: 
to the role of ethnocentrism at home.



c h a p t e r  7

Straight versus Gay

In June 1969, New York City police carried out a raid on the Stonewall Inn, a 
gay bar in Greenwich Village. At the time, such raids were routine. Discrim-
ination against homosexuals was widespread—in opinion, custom, and law. 
Most American communities treated gay sex as a criminal offense. Homo-
sexuals were prohibited by law from many forms of employment and were 
systematically excluded from military service. Same-sex marriage was un-
imaginable.

If the raid on Stonewall was routine, the response was not. Rather than 
being quietly carted off to jail, the patrons fought back. Scuffling spilled out 
into the streets; police officers were injured; violence spread through adja-
cent neighborhoods. Within the gay community, the “Stonewall Riots” were 
interpreted as a dramatic and exhilarating assertion of gay pride. A new mili-
tant movement arose. Grievances were expressed through unruly acts of pub-
lic contention: sit-ins, marches, occupations, disruptions, and more. Gays 
and lesbians were encouraged to see a connection between their own per-
sonal struggles and the political critique that other social movements of the 
times—civil rights, antiwar, feminist—were directing at American society.

Confrontational forms of activism were supplemented by more conven-
tional forms of political activity: litigation, quiet persuasion, organization, 
and community building. In 1973, gay activists succeeded in convincing the 
American Psychiatric Association to remove homosexuality from its list of 
mental disorders. And in 1975, the federal Civil Service Commission agreed 
to drop its blanket prohibition on gay employment.

With the 1980s came a new challenge, a lethal one. The AIDS virus spread 
among gay and bisexual men with alarming speed and often fatal conse-
quence. The illness was devastating, and the weak response from govern-
ment provided new energy and focus for the broader gay rights movement. 
Organizations were created to provide health care and social services,  
education and prevention campaigns were mobilized, and government was 
pressured to do more.
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Others pressured government to do less. The political fight against the 
gay rights movement has been carried on principally by the Christian Right, 
itself a social movement, one concentrated among religious traditionalists 
(especially evangelical Protestants), and spearheaded by such organizations 
as the Christian Coalition and Focus on the Family. The professed aim of 
the Christian Right is to restore “traditional values” to public policy. It arose 
in the late 1970s in response to what the founders saw as widespread and fla-
grant “moral decay and spiritual decline.” Among the moral catastrophes 
motivating the Christian Right to action were abortion, promiscuity, di-
vorce, and feminism, but opposition to gay rights in particular has been a 
pillar of the Christian Right from the outset. Homosexuality, according to 
the Christian Right, is immoral, violates God’s teachings, and is condemned 
by Holy Scripture.

The Christian Right has been effective in raising funds, recruiting ac-
tivists, and then expanding the scope of conflict by taking the fight against 
gay rights to the ballot box or to the court of public opinion. School board 
elections, local ordinances designed to protect gays and lesbians from 
bias in housing or employment, President Bill Clinton’s proposal to allow 
gays to serve openly in the military, state referenda on same-sex marriage: 
all these have served as sites for fierce conflict (Rimmerman, Wald, and  
Wilcox 2000). Debate is heated, differences in opinion are passionately felt, 
moral indignation and righteous hostility are de rigueur, opponents be-
come enemies. “Few issues in American politics, sexual or not, inspire as 
much passion as the struggle over civil rights for gays and lesbians.Â€.Â€.Â€. The 
rhetoric and tactics on both sides are often extreme, stretching and occa-
sionally obliterating altogether the norms of civility in public discourse” 
(Wald 2000, p. 4).

As a general matter, ethnocentrism comes into play when political issues 
can be readily understood as struggles between “us” and “them”; better yet, 
as struggles between “us” and a sinister “them,” a sinister “them” of the type 
we have encountered in previous chapters: terrorists, foreigners, illegal im-
migrants, and the like. For many straight-laced Americans, gays and lesbi-
ans fit this type well. Especially this should be so for ethnocentric Ameri-
cans. On this reasoning, we expect opposition to the “homosexual agenda” 
to arise importantly from ethnocentrism—from an inclination, in extreme 
form, to divide the world into the righteous and the depraved.

r i g h t s

We will begin our test by examining public opinion on a cluster of issues 
dealing with civil rights: the right of gays and lesbians to marry, to adopt 
children, to serve in the military, and to be protected from employment dis-
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crimination. All four subjects were covered in the 2004 National Election 
Study, carried out as that year’s presidential campaign reached its conclu-
sion. Not surprisingly, the 2004 campaign was preoccupied primarily with 
the transformations in international relations and public policy set in mo-
tion by the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington on September 11, 
2001. About gay rights, little was said.1

However, just below the presidential campaign, the issue of gay mar-
riage was causing quite a commotion in the states and among conservative 
religious organizations like Focus on the Family, Alliance for Marriage, and 
the Family Research Council. The Christian Right began to pour money 
and organization into campaigns against same-sex marriage, arguing that a 
handful of liberal judges and activists were threatening the sacred and fun-
damental institution of marriage, the very foundation of Western civiliza-
tion. Eleven states placed same-sex marriage on the November 2004 ballot, 
and in every case the prohibition side won by handsome majorities.

Consistent with this, in the fall of 2004, a clear majority of Americans 
interviewed by the NES—59.4 percent to be exact—opposed granting mar-
riage licenses to same-sex couples.2 A slightly smaller percentage, but still a 
majority (52.1 percent) would deny gay couples the right to adopt children.

The third question from the 2004 NES under examination here has to 
do with military service. Until quite recently, the U.S. military followed a 
systematic policy of exclusion: gay recruits or draftees were deemed unsuit-
able for service, and when members of the armed forces were suspected of 
homosexuality, they were discharged. This practice began to be challenged, 
first by service members who contested their discharges openly, and then 
through litigation in the courts. During his initial run for the presidency, 
Bill Clinton promised to do away with the practice altogether. Clinton’s 
proposal met with ferocious resistance from the military and from cer-
tain segments of Congress, but by the summer of 1993 a compromise was 
struck and implemented soon thereafter. Under the new policy, recruits 
and military members can no longer be asked about their sexuality (“Don’t 
Ask”), and those in the service must keep their sexual identity to themselves 
(“Don’t Tell”). By the fall of 2004, some dozen years after the proposal was 
first floated, Americans in overwhelming numbers had come to accept the 
idea that homosexuals should be allowed to serve in the U.S. armed forces. 
In 2004, 53.4 percent strongly favored military service for gays; just 13.7 per-
cent strongly opposed it.3

A fourth and final question takes us to the domain of work. In the 1970s, 
city governments began to pass local ordinances protecting gays from em-
ployment discrimination, first in university towns (Ann Arbor, Austin, 
Berkeley, Madison), and then spreading to larger cities with sizable and 
increasingly well-organized gay populations (Minneapolis, San Francisco, 
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Seattle). By 2000, eleven states had passed some form of statewide legis-
lation prohibiting discrimination against gays (California, Hawaii, and 
most of New England); governors in eight other states issued executive 
orders banning discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in state  
employment.

This movement to prohibit discrimination against gays and lesbians pro-
voked a backlash, first and most famously in Dade County, Florida, where 
Anita Bryant argued that gay rights ordinances were an abomination. Bry-
ant’s success in repealing legal protection for gays inspired a variety of state-
wide efforts. Sponsors of these referenda argued “equal rights, not special 
rights,” and their proposals to rescind legislation prohibiting discrimina-
tion on the grounds of sexual orientation were popular with voters and of-
ten succeeded at the ballot box. However, in 1996, the U.S. Supreme Court 
(Romer v. Evans) ruled that one such proposition—Amendment 2, passed 
by Colorado voters in 1992—was unconstitutional on grounds that it vi-
olated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. After 
Romer, enthusiasm for initiative-based efforts to rescind gay rights statutes 
noticeably diminished. Federal agencies have quietly added sexual orien-
tation to their antidiscrimination policies. In the spring of 1998, President 
Clinton issued an executive order prohibiting discrimination based on sex-
ual orientation in all federal agencies.4

Public opinion is generally consistent with current policy. In 2004, ex-
actly half (50.0 percent) of Americans said that they strongly supported 
laws that would protect gays and lesbians from job discrimination, more 
than three times the number who said they were strongly opposed to such  
measures.5

Taken all around, then, the American public seems of two minds on gay 
rights. The “average American” seems quite willing to permit gays the free-
dom to pursue a livelihood and serve the nation, but is much less prepared 
to extend such rights into the intimate domains of marriage and family. As 
demands for equality penetrate deeper into private life, opposition rises. On 
all these questions, Americans take emphatic positions. They do not merely 
favor one side or the other; they favor one side or the other strongly.

To what degree are these strong differences in opinion due to ethnocen-
trism? To find out we estimated our standard model in the standard way. In 
the domain of gay rights, the standard model includes, in addition to eth-
nocentrism, religion, partisanship, education, authoritarianism, egalitari-
anism, as well as sex and race. We are especially interested here in the im-
pact of religion, given the prominence of the Christian Right in organizing 
opposition to gay rights.6

The results, presented in table 7.1, reveal that ethnocentrism plays a prin-
cipal role in energizing American opposition to gay rights. Ethnocentric 
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Americans are significantly more likely to oppose gay marriage, to reject 
the claim that same-sex couples be allowed to adopt children, to voice dis-
approval of the notion that homosexuals be allowed to serve in the mili-
tary, and to take issue with laws that would protect gays and lesbians from 
job discrimination. The effect of ethnocentrism is largest on adoption and 
smallest on employment discrimination, but it is statistically significant and 
substantively large in each of the four cases. Ethnocentrism is not the only 
factor shaping opinion on gay rights—table 7.1 also reveals sizable effects 
attributable to religion, as we expected, as well as to partisanship, educa-
tion, egalitarianism, and authoritarianism. But taking all these effects into 
account, ethnocentrism makes a major contribution of its own.7

The difference ethnocentrism makes becomes apparent in the graphical 
presentation of predicted probabilities, shown in figure 7.1.8 The effects of 
ethnocentrism are substantial, especially in the intimate realms of marriage 
and family. If ethnocentrism could somehow be removed from American 
society, we would be living in a visibly different place: a place where same-
sex marriage and gay couple adoption enjoyed the support of a majority of 
Americans.9

t a b l e  7 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and opposition to gay rights

Marriage Adoption Military Employment

Ethnocentrism 0.92** 1.11*** 1.19*** 0.60* 
0.37 0.37 0.32 0.31 

Importance of religion 1.50*** 1.17*** 0.80*** 0.63*** 
0.18 0.19 0.16 0.16 

Religious doctrine 0.70*** 0.35** 0.33** 0.55*** 
0.17 0.18 0.15 0.15 

Partisanship –0.87*** –0.86*** –0.58*** –0.48*** 
0.15 0.16 0.14 0.13 

Education –0.48** –0.67*** –0.26 –0.40** 
0.20 0.21 0.17 0.17 

Authoritarianism 0.56*** 0.64*** 0.31* 0.35** 
0.18 0.20 0.17 0.16 

Egalitarianism –0.89*** –0.66** –0.73*** –1.49*** 
0.27 0.29 0.24 0.24 

N 889 849 860 859

Effect of E 0.44®0.69 0.32®0.62 0.06®0.24 0.15®0.27

Source: 2004 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod-

els also control for religious denomination, race, ethnicity, and sex. Full results appear in the 

Web appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethno-

centrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of opposing gay rights 

(see text for details).

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.



f i g u r e  7 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and American opposition to gay rights. Predicted probabilities 

with 95 percent confidence intervals. Estimates from table 7.1. Source: 2004 NES.
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a i d s

In its weekly newsletter published on June 5, 1981, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) in Atlanta reported that five previously 
healthy young men from Los Angeles had been diagnosed with a rare and 
serious pneumonia (Pneumocystis carinii). All five were described as “active 
homosexuals.” Later on that summer, the New York Times carried a story 
about a mysterious illness afflicting gay men in New York and in San Fran-
cisco. In a few years’ time, Americans came to learn that gay men—thou-
sands of gay men—were dying from AIDS (acquired immune deficiency 
syndrome).

In the early stages of the AIDS epidemic, the federal government took 
little action. Health and Human Services funds to support research on AIDS 
were modest. Requests for incremental funding were sufficiently unpopu-
lar that they had to be hidden away, concealed in major appropriation bills. 
Ronald Reagan, president of the United States during this time, had nothing 
to say on the subject. Not until 1987 did the Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) approve any drug treatment designed to combat HIV/AIDS, and by 
then, over 25,000 Americans had died.

The AIDS epidemic spread swiftly during the 1980s, peaking in 1992, 
when some 80,000 new cases were diagnosed.

 
Faced with incontrovertible 

evidence of a horrific public health problem, federal funding for research in-
creased sharply. New drug treatments were put on a fast track for approval 
at the FDA. In 1990, Congress passed its first major piece of legislation di-
rected specifically and exclusively at AIDS. The legislation was named af-
ter Ryan White, a teenager from the American heartland, who was in fact 
white, and straight, and who had contracted HIV (human immunodefi-
ciency virus) from a blood transfusion. The Ryan White Comprehensive 
AIDS Resources Emergency Act released several hundred million dollars to 
the states and to service organizations to increase the availability of medical 
care outside of hospitals for persons with AIDS. During the 1992 presiden-
tial campaign, Bill Clinton actively sought the support of gay and lesbian 
organizations. He promised to appoint a national AIDS policy director to 
coordinate initiatives from the White House. And he said that he would in-
vest more resources into research and education on AIDS than had his Re-
publican predecessors.10

These events form the immediate background for our analysis of the role 
ethnocentrism plays in the American public’s political response to AIDS. 
We analyze two questions in particular, the first asked in late 1992 and the 
second in fall of 1993, at the very peak of the epidemic.11

The first of our questions has to do with whether the federal govern-
ment should devote more resources on research to fight AIDS. As part of 
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the standard NES government spending battery, the question asks whether 
federal spending on AIDS research should be increased, decreased, or kept 
about the same. For the most part, Americans said spend more: 62.0 percent 
said that federal spending on research on AIDS should be increased; just 7.9 
percent said spending should be decreased; 30.1 percent said that spending 
should be kept the same.12

Results from applying the standard model to this opinion question ap-
pear in table 7.2. They indicate that ethnocentrism has nothing to do with 
opinion on how much the government should spend on AIDS. Other things 
matter—egalitarianism pushes opinion in the generous direction while re-
ligiosity pushes opinion in the opposite direction—but ethnocentrism 
pushes opinion in neither direction. The same conclusion holds if we reÂ�
estimate the standard model, replacing the stereotype-based measure of ethÂ�
nocentrism with the version of ethnocentrism based on thermometer score 
ratings. Once again, ethnocentrism fails—utterly and completely—to dis-
tinguish those Americans who want to spend more on finding a cure for 
AIDS from those who want to spend less.

t a b l e  7 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and AIDS

Government spend 

less on AIDS

Worried about 

“catching” AIDS

Ethnocentrism –0.06 1.25*** 
0.21 0.35 

Importance of religion 0.38*** 0.39* 
0.13 0.21 

Religious doctrine 0.02 0.28 
0.12 0.20 

Partisanship –0.23** –0.37** 
0.10 0.17 

Education 0.02 –0.67*** 
0.14 0.21 

Authoritarianism –0.07 0.31 
0.12 0.19 

Egalitarianism –1.54*** –0.56** 
0.18 0.28 

N 1529 584
Effect of E 0.38®0.37 0.04®0.21

Source: 1992 NES (column 1) and 1993 NES Pilot (column 2).

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod-

els also control for religious denomination, race, ethnicity, and sex. Full results appear in the 

Web appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in EthnoÂ�

centrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of supporting cuts in 

spending and being worried about “catching” AIDS.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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This is surprising. In the previous section we saw that ethnocentrism  
appears to be a major force behind American opposition to gay rights. Same-
sex marriage, gay adoption, homosexuals serving in the armed forces, laws 
designed to protect gays from discrimination at work: opposition to each of 
these arises in an important way out of ethnocentrism. In the arena of rights, 
we found large and consistent effects. Here, we find no effect at all. Why?

Perhaps because from an ethnocentric point of view, there are good rea-
sons both to spend more on AIDS and to spend less. Spending more on AIDS 
makes sense as protection against contamination. Investing in research and 
finding a cure are ways to make the epidemic go away, to reduce the chances 
that the rest of “us” will become infected. At the same time, spending less 
on AIDS also makes sense. Ethnocentric Americans might wonder why gov-
ernment resources should be squandered on those who do not deserve help, 
who are to blame for their own suffering, who, to put the point in biblical 
terms, are being punished by God for their earthly transgressions.13

Our second question on AIDS gives us some purchase on this puzzle in 
that it has to do with concerns about how the disease is transmitted. This 
question, taken from the 1993 NES Pilot Study, probed background beliefs 
about how one might “catch” AIDS. This is not itself a matter of policy, but 
it does have relevance for what kinds of policies might be required to pro-
tect public health in the face of the AIDS epidemic. Specifically, the question 
asks people how worried they would be about getting AIDS if they worked 
with a gay person. In contrast to the first AIDS question, here our predic-
tion is straightforward: Americans of an ethnocentric inclination should be 
more worried about catching AIDS from a coworker.14

And so they are. This result is presented in the second column of table 
7.2. Ethnocentric Americans are much more anxious about catching AIDS 
than are those who reject ethnocentrism. Education has a large negative ef-
fect, as we would expect. Religion, partisanship, and egalitarianism make a 
difference too. But on the question of illness and contamination, no single 
factor is as important as ethnocentrism.

s e x  a n d  i m m o r a l i t y

The ethnocentric agitation appears to be attached to homosexuality in 
particular and not to matters of sexuality in general. In the 2000 GSS, 
Americans were asked for their moral judgments on a wide variety of sex-
ual practices: about sex education in the public schools, about whether  
contraception should be made available to teenagers, about the propriety 
of premarital sex, about sex between teenagers, about adultery, and finally 
about “sexual relations between two adults of the same sex.”15



t
a

b
l

e
 7

.3
. 

E
th

n
oc

en
tr

is
m

 a
n

d 
im

m
or

al
it

y 
of

 s
ex

u
al

 p
ra

ct
ic

es

G
ay

 s
ex

Se
x 

ed
u

ca
ti

on

C
on

tr
ac

ep
ti

on
  

fo
r 

te
en

ag
er

s
P

re
m

ar
it

al
 s

ex
T

ee
n

ag
e 

se
x

E
xt

ra
m

ar
it

al
 s

ex

E
th

n
oc

en
tr

is
m

1.
22

* 
–0

.9
4 

0.
18

 
0.

54
 

1.
64

**
 

0.
08

  
0.

68
 

0.
77

 
0.

49
 

0.
53

 
0.

64
 

0.
74

 
P

ar
ti

sa
n

sh
ip

–0
.5

9*
* 

–1
.1

2*
**

 
–0

.6
1*

**
 

–0
.7

8*
**

 
–0

.2
5 

–0
.3

4 
0.

28
 

0.
35

 
0.

22
 

0.
25

 
0.

28
 

0.
31

 
E

du
ca

ti
on

–0
.9

2*
* 

–0
.2

8 
0.

16
 

–0
.4

5 
–0

.0
4 

–0
.5

4 
0.

37
 

0.
43

 
0.

27
 

0.
31

 
0.

33
 

0.
38

 
A

u
th

or
it

ar
ia

n
is

m
1.

24
**

* 
1.

43
**

* 
0.

31
 

0.
42

 
1.

32
**

* 
1.

12
**

* 
0.

38
 

0.
47

 
0.

29
 

0.
32

 
0.

37
 

0.
43

 
R

el
ig

io
u

s
1.

39
**

* 
0.

94
**

* 
0.

93
**

* 
2.

11
**

* 
1.

01
**

* 
0.

73
**

 
â•…

at
te

n
da

n
ce

0.
28

 
0.

33
 

0.
21

 
0.

24
 

0.
27

 
0.

30
 

A
ge

0.
10

 
0.

81
* 

1.
29

**
* 

0.
95

**
* 

1.
44

**
* 

0.
27

 
0.

39
 

0.
47

 
0.

31
 

0.
33

 
0.

40
 

0.
42

 
N

24
1

29
9

30
0

29
6

30
1

25
6

E
ff

ec
t 

of
 E

0.
55

®
0.

84
0.

08
®

0.
02

0.
31

®
0.

35
0.

24
®

0.
37

0.
89

®
0.

99
0.

95
®

0.
96

So
ur

ce
: 2

00
0 

G
SS

.

N
ot

e:
 T

ab
le

 e
n

tr
y 

is
 t

h
e 

or
de

re
d 

pr
ob

it
 r

eg
re

ss
io

n
 c

oe
ffi

ci
en

t 
w

it
h

 s
ta

n
da

rd
 e

rr
or

s 
be

lo
w

. M
od

el
s 

al
so

 c
on

tr
ol

 f
or

 e
ga

lit
ar

ia
n

is
m

, r
ac

e,
 e

th
n

ic
it

y,
 a

n
d 

se
x.

 F
u

ll 
re

su
lt

s 

ap
p

ea
rÂ€

in
 t

h
e 

W
eb

 a
p

p
en

d
ix

. T
h

e 
bo

tt
om

 r
ow

 o
f 

th
e 

ta
bl

e 
gi

ve
s 

th
e 

ef
fe

ct
 a

ss
oc

ia
te

d
 w

it
h

 a
 s

h
if

t 
in

 E
th

n
oc

en
tr

is
m

 f
ro

m
 L

ow
 (

–0
.1

) 
to

 H
ig

h
 (

0.
6)

 i
n

 t
h

e 
p

re
d

ic
te

d 

pr
ob

ab
ili

tyÂ�Â€
o

f v
ie

w
in

g 
a 

be
h

av
io

r 
as

 “
A

lw
ay

s”
 o

r 
“A

lm
os

t 
A

lw
ay

s”
 w

ro
n

g.

**
*p

 <
 0

.0
1;

 *
*p

 <
 0

.0
5;

 *
p 

<
 0

.1
0,

 t
w

o-
ta

ile
d.



162â•… c h a p t e r  s e v e n

In the year 2000, a decisive majority of the American public—58.7 per-
cent to be precise—declared that gay sex was “always wrong.” And as table 
7.3 shows, this view was much more common among ethnocentric Ameri-
cans. Controlling on party identification, authoritarianism, egalitarianism, 
religion (and more), ethnocentrism powerfully predicts the judgment that 
gay sex is immoral. The table also reveals that ethnocentrism is generally ir-
relevant to judgments made about other sexual practices. To the ethnocen-
tric, there is something especially distressing about gay sex.16

h o m o s e x u a l i t y  a s  a  n a t u r a l  k i n d

Ethnocentrism, we have argued, arises in part out of a tendency to see social 
groups as natural kinds. Human groups are biological types, in possession 
of an underlying essence. This ethnocentric tendency aligns in a surprising 
way with the ongoing debate in science about the nature of homosexuality. 
The current scientific view is to regard homosexuality as inborn and virtu-
ally impossible to alter. It is not a choice, a mere preference for one kind of 
sexual life over another. And so here we expect ethnocentric Americans will 

t a b l e  7 . 4 .  Ethnocentrism and the nature of homosexuality

Cannot be changed Natural sexuality

Ethnocentrism 0.61* 0.74** 
0.37 0.37 

Importance of religion –0.53** –1.02*** 
0.21 0.22 

Religious doctrine –0.51** –0.32 
0.20 0.20 

Partisanship 0.37** 0.33* 
0.17 0.17 

Education 0.28 0.41* 
0.22 0.21 

Authoritarianism –0.67*** –0.38* 
0.19 0.19 

Egalitarianism 1.41*** 1.41*** 
0.30 0.29 

N 537 582
Effect of E 0.58®0.74 0.57®0.75

Source: 1993 NES Pilot.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. Mod-

els also control for religious denomination, race, ethnicity, and sex. Full results appear in the 

Web appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethno-

centrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of believing homosexual-

ity cannot be changed or is natural.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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be more likely, not less, to endorse the scientific position on the nature of 
homosexuality (though not for scientific reasons).17

Two questions relevant to the current discussion were included in the 
1993 NES Pilot Study. In both instances, about one-half of the public opted 
for the scientifically enlightened view: 52.3 percent said that people can-
not choose their sexual orientation; 55.2 percent said that homosexuality is 
natural. And as table 7.4 makes clear, ethnocentrism is implicated in both. 
Those inclined toward ethnocentrism are more likely to say that homosexu-
ality cannot be changed and that homosexuality is natural.18

Other things matter too, of course. In particular, education and egalitari-
anism are quite important, and they work as we would expect. This means 
that in this case they push opinion in the same direction that ethnocentrism 
does. More education, more equality, and more ethnocentrism imply the 
view that homosexuality is inborn and unalterable.

Authoritarianism is also important, but it moves opinion in the opposite 
direction. Authoritarianism implies the view that homosexuality is chosen 
and can be “fixed.” In this case, as in several others we have encountered, 
ethnocentrism and authoritarianism work against each other.

a c t i v a t i o n

In this chapter we have uncovered ample evidence of ethnocentrism’s im-
portance. Ethnocentrism is a powerful force behind American opposition to 
same-sex marriage, to adoption of children by gay couples, to gays serving 
in the military, and to laws designed to protect gays against discrimination 
on the job. Ethnocentric Americans are apprehensive about catching AIDS. 
They take exception to gay sex, and they think that homosexuality is inborn 
and impossible to alter. The results are strong, but they are not uniform. 
Ethnocentrism is more or less important, depending on circumstances.

The Color of AIDS

Our analysis turned up one glaring exception to the general pattern of strong 
effects. We found, to our surprise, no relationship between ethnocentrism 
and opinion toward government spending on AIDS. We suggested, without 
much confidence, that from an ethnocentric point of view, both increases 
in spending and cuts in spending might seem appealing. Spending more on 
AIDS research makes sense as protection against contamination. Spend-
ing less on AIDS research also makes sense: why squander government re-
sources to help those who bring suffering on themselves?

This argument might work for the public as a whole, but it should not 
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work for black Americans in particular. The original epidemiological work 
on AIDS located the illness in gay enclaves in major cities. At the beginning, 
AIDS was understood to be a gay man’s disease, and insofar as AIDS at-
tracted media attention, it was portrayed as such. With the discovery of HIV 
and a better understanding of how AIDS could be transmitted, the “face” 
of the disease began to change. Stories began to appear in major news out-
lets suggesting that black Americans were more likely than other groups to 
acquire AIDS. In November 1991, Earvin (“Magic”) Johnson, an African 
American and one of the most celebrated athletes of his time, announced 
that he was retiring from professional basketball at the peak of his talent 
because he was infected with HIV. By the middle 1990s, HIV/AIDS had be-
come a leading cause of death among black Americans.19

Insofar as black Americans have come to think of HIV/AIDS as a black 
problem, we would expect ethnocentrism to operate differently among 
them. Blacks should look at federal funding for AIDS research in much 
the same way that Hispanics look at immigration policies. As we learned in 
chapter 6, Hispanic Americans are more favorably disposed toward gener-
ous immigration policy than the rest of the population, and this is so espe-
cially among ethnocentric Hispanic Americans. We expect the same to be 
true for black Americans and AIDS.20

And it is. Among black Americans, ethnocentrism is associated with 
spending more on AIDS. This was so in 1992 and even more clearly so in 
2000.21 As summarized in figure 7.2, when it comes to government ac-
tion on AIDS, ethnocentrism is utterly irrelevant for white Americans but 
highly relevant for African Americans. Among African Americans, ethno-
centrism—in-group favoritism—leads to the view that government should 
spend more on finding a cure for AIDS. This makes sense in light of shifts 
within black communities in the understanding of AIDS—the growing  
appreciation, among black Americans, that HIV/AIDS is a special threat  
to their own kind.22

Gay Marriage and the Ballot

Same-sex marriage has come on the political scene quite recently. Conve-
niently for our project, it has come more prominently on the scene in some 
places than in others. This gives us an opportunity to test our account of 
activation.

The necessary back story begins in June 2003, when the Supreme Court, 
in a six-to-three decision, struck down the sodomy laws of thirteen states. In 
a scathing dissent, Justice Scalia slammed the Court for laying the ground-
work for the legalization of same-sex marriage:
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Today’s opinion dismantles the structure of constitutional law that has 

permitted a distinction to be made between heterosexual and homosexual 

unions, insofar as formal recognition in marriage is concerned. If moral 

disapprobation of homosexual conduct is “no legitimate state interest” for 

purposes of proscribing that conduct, and if, as the Court coos (casting 

aside all pretense of neutrality), “[w]hen sexuality finds overt expression 

in intimate conduct with another person, the conduct can be but one ele-

ment in a personal bond that is more enduring,” what justification could 

there possibly be for denying the benefits of marriage to homosexual cou-

ples exercising “[t]he liberty protected by the Constitution”? Surely not the 

encouragement of procreation, since the sterile and the elderly are allowed 

to marry. This case “does not involve” the issue of homosexual marriage 

only if one entertains the belief that principles and logic have nothing to do 

with the decisions of this Court. (Lawrence v. Texas 2003)23

Justice Scalia was right to worry. In November 2003, the highest state 
court in Massachusetts decided that “barring an individual from the protec-
tions, benefits, and obligations of civil marriage solely because that person 
would marry a person of the same sex violates the Massachusetts constitu-
tion” (Goodridge v. Department of Public Health 2003). The Massachusetts 

f i g u r e  7 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and support for spending more on AIDS research, separately 

by race. Predicted probabilities with 95 percent confidence intervals. Estimation results appear 

in the Web appendix. Source: 2000 NES.
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court thereby bestowed the sanctity of law on an arrangement that many 
Americans regarded as morally indefensible. A few months later, Gavin 
Newsom, the mayor of San Francisco, began to join same-sex couples in 
holy matrimony, in direct violation of existing statutes. Both the sober pro-
ceedings in Boston and the more flamboyant happenings in San Francisco 
were highly publicized.

Shortly thereafter, pressured by the Christian Right, President George 
W. Bush announced his support for a constitutional ban on gay marriage, 
declaring his irritation with a handful of judges who presumed “to change 
the most fundamental institution of civilization.” Bush promised to bring 
moral clarity to this debate, but in fact his support was reluctant and tepid—
perhaps because Senator John Kerry, Bush’s Democratic opponent in the 
2004 presidential election, said that he too opposed same-sex marriage, 
that the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court had gone too far, and that 
the Massachusetts Constitution should be amended to make gay marriage  
illegal.

Gay marriage disappeared from the presidential campaign, but it was 
very much alive in state politics. Proposals to make same-sex marriage ille-
gal appeared on the November 2004 ballot of eleven states.24 With the Chris-
tian Right supplying money and organizational, the defenders of traditional 
marriage prevailed in every case.

 

The question for us is whether the effect of ethnocentrism on opposi-
tion to same-sex marriage increased as a consequence of these campaigns. 
Such campaigns, it seems reasonable to assume, would have raised the sa-
lience of same-sex marriage and provided a bounty of ethnocentric frames 
(Wald and Glover 2007). These conditions, in turn, should have activated 
ethnocentrism.

Six of the eleven states that passed antigay marriage ballot proposals in 
2004 were part of the NES sample in that year. The six were scattered across 
the country, including the Pacific Coast (Oregon), the Mountain West 
(Utah), the industrial Midwest (Michigan and Ohio), and the South (Ar-
kansas and Georgia). All in all, about one in six respondents in the 2004 
NES sample came from states that featured a proposal to outlaw same-sex 
marriage. To test for activation, we added two new terms to the standard 
model: [Same-Sex Ballot Initiative] and [Ethnocentrism × Same-Sex Bal-
lot Initiative], where Same-Sex Ballot Initiative = 1 if a proposal to prohibit 
same-sex marriage is on the 2004 November ballot; 0 otherwise. The results 
are summarized in table 7.5.

As the table shows, ethnocentrism is indeed more important to opinion 
on same-sex marriage in states with antigay marriage campaigns than in 
states without them. In fact, the estimated impact of ethnocentrism more 
than doubles.25
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The effect is large, but it is also quite specific. We estimated the identical 
model for three other gay rights issues: whether gay couples should be al-
lowed to adopt children, the desirability of laws to protect gays and lesbians 
from discrimination at work, and whether homosexuals should be allowed 
to serve in the U.S. armed forces. These results are also presented in table 
7.5. As indicated there, activation is limited to opinion on gay marriage. It 
is strong there, but it does not spill over to other policies within the same 
domain.

If this really is a campaign effect—activation due to well-financed and 
highly visible efforts in some states to make same-sex marriage illegal—then 
we should see the effect increase as exposure to the campaign increases. 
The 2004 NES followed the customary design; this means that respon-
dents were interviewed both before and after the election. As it happens, 
the question on same-sex marriage appeared in the preelection interview. 
On average, Americans were interviewed about one month before the elec-
tion. But some were interviewed the day before, and some were interviewed 
nearly two months before. Those in the former group, questioned right 
before the election, would have had the opportunity to be exposed to a 
much larger “dose” of the campaign than would have those in the latter  
group.

t a b l e  7 . 5 .  The effect of ethnocentrism on American opposition to gay rights in 2004  

in states with/without same-sex ballot initiatives

Marriage Adoption Military Employment 

Ethnocentrism (E) 0.77* 1.04*** 1.03*** 0.51 
0.40 0.40 0.35 0.34 

E × same-sex ballot initiative 0.96 0.35 0.65 0.27 
0.97 0.99 0.80 0.77 

Same-sex ballot initiative –0.11 0.14 0.17 0.19 
0.14 0.15 0.13 0.12 

N 889 849 860 859
Effect of E, No Same-Sex Ballot  

â•… Initiative 0.45®0.66 0.31®0.59 0.06®0.20 0.15®0.24
Effect of E, Same-Sex Ballot  

â•… Initiative 0.37®0.81 0.35®0.72 0.07®0.39 0.19®0.37

Source: 2004 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below.  

Models also control for importance of religion, religious doctrine, partisanship, education,  

authoritarianism, egalitarianism, religious denomination, race, ethnicity, and sex. Full results 

appear in the Web appendix. The bottom rows of the table give the effect associated with a 

shift in Ethnocentrism from Low (−0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of oppos-

ing gay rights.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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Our delicate prediction here, then, is that the effect of ethnocentrism on 
opposition to same-marriage in states with a proposal on the ballot to make 
same-sex marriage illegal should increase as date of interview approaches 
Election Day. And it does. This result is presented in graphical form in  
figure 7.3.

f i g u r e  7 . 3 .  Activating ethnocentrism: the effect of ethnocentrism on American opposition 

to same-sex marriage by exposure to an antigay marriage campaign. Predicted probabilities. 

Estimation results appear in the Web appendix. Source: 2004 NES.
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The top panel of the figure displays three curves. All three are predic-
tions for those Americans who happened to live in states featuring an anti-
gay marriage campaign. One curve represents the effect of ethnocentrism 
on opposition to same-sex marriage among persons interviewed fifty-five 
days before the election, another represents persons interviewed thirty-five 
days before the election, and a third represents persons interviewed five days 
before the election. The first curve is essentially flat, indicating no relation-
ship between ethnocentrism and opposition to same-sex marriage, among 
those questioned before the campaign really gets rolling. The second tilts 
upward from left to right, indicating a moderate effect. The third curve as-
cends steeply, indicating a very strong effect of ethnocentrism among those 
questioned right before Election Day, at the close of the campaign.

In the meantime, among Americans living in states without a ballot prop-
osition on same-sex marriage, date of interview proves to be utterly irrele-
vant. Ethnocentrism influenced opposition to same-sex marriage for these 
Americans, but this was so regardless of when they were interviewed. This 
is shown in the bottom panel of figure 7.3. Taken together, these results are 
consistent with the claim that the importance of ethnocentrism for public 
opinion depends on circumstances—in particular, that it depends on the 
degree to which issues that lend themselves to ethnocentric thinking cap-
ture public attention.26

The 2004 campaigns to make same-sex marriage illegal offer us one more 
test. The activation of ethnocentrism in matters of opinion is one thing; the 
activation of ethnocentrism in matters of action is another. Could it be that 
ethnocentrism motivated people to take part in politics who might not oth-
erwise when they were offered the chance to vote in defense of marriage?

Under normal conditions ethnocentrism and engagement in politics are 
negatively associated. Those who are ethnocentrically disposed are generally 
a bit less likely to take part in political life. In keeping with this general pat-
tern, in the fall of 2004, in states without a same-sex marriage proposal on 
the ballot, ethnocentrism predicts a reduction in voter turnout. It does so 
in the context of a standard model of turnout, one that includes measures 
of education, age, strength of partisanship, sex, race, and more. In the six 
states with gay marriage on the ballot that fell within the NES sample, how-
ever, the relationship reverses. Now ethnocentrism predicts an increase in 
voter turnout. These results appear in figure 7.4.27

Based on these results, we calculate that voter turnout in ballot states 
increased over what it would have been in the absence of same-sex bal-
lot initiatives by about two percentage points. Other researchers, working 
from entirely independent sources of evidence, come to virtually the iden-
tical conclusion (Ansolabehere and Stewart 2005; Althaus 2005; McDonald 
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2004). Our results indicate, moreover, that this increase comes very dispro-
portionately from the mobilization of the ethnocentric into politics.28

In sum, the campaign to defend heterosexual marriage, carried on vigor-
ously in some states but not in others, appears to have increased the impor-
tance of ethnocentrism for opinion and for action alike.

c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  i m p l i c a t i o n s

Efforts to curb human appetites and enforce moral standards have been a 
notable feature of American politics, from abolition and temperance on 
up to contemporary conflicts over gambling, prostitution, pornography, 
drugs, and more. A preoccupation with impropriety is perhaps especially 
prominent in the United States. What Daniel Bell has called America’s tal-
ent for “extremism in morality” (1955, p. 17) may stem from our religious 
fundamentalism, on the one hand, and our affluence, on the other. Pros-
perity, as Richard Hofstadter (1955, p. 99) once put it, “liberates the public 
for the expression of its more luxurious hostilities.”

Whether the United States sees more than its fair share of conflicts of this 
kind, there is certainly plenty of it to see here. Our purpose in this chapter 
has been to investigate what part, if any, ethnocentrism plays in the politics 
of morality, taking the struggle over gay rights as a case in point.29

f i g u r e  7 . 4 .  Activating ethnocentrism: the effect of ethnocentrism on voter turnout in 2004 

in states with/without same-sex ballot initiatives. Predicted probabilities with 95 percent confi-

dence intervals. Estimation results appear in the Web appendix. Source: 2004 NES.
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Disputes over moral questions are often fought out as appeals to gov-
ernment, as struggles over policy. Far from being a bystander in moral con-
flict, government is often an active participant in adjudicating recognition 
and respect among the contending groups. So it seems to be here. Ethno-
centric Americans tend to disapprove of gays serving in the military and of 
laws designed to protect gays against discrimination on the job. They stand 
against allowing gay couples to adopt children. They say they want no part 
of same-sex marriage—and they say this especially when mobilized by cam-
paigns that seek recognition and legal protection for marriage as tradition-
ally conceived.



c h a p t e r  8

Women’s Place

Starting in the late 1960s, the issue of women’s rights rose rapidly to na­
tional prominence. Suddenly there were press conferences, meetings, 
protests,Â€marches, and demonstrations. More and more womenÂ�Â€declared 
themselves sympathetic to feminism, enlisted in feminist organizations, 
and ran for public office. Hearings on women’s rights becameÂ€common­
place in Congress. Women’s rights became a salient subject inÂ�Â€national 
partyÂ�Â€platforms and conventions. Bills representing various aspectsÂ�Â€of 
women’s rights agenda were routinely introduced and very often passed.  
The most notable accomplishment of the time, or so it seemed, was 
the equal rights amendment (ERA). Promising that “equality of rights  
under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or  
by any State on account of sex,” the ERA sailed through both houses  
of ConÂ�gressÂ€by overwhelming majorities. This (apparent) triumph was 
folÂ�lowedÂ€in short order by Roe v. Wade (1973), the Supreme Court’s  
ruling that efforts to regulate abortion by the states were unconstitu­
tional.1

Together, congressional action on the ERA and the Court’s decision in 
Roe v. Wade triggered a powerful backlash. For many socially conservative 
Americans, “the ERA and abortion symbolized everything about feminism 
worth opposing” (Wolbrecht 2000, p. 40). Conservatives organized, entered 
the political fray, and often won. They blocked state ratification of the ERA, 
and through persuasion, pressure, litigation, and in some cases intimida­
tion, they limited access to abortion.

This see-saw battle continues, and it takes many forms. In the end, how­
ever, the fight is primarily about one thing: whether the traditional place of 
women in society is a natural expression of their biological nature. Once 
the belief in biological destiny gives way, the whole arrangement between 
the sexes—a vast, entrenched, and integrated network of institutional rules 
and social practices—ceases to make much sense:
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Women do and men don’t gestate, breast-feed infants, and menstruate as a 

part of their biological character. So, too, women on the whole are smaller 

and lighter boned and muscled than are men. For these physical facts of 

life to have no appreciable social consequence would take a little organiz­

ing, but, at least by modern standards, not much. . . . It is not, then, the so­

cial consequences of innate sex differences that must be explained, but the 

way in which these differences were (and are) put forward as a warrant for 

our social arrangements, and, most important of all, the way in which the 

institutional workings of society ensured that this accounting would seem 

sound. (Goffman 1977, pp. 301–2)

From this point of view, the most important consequence of the mod­
ern women’s movement is to weaken the doctrine that men and women are 
deeply and fundamentally different. For if it is conceded that the biological 
differences distinguishing men from women are slight, then the pervasive 
role that sex currently plays in the organization of society—from everyday 
interaction to the division of labor and reward—is open to challenge.

How does ethnocentrism enter this picture? Ethnocentrism, as we have 
said, is a readiness to divide society into in-groups and out-groups. As such, 
we expect to find an affinity between ethnocentrism, on the one hand, and 
the doctrine of biological differences between the sexes, on the other. Ameri­
cans given to an ethnocentric outlook should be especially inclined to see 
the differences between men and women as natural. Insofar as that is true, 
then we should find ethnocentrism to be a source of opposition to the con­
temporary women’s movement and to policies that challenge the sexual 
status quo.

a b o r t i o n  r i g h t s

We will start our empirical investigation with abortion, a focal point of con­
tention and struggle. Before the Supreme Court decision in 1973, abortion 
was for the most part a private dilemma, not a political problem. After Roe 
v. Wade, abortion moved from the shadows to center stage. On the one side 
was the emergent women’s movement, which claimed abortion as a right. 
This was a new argument: that the right to abortion was essential to the re­
alization of women’s full equality. From this side of the debate, abortion 
came to be seen as a “linchpin that held together a complicated set of as­
sumptions about who women were, what their roles in life should be, what 
kinds of jobs they should take in the paid labor force, and how those jobs 
should be rewarded” (Luker 1984, p. 118). On the other side, mobilized in an 
important way by the Roe v. Wade decision (a “bolt out of the blue”), was 
the pro-life movement: Americans who were stunned and horrified by the 
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Court’s decision. Pro-life activists regarded abortion as “unspeakable,” the 
deliberate taking of innocent life.

Abortion is incendiary not just because of this one difference, sharp as 
it is, but also because activists on opposite sides of the issue hold radically 
different views about a whole range of consequential matters. As Luker 
(1984) adroitly shows, differences over abortion coexist with differences 
over the nature of men and women (whether they are naturally, intrinsi­
cally different), the meaning of motherhood, the place of sex in marriage, 
the importance of religion, and more. In short, the debate over abortion 
is not an academic exercise; it goes to the core of how people define their 
place in society, the value and worth they attach to how they live their  
lives.

This debate, of course, is far from over. It has become a recurrent matter 
of partisan politics (Adams 1997), and it continues to draw serious atten­
tion from the courts. In the spring of 2007, in a five-to-four decision, the 
Supreme Court outlawed a particularly gruesome procedure: intact dilation 
and extraction to the medical profession; partial-birth abortion to its oppo­
nents; late-term abortion to its (relatively few) supporters.

From the National Election Study, we have available a good range of 
questions on abortion: five distinct questions in all, scattered across several 
studies from 1992 to 2004.2 By these various measures, public opinion on 
abortion seems to be moderate and qualified. Americans generally support a 
woman’s right to make this decision for herself: 36.1 percent say that a woman 
should always be able to obtain a legal abortion as a matter of personal 
choice, while only 14.3 percent say that abortion should never be permitted. 
A clear majority—55.8 percent—strongly support a ban on partial-birth/ 
late-term abortion. More than one-third of the American public (35.7 per­
cent) strongly favors a statute that would require a married woman who in­
tends to have an abortion to notify her husband beforehand. A near major­
ity (47.8 percent) strongly oppose using government funds to help pay for 
abortions for women who cannot afford them. And an overwhelming ma­
jority of Americans—69.2 percent—strongly favors a law in their state that 
would require women under the age of eighteen to obtain parental consent 
before undergoing an abortion.

To what degree are differences in opinion on these matters due to ethno­
centrism? To find out we estimated a standard model in the standard way.3 
The results, presented in table 8.1, reveal that ethnocentrism and opinion 
on abortion are completely unconnected to one another. Religion makes a 
huge difference, as we expected. Education, partisanship, and egalitarianism 
matter as well. But ethnocentrism does not. The estimated effect of ethno­
centrism is positive in three cases, negative in the other two, and in only one 
case exceeds statistical significance.
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What we see in table 8.1, moreover, holds for men and women alike. 
In a second round of analysis, we reestimated the standard model testing  
the idea that the effects of ethnocentrism on opinion in this domain might 
differ between men and women—in particular, that the effect of ethnocen­
trism might be positive for men and negative for women. This test requires 
adding a single interaction term to the standard model:

y* 	= b0 + b1Ethnocentrism + b2[Ethnocentrism × Female]

		        + b3Importance of Religion + . . . + e

where b1 gives the effect of ethnocentrism for men and b1+ b2 gives the ef­
fect of ethnocentrism for women.4 In all five cases of opinion on abortion, 
we found the estimated effect of ethnocentrism to be essentially the same 
for men as for women. This means that for men and women alike, ethno­
centrism has nothing to do with opinion on abortion.5

t a b l e  8 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and opposition to abortion

Abortion 

right

Late-term/  

partial-birth

Government 

subsidy

Spousal 

notification

Parental 

consent

Ethnocentrism 0.22 –0.47 –0.57* 0.18 0.34

0.29 0.32 0.31 0.21 0.27

Importance of 1.32*** 0.85*** 0.99*** 0.73*** 0.69***

â•… Religion 0.15 0.17 0.16 0.13 0.15

Religious 0.63*** 0.27* 0.56*** 0.50*** 0.29**

â•… Doctrine 0.15 0.16 0.15 0.12 0.14

Partisanship –0.50*** –0.77*** –0.84*** –0.18* –0.41***

0.13 0.14 0.14 0.10 0.12

Education –0.38** 0.07 –0.37** –0.60*** –0.41**

0.17 0.19 0.18 0.14 0.17

Authoritarianism 0.43*** 0.09 0.13 0.46*** 0.38**

0.16 0.17 0.16 0.12 0.15

Egalitarianism –0.29 –0.46* –0.63*** –0.17 –.55***

0.23 0.25 0.24 0.18 0.21

Female –0.34*** –0.01 0.02 –0.51*** 0.02

0.08 0.09 0.09 0.07 0.08

N 875 838 847 1511 1258

Effect of E 0.30®0.36 0.62®0.49 0.64®0.48 0.58®0.62 0.78®0.85

Source: 2004 NES (columns 1–3); 1992 NES (column 4); and 2000 NES (column 5).

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. The 

model also controls for religious denomination, race, ethnicity, and political awareness. Full 

results appear in the Web appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with  

a shift in Ethnocentrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of oppos­

ing abortion.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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The same disconnect appears when we turn to the General Social Sur­
vey. The 1990 and 2000 editions of GSS that include our standard measure 
of ethnocentrism also carry a set of questions on abortion that complements 
those from the NES that we have just analyzed. The GSS questions take up 
a series of circumstances under which abortion might be legally permitted 
(for example, rape, birth defect, an unplanned and unwanted pregnancy).6 
Most Americans appear to be moral relativists on abortion. Very few say that 
abortion should be legal under no circumstances. Very few say that abortion 
should be legal under all circumstances. Most Americans say that abortion 
should be legal under some circumstances and illegal under others.

Does ethnocentrism predict a relatively hard line on abortion, measured 
in this way? No, it does not. Not in 1990 and not in 2000. And once again, 
not for men and not for women.7

w o m e n ’ s  i s s u e s

By “women’s issues” we mean to point to those policies that have greater 
and more immediate impact on women than on men—issues, one could 
say, that concern women as women.8 Ransacking recent editions of the NES 
and GSS, we found five policy questions that fit the bill. Together, the set 
offers reasonably comprehensive coverage, taking up equal opportunity in 
employment, affirmative action, sexual harassment, child care, and family  
leave.9

A number of these policies have their origins in the 1960s. Equal employ­
ment opportunity, for example, goes back to the contentious debate in Con­
gress over civil rights legislation. In 1964, in a desperate effort to sabotage the 
Civil Rights bill, then before the floor of the House, one Howard W. Smith, 
Democrat from Virginia, moved that a ban on sex discrimination in em­
ployment be added to Title VII. Smith’s aim “was to complicate the debate 
and confuse the liberals” (Burstein 1985, p. 23), to sink Title VII through ridi­
cule. His maneuver failed; the measure passed; and when Lyndon Johnson 
signed the Civil Rights Act into law later on that summer, discrimination on 
grounds of race, color, religion, national origin, or sex became illegal.

Forty years later, the American public is not yet entirely sold on this idea. 
In the fall of 2004, something short of a majority of Americans (45.6 per­
cent) said that if women were not getting equal treatment in jobs, the gov­
ernment in Washington ought to see to it that they do.

A year after passage of Title VII and the Civil Rights Act, in his famous 
commencement address at Howard University, President Johnson argued 
that the country was entering a new stage in the struggle for racial justice, 
and that this would entail “not just equality as a right and a theory but 
equality as a fact and as a result.” Later on that fall, Johnson issued Executive  
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Order 11246, which required federal contractors to develop “affirmative ac­
tion programs” to comply with Title VII. Guidelines for compliance were 
drawn up in a crisis atmosphere—“when,” as Christopher Jencks (1992, p. 58)  
put it, “cities were burning and racial warfare seemed a real possibility.” Un­
der these circumstances, affirmative action came to mean the imposition of 
numerical goals and strict timetables necessary for the “prompt achieve­
ment of full and equal employment opportunity.” In October 1967, under 
pressure from the National Organization of Women, Johnson added sex as 
a category covered by his executive order. In principle at least, women be­
came beneficiaries of federal affirmative action programs.

In the fall of 2000, by a large majority (64.8 percent), Americans en­
dorsed a relatively mild form of affirmative action for women, agreeing that 
due to past discrimination, employers should make special efforts to hire 
and promote qualified women.10

By 1980, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) was 
interpreting harassment as a form of unlawful employment discrimination 
under Title VII. Few claims were brought, however, and the issue was sel­
dom discussed. Then, in the fall of 1991 came the confirmation hearings of 
Clarence Thomas, President George H. W. Bush’s selection to replace Thur­
good Marshall on the Supreme Court. Anita Hill’s detailed accusations that 
Thomas had harassed her when she was working as an attorney under his 
supervision, first in the civil rights division of the Department of Education 
and then at the EEOC itself, caused a sensation. Complaints poured into 
EEOC, and public concern rose.

In the wake of the Thomas-Hill hearings, most Americans (57.2 percent) 
thought that too little was being done to protect women from being sexu­
ally harassed in the workplace.11

Child care, the subject of our fourth question, came relatively late to the 
women’s rights agenda. Bills began to appear in Congress in the early 1980s. 
The political parties tended to agree on the importance of child care but 
split over how it should be provided. Democrats favored a strong federal 
role to guarantee universal access to certified child-care programs; Repub­
licans preferred giving tax credits for child care and encouraging private en­
terprises to expand child-care facilities.

In the fall of 1992, a majority of Americans (50.5 percent) wanted the 
government to spend more on child care; only 9.9 percent wanted to spend 
less.

Finally, proposals on family leave emerged a bit later still. Patricia Schro­
eder introduced the first bill in Congress in 1985. It was formulated to re­
quire all businesses to provide job-protected leaves for employees with ur­
gent family responsibilities. A Democratic Congress passed a mild version 
of family leave, but it was vetoed by President Bush. The next Congress 
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passed the bill again, and as he had promised on the campaign trail, early in 
his first term, President Bill Clinton signed the Family and Medical Leave 
Act into law.

In the fall of 1992, only about one-third of the public (32.0 percent) fa­
vored a version of family leave that would require companies to allow up 
to six months of unpaid leave to employees who wished to spend time with 
their newborn child.12

What role does ethnocentrism play in motivating opposition to these 
various initiatives of special concern to women? The results, estimated in 
the usual way13 and shown in table 8.2, suggest no role at all. In two cases the 
coefficient on ethnocentrism is positively signed (the predicted direction); 
in three cases the coefficient is negative; in none of the five does the coeffi­
cient on ethnocentrism attain statistical significance.14 Opinions on wom­
en’s issues reflect first and foremost the importance and priority Americans 
assign to egalitarianism. Partisanship and gender matter as well. But once 
again we see that ethnocentrism matters not at all. And once again, this con­
clusion holds for men and women in equal measure.15

“ p u s h y  w o m e n ”

So far this chapter has told a story of failure. To our surprise, ethnocentrism 
has little to do with opposition to policies that challenge the traditional 

t a b l e  8 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and opposition to “women’s issues”

Employment  

discrimination

Affirmative  

action

Sexual  

harassment

Spending on  

child care

Family

leave

Ethnocentrism –0.28 –0.54 –0.10 0.26 0.02

0.30 0.52 0.21 0.20 0.23

Partisanship –0.44*** –0.72*** –0.54*** –0.50*** –0.73***

0.12 0.22 0.10 0.10 0.11

Egalitarianism –2.51*** –1.14*** –1.15*** –1.47*** –0.94***

0.24 0.40 0.18 0.17 0.20

Female 0.19** –0.52*** –0.22*** –0.21*** –0.08

0.08 0.14 0.07 0.07 0.08

N 876 278 1456 1536 1532

Source: 2004 NES (column 1); 2000 GSS (column 2); and 1992 NES (columns 3, 4, and 5).

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below.  The 

model also controls for importance of religion, race, ethnicity, education, authoritarianism, 

and political awareness. Full results appear in the Web appendix. The bottom row of the table 

gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the 

predicted probability of opposing “women’s issues.”

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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arrangement between the sexes. Terrorists, foreigners, illegal immigrants, 
homosexuals, and the like trigger ethnocentrism, but women do not. Per­
haps because abortion rights or family leave do not conjure up, for most 
Americans, a clear and demonizable adversary, ethnocentrism falls out of 
the picture.

If this is right, at least to a first approximation, then ethnocentrism might 
still be activated by women of a particular kind: namely, radical feminists. In 
current folklore, radical feminists are angry, see harassment and discrimina­
tion everywhere, and are constantly pushing for change. They are “femina­
zis,” to use the talk radio term.

One question present in the 2004 NES gets close to what we have in 
mind. There respondents were asked whether women who complain about 
sexual harassment cause more problems than they solve. The issue here 
would appear to be not women in general, and not even sexual harassment 
as a problem, but rather the trouble made by the kind of woman who com­
plains about sexual harassment.

And on this proposition we find a very powerful effect of ethnocentrism. 
As shown in figure 8.1, ethnocentric Americans are much more likely to say 
that women who complain about harassment cause more problems than 
they solve. (The effect is as strong for women as it is for men.) Nothing else 

f i g u r e  8 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and agreement with the proposition that women who complain 

about sexual harassment cause more problems than they solve. Predicted probabilities with 95 

percent confidence intervals. Source: 2004 NES.
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in our analysis of issues raised by the women’s movement is remotely like 
this. Not women in general, but women of a particular kind, trigger ethno­
centrism.16

c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  i m p l i c a t i o n s

The gay rights movement, examined in the previous chapter, poses a chal­
lenge to conventional values and institutions that many Americans claim as 
fundamental. The same can be said for the contemporary women’s move­
ment, the subject of our analysis in this chapter. The similarities do not end 
there. In both cases, the challenge to the conventional moral order was ini­
tially expressed through contentious political action, operating largely out­
side of regular partisan party politics. The two challenges arose at roughly 
the same time. Both took inspiration and tactics from the civil rights move­
ment. Both were greeted with widespread moral indignation. And both pro­
voked a fierce and organized reaction from the Christian Right. And yet, de­
spite these similarities, from the perspective of ethnocentrism, the gay rights 
movement and the women’s movement could hardly be more different.

We found, on the one hand, that ethnocentrism plays a powerful role on 
gay rights. Ethnocentric Americans want no part of same-sex marriage or 
adoption of children by gay couples. They tend to disapprove of gays serv­
ing in the military and of laws designed to protect gays against discrimina­
tion on the job. They are apprehensive about catching AIDS. They find gay 
sex immoral. Predisposed as they are to divide the social world into qualita­
tively distinct types, they believe that homosexuality is inborn and impos­
sible to alter.

On the other hand, when it comes to the various issues raised by the 
women’s movement, ethnocentrism simply vanishes. We found no effect of 
ethnocentrism on public opinion on policy dealing with women’s place—
not on abortion, not on equal opportunity in employment, affirmative ac­
tion, sexual harassment, child care, or family leave.

Why might this be? We have already tipped our hand, suggesting that 
compared to homosexuals or immigrants, women as a broad social group­
ing are less susceptible to demonization. This is a reflection, in part, of the 
unusual way that gender is spatially organized. Rather than being seques­
tered away into enclaves of their own kind, women spend much of their 
adult lives in intimate relationship with men. This means that women are

separated from one another by the stake they acquire in the very organiza­

tion which divides them. For instead of an employer or master, a woman is 

likely to have (through the course of her life) a father, a husband, and sons. 

And these males transmit to her enough of what they themselves possess 
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or acquire to give her a vested interest in the corporation [of the family]. 

Defined as deeply different from men, each is yet linked to particular men 

through fundamental social bonds, placing her in a coalition with her men­

folk against the whole of the rest of the world. (Goffman 1977, p. 308)

Out of this special arrangement emerge complicated emotions. Women 
are defined as less than men, but at the same time they are in certain re­
spects idealized. Through gesture and various courtesies, men signal to 
women that they regard them as fragile and valuable, to be protected from 
the harsher sides of life. They are shown reverence for their role as mothers 
and placed on pedestals for their innocence, sensitivity, and kindness. If this 
is a lesser pantheon of virtues than the one reserved for men, it is a pantheon 
nonetheless (Goffman 1977). Insofar as men depend on women for sexual 
pleasure, progeny, and intimacy, hostility is not a winning play. “Men do 
not want solely the obedience of women,” as John Stuart Mill famously put 
it, “they want their sentiments.”17

In the next chapter we take up another contentious domain of domestic 
politics—welfare—which, as we will see, contains surprises of its own.



c h a p t e r  9

Us versus Them in the  
American Welfare State

Writing in 1834, Charles Burroughs drew a distinction between the poor 
who deserved a helping hand and the “able-bodied poor” who did not. On 
one side, according to Burroughs, was the poverty that resulted from chance 
and the vagaries of fate; these unfortunate people should “claim our ten-
derest commiseration, our most liberal relief.” And on the other side was 
the poverty “of wilful error, of shameful indolence, of vicious habits”; these 
poor deserve only our contempt.1

Burroughs’s language may strike us as antique, but his sentiments are 
modern. Today, as in Burroughs’s time, Americans are skeptical about gov-
ernment providing assistance to those in poverty. Today, as in Burroughs’s 
time, support for welfare seems to depend on seeing the poor as victims of 
misfortune, people who are like us in some fundamental way.

This point is made more sharply by Ralph Waldo Emerson in his famous 
essay on self-reliance (1841). There Emerson argues for isolation and detach-
ment, and for the necessity of renouncing society’s fads and false obliga-
tions. He rejects sympathy and commiseration:

Do not tell me, as a good man did to-day, of my obligation to put all poor 

men in good situations. Are they my poor? I tell thee, though foolish phi-

lanthropist, that I grudge the dollar, the dime, the cent I give to such men 

as do not belong to me and to whom I do not belong.2

As a general matter, we expect ethnocentrism to play an important role 
in public opinion on welfare. Why? Because the ethnocentrically inclined 
will be least likely to consider Americans in poverty as “their” poor.

More precisely, we expect ethnocentrism to play an important role in 
public opinion for certain kinds of welfare. The modern American welfare 
state is complicated, and we need to take this complexity into account. In 
particular, we must distinguish among three kinds of programs.3

The first is means-tested income transfers, programs like Aid to Fami-
lies with Dependent Children (AFDC), food stamps, and Medicaid, which 
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redistribute resources directly to poor and near-poor households. Many of 
these programs were either established or substantially enhanced as part 
of Lyndon Johnson’s vision of the Great Society (Finegold 1988; Levitan 
and Taggart 1976; Patterson 1981). Since LBJ, government spending on these 
various forms of means-tested assistance has dramatically increased, inter-
rupted on only two occasions: in the early 1980s as part of Ronald Reagan’s 
goal to reduce the size and scope of the federal government; and in Bill Clin-
ton’s first term, as the president and Congress attempted to “end welfare as 
we know it.” In 2005, total government outlays on means-tested transfer 
programs amounted to some $356 billion.4

The second broad category of programs is social insurance, financed 
largely by payroll taxes paid by the currently employed and their employ-
ers, with benefits going primarily to the retired, disabled, and unemployed. 
Social Security and unemployment insurance were established in the New 
Deal. After 1935, additional programs were placed under the broad umbrella 
of social insurance: benefits for surviving dependents in 1939; benefits for 
disabled workers in 1956; and in 1965, as part of President Johnson’s War on 
Poverty, medical care for retirees, or Medicare. Over the same period, cov-
erage and benefits provided by Social Security expanded, as more and more 
people were incorporated into the programs and as Congress repeatedly 
raised benefit levels (Derthick 1979). Since the 1960s, spending on social in-
surance has shot up enormously. In 2005, the federal government paid out 
more than $850 billion of benefits on Social Security and Medicare alone.5

The third aspect of the American welfare state consists of policies de-
signed to enhance human capital. Head Start is perhaps the best-known 
example; other such programs include targeted aid to elementary schools, 
basic educational opportunity grants, the Job Corps, and the Job Training 
Partnership Act. Compared to means-tested welfare and social insurance, 
spending on human capital programs is modest. The federal government 
spent about $81 billion in fiscal year 2005 on all such education and training 
programs put together.6

If food stamps, Social Security, and Head Start are all part of the Ameri-
can welfare state, they differ from one another in significant ways: in their 
goals; in how they are funded and administered; in their scope and magni-
tude; and, most importantly for our purposes, in whom they serve. With this 
last difference in mind, let’s revisit what we should expect of ethnocentrism 
in public opinion on welfare.

Our clearest expectation has to do with means-tested transfer programs. 
This part of the welfare state has few defenders. Public assistance is offen-
sive to Americans who believe there is virtue in hard work and immorality 
in idleness. Derelict fathers, unwed mothers, so-called welfare queens: these 
are the undeserving poor, working the system, exploiting the misguided 
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generosity of government. Ethnocentric Americans should be particularly 
prone to seeing the poor as categorically different, as deficient and unde-
serving. On this basis, we expect that the ethnocentric will be inclined to fa-
vor reducing welfare benefits, tightening eligibility, and otherwise turning 
welfare into work.

What to expect of relationships between ethnocentrism and opinion to-
ward the other two types of social welfare programs is less clear. Unlike 
theÂ€undeserving poor, the beneficiaries of these programs escape denigra-
tion in popular discourse. On the contrary. In the case of social insurance 
programs, the beneficiaries are typically celebrated: they are hard-Â�working, 
ordinary Americans who have paid their taxes and earned their due. In 
the case of human capital programs, investments are targeted primarily 
on young people who happen to have been born poor and who are taking 
steps to better themselves in that most endearingly American way, through 
education. Heading into the analysis, we saw no good reason why ethno-
centrism would be an important force in opinion for these two aspects of 
welfare policy. On social insurance and human capital, we expected little of 
ethnocentrism. As we will see shortly, we were wrong.

p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  o n  w e l f a r e

The first thing to say about contemporary American opinion on welfare is 
that means-tested transfer policies are very unpopular. If it is not quite the 
case, as David Ellwood (1988, p. 4) once put it, that “everyone hates welfare,” 
certainly many Americans do. They wish to cut back spending on food 
stamps, they would like to do the same to welfare programs (AFDC), and 
they strongly favor reforms that would restrict welfare benefits and tighten 
eligibility. In this way, programs like AFDC and food stamps are striking 
exceptions to the otherwise amply documented claim of Americans’ opera-
tional liberalism. The American people say yes to roads and schools and to 
protecting the environment. But they say no, emphatically, to welfare.7

At the same time, most Americans treasure their social insurance pro-
grams. They want federal spending on Social Security to be increased or 
at least held constant. They reject the idea that Social Security benefits be 
taxed. They favor expanding the Medicare program to pay for nursing 
home care and long hospital stays. And in the late 1990s, most Americans 
wanted to spend the federal budget surplus to shore up Social Security and  
Medicare.8

Americans are also favorably inclined toward government programs de-
signed to build human capital. They want to spend more on public schools 
and more on early education for poor children. They want government to 
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provide college scholarships for good students from economically disad-
vantaged backgrounds. And they want to increase federal spending on Head 
Start. On these questions, the legendary American faith in education comes 
shining through.9

In sum, the American welfare state is complex, and at least some of that 
complexity in registered in public attitudes. The American people dis-
tinguish sharply among means-tested transfer programs like AFDC, so-
cial insurance programs like Social Security, and human capital programs 
like Head Start.10 Of course, not everyone says no to welfare. And not  
everyone says yes to preschool education for poor children. Can variation 
in Americans’ views on these topics be accounted for, at least in part, by  
ethnocentrism?

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a n d  t h e  w e l f a r e  s t a t e  
a m o n g  w h i t e  a m e r i c a n s

The answer is yes—more accurately, the answer is yes when it comes to the 
opinions of white Americans. Among black and Hispanic Americans, on is-
sues of welfare, ethnocentrism matters not at all. Why this is so we will try to 
explain in the conclusion of the chapter. In the meantime, we will focus our 
attention on ethnocentrism and welfare among white Americans.

We estimate the effect of ethnocentrism on opinion in this domain in 
the usual manner.11 In the domain of welfare, the standard model for opin-
ion begins with partisanship. The American welfare state was created and 
expanded primarily by Democrats, and criticized and reformed in recent 
decades primarily by Republicans. It would be surprising if we did not see 
corresponding partisan differences in the general public. Also important 
within the standard model are political principles. Limited government and 
egalitarianism have played prominent roles in public debates over welfare. 
Americans have been encouraged to think about welfare and welfare reform 
in these terms, and our analysis of opinion will take this into account.12 To 
the standard model we also add measures of benefits and costs, on the idea 
that those who rely on social welfare programs, or who may be likely to rely 
on them in the future, will be more likely to support them, whereas those 
who bear the costs of the programs with little expectation they will benefit 
from them, other things equal, will be least favorably disposed (Cook and 
Barrett 1992). We represent the benefits side of the ledger in several ways: 
recent bouts of unemployment, worries about losing one’s job in the fu-
ture, recent deterioration in family economic conditions, and age. Costs we 
measure in three ways: household income, home ownership (a proxy for 
wealth), and occupational status.13
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Ethnocentrism and Means-Tested Welfare

Table 9.1 presents the findings on ethnocentrism and white Americans’ 
views on means-tested social welfare programs, as assessed in the 1996 NES. 
As expected, ethnocentric whites are more likely to push for cuts in food 
stamps, to favor reductions in spending on welfare, to oppose increasing 
benefits to women on welfare if they have additional children, and to favor 
strict time limits on public assistance. Partisanship, egalitarianism, and lim-
ited government also contribute to opinion on welfare, and in the expected 
way. But with controls on partisanship and principles (and on costs, bene-
fits, and all the rest), the effects of ethnocentrism are statistically significant 
and sizable in every case.14

Ethnocentrism and Social Insurance

Ethnocentrism also influences white Americans’ opinions on social insur-
ance programs, but here the effects run in the opposite direction. These re-
sults appear in table 9.2. On social insurance, ethnocentric whites support 

t a b l e  9 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and white opinion on means-tested welfare

Increase  

spending on 

welfare

Increase  

spending on  

food stamps

Provide more  

benefits with  

additional kids

Oppose time  

limit on  

welfare

Ethnocentrism –0.73*** –0.48* –1.19*** –1.44*** 

0.27 0.25 0.26 0.27 

Partisanship 0.56*** 0.33** 0.13 0.25* 

 0.14 0.13 0.13 0.13 

Egalitarianism 1.53*** 1.34*** 1.19*** 0.96*** 

 0.25 0.24 0.23 0.23 

Limited government –0.58*** –0.61*** –0.40*** –0.40*** 

0.12 0.11 0.11 0.11 

N 1034 1030 1005 1027 

Effect of E 0.64®0.81 0.58®0.71 0.73®0.92 0.74®0.95

Source: 1996 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below.  

Dependent variables are coded such that higher values indicate more economically liberal 

views. Models also control for employment status, concerns about job security, household  

economic evaluations, household income, homeownership, occupational status, age, sex, edu-

cation, and political awareness. Full results appear in the Web appendix. The bottom row of the 

table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocentrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in 

the predicted probability of opposing means-tested welfare.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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more benefits, not less. They favor increases in spending on Social Security, 
they oppose taxing Social Security benefits, they believe that Medicare cov-
erage should be expanded, and they recommend that federal budget sur-
pluses be used to insure the fiscal integrity of Social Security and Medicare.

These results surprised us. We expected to find no systematic relation-
ship between ethnocentrism and support for social insurance programs; 
what we found, instead, is a positive relationship. Granted, the positive ef-
fects of ethnocentrism on support for Social Security and Medicare are less 
impressive than are the negative effects of ethnocentrism on AFDC and 
food stamps. Granted, too, the positive effects do not always surpass con-
ventional levels of statistical significance. So we could treat these unexpected 
results as anomalous, not worth puzzling over, and move on.

t a b l e  9 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and white support for social insurance

Spend more on 

Social Security

Oppose Social 

Security tax

Expand  

Medicare

Spend surplus on 

Social Security/ 

Medicare

Ethnocentrism 0.56** 0.49** 0.43* 0.82***

0.23 0.25 0.23 0.29

Partisanship 0.20* –0.14 0.37*** 0.23*

0.11 0.12 0.11 0.14

Egalitarianism 0.39** –0.00 0.61*** 0.49**

0.19 0.20 0.19 0.23

Limited government –0.36*** 0.02 –0.36*** –0.61***

0.10 0.11 0.10 0.12

Age  0.10 0.47*** 0.05 0.59***

0.13 0.14 0.13 0.16

Education –0.35** –0.81*** –0.46*** –0.61***

              0.16 0.17 0.16 0.19

Political awareness –0.78*** –0.38** –0.57*** –0.68***

0.16 0.17 0.16 0.16

N 1309 1285 1276 1012

Effect of E 0.41®0.56 0.86®0.92 0.83®0.89 0.89®0.96

Source: 1992 NES (first three columns) and 2000 NES (last column).

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below.  

Models also control for employment status, concerns about job security, household economic 

evaluations, household income, homeownership, occupational status, and sex. Full results  

appear in the Web appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift 

in Ethnocentrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of supporting  

social insurance.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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That would be a mistake. We are convinced that the positive effects 
ofÂ€ethnocentrism on support for social insurance are real. We uncovered 
the same result—that ethnocentrism helps to build support for social in-
surance programs among white Americans—wherever we looked, and we 
looked in quite a few places. For example, in the 1990 General Social Sur-
vey, Americans were asked (among many other things) whether govern-
ment was spending too little on Social Security, whether government bore 
responsibility for the well-being of the elderly, and whether government 
should increase retirement benefits. In each of these cases, ethnocentric 
whites were more likely to say yes: spend more, help more, give more. Simi-
larly, we find ethnocentric whites recommending that the federal govern-
ment invest more on Social Security not only in the 1992 NES (as shown in 
table 9.2), but in the 1996, 2000, and 2004 installments of the NES as well. 
When it comes to providing pensions and health care to the retired and 
elderly,Â€ethnocentrism appears to be a force for liberalism, for a more gen-
erous welfare state.15

Why might this be? The answer, we suspect, has to do with the way that 
Social Security is framed by elites and understood by the public (Winter 
2006). From the very beginning, Social Security has been presented as social 
insurance in return for work and investment. In this way, Social Security is 
understood to be an earned right, earned by virtue of a lifetime of effort. In 
his message to Congress in 1935, President Franklin D. Roosevelt argued that 
social insurance programs “derive their social legitimacy from the achieve-
ments of beneficiaries.” More than forty years later, President Gerald Ford 
made the same point, calling Social Security “a vital obligation each gen-
eration has to those who have worked hard and contributed to it all their 
lives.” A second important aspect of the framing of Social Security for our 
purposes is the repeated invocation of in-group terminology. In defending 
and praising Social Security (a popular activity in and out of Washington), 
political leaders say that Social Security is for us: for the people, for our par-
ents, for our children, for ourselves, for Americans, for us all.

Both these features—the connection between Social Security and work 
and the connection between Social Security and in-group vocabulary— 
imply, in a subtle way, that Social Security is for white people. In the Ameri-
can context, work, effort, determination, and the avoidance of idleness are 
all linked to whiteness. As Winter puts it, “Work—and the independent 
ownership of the fruits of that labor—has historically been at the center 
of what it has meant to be white in America” (2006, p. 402; on this point, 
see Roediger 1999). Likewise, the presentation of Social Security as benefit-
ing “everyone,” expressed over and over by white politicians, may build a 
symbolic association between Social Security and whiteness (Gaertner and 
Dovidio 2000; Winter 2006).
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If this argument is on track, then the positive effect of ethnocentrism on 
white Americans’ support for Social Security and for social insurance pro-
grams more broadly should be a manifestation, principally, of in-group fa-
voritism. And if this turned out to be true, it would represent an exception 
to the general rule. We claim that the effects of ethnocentrism on public 
opinion reflect both attachment to the in-group and disdain for out-groups. 
For the most part, this is what we have found. The war on terrorism, Desert 
Storm, foreign aid and humanitarian assistance, immigration, gay rights: in 
all these cases, the important role played by ethnocentrism entails both in-
group loyalty and out-group hostility.

But here we expect something different. When it comes to Social Secu-
rity and Medicare among white Americans, we expect the positive effects 
of ethnocentrism to be channeled primarily through in-group pride—on 
the idea that these programs are understood to be for hard-working, tax- 
paying, white people—and rather little through out-group hostility.

To see if this is so, we repeated the analysis reported in table 9.2, after 
first breaking the ethnocentrism scale into two separate components, one 
pertaining to in-group pride, the other to out-group hostility. The findings, 
shown in table 9.3, could hardly be clearer. White support for Social Security 
and Medicare arises importantly from in-group favoritism and little or not 
at all from denigration of out-groups. When white Americans, under the 
influence of ethnocentrism, say do more, spend more on social insurance 
programs, they seem to be saying, in effect, do more, spend more, on us.

t a b l e  9 . 3 .  In-group pride, out-group hostility, and white support for social insurance

Spend more  

on Social  

Security

Oppose  

Social  

Security tax

 

Expand 

Medicare

Spend surplus on 

Social Security/

Medicare

In-group pride 0.79*** 0.78*** 0.66** 0.98***

0.26 0.28 0.26 0.31

Out-group hostility 0.13 –0.06 –0.01 0.46

0.31 0.34 0.32 0.36

N 1309 1285 1276 1012

Source: 1992 NES (first three columns) and 2000 NES (last column).

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below.  

In-group pride is coded from 0 (negative) to 1 (positive assessments). Out-group hostility  

is coded from 0 (positive) to 1 (negative assessments). Models also control for partisanship, 

egalitarianism, limited government, employment status, concerns about job security, house-

hold economic evaluations, household income, homeownership, age, occupational status, sex, 

education, and political awareness. Full results appear in the Web appendix.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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Ethnocentrism and Human Capital

Turning now to the third type of welfare policy, table 9.4 reveals that ethno-
centrism is largely irrelevant for white Americans’ views on programs that 
invest in human capital. Funding for public schools, support for preschool 
programs and educational enrichment for poor children, college scholar-
ships for high-achieving students from poor families: none of these seems to 
engage ethnocentrism. The effect of ethnocentrism in this domain of welfare 
policy is notable in only a single case: Head Start, where increasing ethnocen-
trism is associated with decreasing support. In general, however, and in line 
with our original expectations, ethnocentrism has little or nothing to do with 
white opinion on government programs designed to build human capital.

Why, alone among the various welfare policies concerned with human 
capital, does Head Start activate ethnocentrism? Why does Head Start acti-
vate ethnocentrism but federal spending on preschool and early education 
for poor children does not—since Head Start is federal spending on pre-
school and early education for poor children?

Operation Head Start began as part of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Pov-
erty. It was based on the premise that positive preschool experiences could 
teach poor children the skills they needed to compete on an equal footing 
in elementary school. Hundreds of Head Start programs were run out of 
community agencies. Although the programs were intended to reach poor 
children without regard to race, they primarily served poor black children. 
Head Start became embroiled in the sharp debates that arose over the man-
agement and effectiveness of the Johnson administration’s antipoverty pol-
icies generally. As the policies became controversial, and as riots spread 
through American cities, news coverage and political rhetoric racialized the 
War on Poverty: the poor were black, and the policies were failing (Burtless 
1994; Gilens 1999; Quadagno 1994). Perhaps Head Start activates ethnocen-
trism because, alone among the policies presented in table 9.4, Head Start is 
presumed to be for black children.16

r é s u m é  o f  r e s u l t s

We have seen that on matters of welfare, ethnocentrism propels white Ameri-
cans in opposite directions: toward a smaller, more frugal welfare state when 
it comes to redistributing resources to the poor, but toward a more com-
plete and magnanimous welfare state when it comes to providing pensions 
and health care to the elderly. Figure 9.1 provides a convenient summary.  
The graphs present the relationship between ethnocentrism and opinion on 
three different aspects of the welfare state: government spending on (means-
tested) welfare, on Social Security, and on Head Start.



f i g u r e  9 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and white opinion on social welfare policy. Predicted prob-

abilities with 95 percent confidence intervals. Estimates from tables 9.1, 9.2, and 9.4. Source: 

1992 and 1996 NES; 1990 GSS.
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a c t i v a t i o n  ( t h e  c o l o r  o f  w e l f a r e )

We have suggested that ethnocentrism becomes relevant for white Ameri-
cans’ views on welfare policy when policy is racialized: that is, when the ben-
efits of the various programs are understood to go not to poor or elderly or 
children, but to poor who are black, elderly who are white, and to children 
who are black. Under the influence of ethnocentrism, when white Americans 
consider welfare policy, they seem to be asking themselves: welfare for whom? 
And in answering this question, they seem to have racial distinctions very 
much in mind. Put in our theoretical vocabulary, the activation of ethnocen-
trism in the realm of welfare requires resonance, and resonance is well pro-
vided when the beneficiaries of policy are understood in racial terms—when 
the beneficiaries of policy are like us or different from us in racial terms.

Is this really so? We can test this conjecture in a sharp and pointed way 
by analyzing a set of four experiments—real experiments, ones that feature 
random assignment to precisely designed treatments. Two of these were 
embedded in the 1990 GSS and the other two were designed as part of the 
2000–2002 NES Panel. All deal with polices designed to build human capi-
tal of the sort that we have been examining here. In each case, the experi-
ment entails varying the description of the beneficiaries of the policy, with 
respondents randomly assigned to one version of the question or the other. 
For example, in one of the experiments present in the 2002 NES interview, 
those interviewed were asked either:

f i g u r e  9 . 1 .  (continuedâ•›)
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Should federal spending on pre-school and early education for poor chil-

dren be increased, decreased, or kept about the same?

or

Should federal spending on pre-school and early education for black chil-

dren be increased, decreased, or kept about the same?

The other three experiments draw similar contrasts: between college 
scholarships for children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds who 
maintain good grades as against college scholarships for black children who 
maintain good grades; between spending more money on the schools in 
poor neighborhoods, especially for preschool and early education programs 
as against spending more money on the schools in black neighborhoods, 
especially for preschool and early education programs; and, in a subtle at-
tempt at racialization, between federal spending on public schools and fed-
eral spending on big city schools.

What happens when programs designed to build human capital are tar-
geted on black children? The first thing that happens is white support de-
clines sharply: 70.1 percent of white Americans want to increase federal 
spending on preschool and early education for poor children; just 44.4 per-
cent want to do the same for black children. While 35.2 percent strongly fa-
vor providing special college scholarships for students from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, just 15.9 percent want to do the same for high-
achieving black students. Next, 27.5 percent strongly favor spending more 
on schools in poor neighborhoods; only 17.1 percent strongly favor spend-
ing more on schools in black neighborhoods. And finally, while 71.4 per-
cent of white Americans favor increasing government spending on public 
schools, just 48.5 percent favor increasing government spending on big city 
schools.17

The other thing that happens when human capital programs are targeted 
on black children is that ethnocentrism suddenly becomes a powerful force 
behind white opinion. These results, presented in coefficient form in table 
9.5 and in graphical form in figure 9.2, reveal a striking transformation in 
the power of ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism, by and large, is irrelevantÂ€to 
support for human capital programs when the benefits go to poor children, 
but highly relevant when the benefits are intended for black children.18

These results support our specific conjecture concerning the importance 
of ethnocentrism for Head Start—that Head Start activates ethnocentrism 
because it is understood to be a program serving black children. More im-
portant, they support our general claim that the activation of ethnocentrism 
in the realm of welfare requires that the beneficiaries of welfare policy are 
understood in racial terms.
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f i g u r e  9 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and white opposition to human capital programs—targeted 

either on poor Americans or on black Americans. Predicted probabilities with 95 percent con-

fidence intervals. Estimates from table 9.5. Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel; 1990 GSS.



f i g u r e  9 . 2 .  (continuedâ•›)
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c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  i m p l i c a t i o n s

The notion that government might be responsible for the welfare of its cit-
izens came late to the United States. Apart from a generous pension plan 
for elderly Civil War veterans and their dependents, the U.S. government 
played little direct role in the social and economic well-being of its citizens 
until FDR and the New Deal. Even then, forceful government action re-
quired a remarkable convergence of circumstance: a deepening economic 
crisis, the failure of unregulated capitalism, a titanic realignment of political 
forces, and strong public pressure (Orloff 1988; Skocpol 1992).

Under these extraordinary conditions, the Roosevelt administration 
moved cautiously. The president worried that federal initiatives might be 
found unconstitutional by the Supreme Court. He anticipated the states’ 
rights arguments that the southern wing of his party would launch against 
his proposals. And he was mindful that state programs of social relief were 
well entrenched. In the end, his recommendations were measured. RooseÂ�
velt proposed a federal old-age insurance program, paid for by worker and 
employer contributions (what we think of today as Social Security); unem-
ployment insurance, with considerable state discretion; and public assis-
tance, administered by the states and subsidized by the federal government, 
directed to the needy, aged, dependent children, and the blind.

During the ensuing congressional deliberations, southern Democrats 
succeeded in overruling the president’s recommendation that all employed 
persons be included in the unemployment and old-age insurance programs; 
agricultural and domestic workers were set to one side. SouthernÂ�Â€Democrats 
defeated plans to impose national standards in the old-age assistance pro-
gram. And they prevailed as well by investing states with wideÂ�Â€discretion 
in setting benefit levels and eligibility requirements for public assistance. 
AllÂ€this had the consequence of drastically limiting the benefits black 
AmericansÂ€Â�would be able to claim from their government. That from the 
very beginning the welfare state was, in effect, for white people has a strong 
contemporary resonance with public attitudes, as we have seen here (Orloff  
1988; Quadagno 1988, 1994; Finegold 1988; Lieberman 1998; Davies and  
Derthick 1997).

Indeed, race has been a persistent and notable theme throughout our 
analysis. It is the reason why (among white Americans) ethnocentrism goes 
one way on public assistance and the opposite way on social insurance. Eth-
nocentrism pushes Americans—white Americans—toward a smaller, more 
tight-fisted welfare state when it comes to redistributing resources to poor 
black people, but simultaneously toward a more complete and magnani-
mous welfare state when it comes to providing pensions and health care 
to elderly white people. And race supplies the reason why ethnocentrism 
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is switched on or off when it comes to programs designed to build human 
capital.

Race also identifies where ethnocentrism has important effects (among 
whites) and where it does not (among blacks and Hispanics). Among blacks 
and Hispanics, we turn up no effect of ethnocentrism at all. It is not that 
black and Hispanic opinion on welfare policy is unpredictable. On the con-
trary, opinion is quite predictable, but the prediction comes entirely from 
considerations other than ethnocentrism. It comes from partisanship: Dem-
ocrats are consistently more inclined to spend more on welfare and spend 
more on Social Security than are Republicans; from belief in limited gov-
ernment: those pressing for smaller government want to reduce spending 
on means-tested welfare and on social insurance programs; and from self-
interest: income predicts opinion on public assistance while age predicts 
opinion on Social Security. For black and Hispanic Americans, the standard 
model works fine.19 Yet for these Americans, on matters of welfare, ethno-
centrism matters not at all. Why?

Here’s our best guess. We have argued that ethnocentrism works the way 
it does among white Americans in the domain of welfare because this do-
main is racialized: means-tested programs like AFDC and food stamps are 
understood by whites to largely benefit shiftless black people; social insur-
ance programs like Social Security and Medicare are understood by whites 
to largely benefit hard-working white people. Such racialization takes place 
through repeated pairings of race and welfare, first in elite discourse and 
then in everyday conversation and thinking. It is subtle, in that race is usu-
ally only implied. In the aftermath of the civil rights movement, political 
appeals based in white supremacy or fears of racial amalgamation are no 
longer acceptable. Public speech on race has become calibrated, cautious. 
Officials are careful what they say. They speak in a kind of code (Kinder and 
Sanders 1996; Mendelberg 2001).

Such language conveys the idea that means-tested welfare goes to the 
undeserving—individuals of color—and that Social Security goes to the 
deserving—individuals who are white. Racial code is concocted by white 
speakers and intended for white audiences. For the most part, neither black 
nor Hispanic American leaders speak this language; nor are black and His-
panic people tuned into this language. They may make the understandable 
mistake of believing that poverty, pension, and health care programs are for 
all Americans—not just for their racial group, and not just for other racial 
groups, but for the public as a whole. And so partisanship matters, and prin-
ciples matter, and interest matters, but ethnocentrism does not.



c h a p t e r  1 0

Ethnocentrism in Black  
and White

Beginning with constitutional arguments over the definition of citizenship, 
issues of race have often taken center stage in American politics. The debate 
over slavery and secession, the Civil War and Reconstruction, the civil rights 
movement, on up to contemporary arguments over affirmative action and 
fair representation: race has been and remains today a central theme of 
American political life.

Put another way, race in America is a nearly perfect instance of what 
Charles Tilly (1998) calls a “durable inequality.” Inequality refers to differ-
ential access to valued resources: wealth, social standing, and power. Du-
rable means that such inequalities are reproduced across generations and 
time. According to Tilly, durable inequalities are generated and perpetuated 
by two basic social mechanisms: discrimination and exclusion. Working to-
gether, discrimination and exclusion make possible the entrenchment of se-
vere, categorical inequality.

Perhaps the most extreme example of American categorical inequality 
is provided by chattel slavery. Slavery is long gone, of course, and racial 
discrimination and segregation are declining. Nevertheless, important in-
equalities across racial lines remain, and they often find expression in poli-
tics. That racial categories are social constructs, not biological ones, does 
nothing to diminish this point. Today, as in the past, social, legal, economic, 
and political opportunities are structured, in part, by race.1

Taking up the role of ethnocentrism in American public opinion on race 
has the virtue of forcing us to confront a fundamental issue. Two funda-
mental issues, actually. In the public opinion literature, the standard ex-
planation for black Americans’ views on such matters as school integration 
or affirmative action emphasizes the primacy of in-group attachment (e.g., 
Dawson 1994; Gurin, Hatchett, and Jackson 1989; Tate 1993). Black Ameri-
cans identify more or less closely with their racial group, and this, accord-
ing to the standard account, explains variation in their policy opinions on 
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race. At the same time, the standard explanation for white Americans’ views 
on matters of race emphasizes the primacy of prejudice (e.g., Kinder and 
Sanders 1996; Sears, Sidanius, and Bobo 2000). White Americans feel more 
or less animosity toward blacks, and this, according to the standard ac-
count, explains variation in their policy opinions on race. This means that 
examining ethnocentrism in the realm of race requires us to clarify the re-
lationship between ethnocentrism and group identification (among Afri-
can Americans), and between ethnocentrism and prejudice (among white 
Americans).

Ethnocentrism, group identification, and prejudice bear a family resem-
blance to one other—they are conceptual cousins—but they are not the 
same. The domain of race policy provides an excellent venue for sorting 
out the differences.2

o p i n i o n  i n  t h e  r e a l m  o f  r a c e

In recent years, the National Election Study has carried an extensive set of 
policy questions relevant to race. Before we are through, we will analyze 
seven in all: school integration, fair employment, federal spending on pro-
grams for blacks, affirmative action in hiring, racial quotas in college admis-
sions, affirmative action for companies that discriminate, and the govern-
ment’s obligation to make special efforts to assist blacks. These questions 
touch new and evolving issues (like affirmative action) as well as mature 
and stable ones (school integration). Some invoke the federal government, 
others do not. Some refer to employment or income, others to education. 
And some emphasize equality of opportunity, others equality of result. All 
this variety is an asset; it means that we can ascertain whatever role ethno-
centrism plays in the domain of race free from the worry that our results 
are limited to a particular kind of policy. Put more positively, in the realm 
of race, we can test the power of ethnocentrism broadly.3

A striking feature of opinion within this realm is how decisively blacks 
and whites disagree with each other. We see this vividly on each of the seven 
policies under examination here. Consider this typical example: whereas 
89.2 percent of African Americans in the fall of 2000 supported the idea 
that the government in Washington should see to it that black people get 
fair treatment in jobs, just 38.1 percent of whites did so. As a general mat-
ter, racial differences in opinion dwarf differences associated with other so-
cial cleavages—class, generation, religion, or sex. The difference between 
blacks and whites over matters of race policy add up to more than a gap or 
a simple disagreement; they constitute, as Kinder and Sanders (1996) once 
put it, a racial divide.4
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We expect ethnocentrism to contribute to the racial divide in opinion in 
two ways: first, by moving African Americans to the left on matters of race; 
and second, by moving white Americans to the right. Let’s see.

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  i n  t h e  r e a l m  o f  r a c e  
a m o n g  b l a c k  a m e r i c a n s

We’ll begin with African Americans, estimating the effect of ethnocentrism 
in the standard way. Here the standard model includes measures of educa-
tion, equality, limited government, moral traditionalism, political aware-
ness, and sex, as well as ethnocentrism. Estimating effects among African 
Americans alone runs us into a problem—too few cases—and we solve it 
by combining NES surveys to build an adequate sample. Pooling the 1992, 
1996, 2000, and 2004 editions of the NES generates nearly six hundred cases 
of African Americans. With the pooled data, we can analyze black Ameri-
cans’ opinions on three of the NES race policy questions: fair employment 
(which appeared on all four surveys), affirmative action in hiring (appear-
ing in every survey but the 2000 NES), and the government’s obligation to 
make special efforts to assist blacks (appearing in all four).5

The results, presented in table 10.1, indicate that ethnocentrism has a 
consistent and sizable effect on opinion. The more ethnocentric African 

t a b l e  1 0 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and support for liberal racial policy among  

African Americans

     Fair employment Hiring preferences Government assistance

Ethnocentrism 0.66* 1.11** 1.01*** 

              0.39 0.43 0.36 

Egalitarianism 1.57*** 0.69* 0.84*** 

              0.33 0.36 0.31 

Limited government –0.65*** –0.32 –0.24 

0.21 0.24 0.20 

Moral traditionalism –0.63** –1.15*** –0.50* 

0.31 0.33 0.27 

N 588 417 578 

Effect of E 0.60®0.77 0.51®0.79 0.42®0.70

Source: 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard error below. De-

pendent variables are coded such that higher values indicate racially liberal responses. Models 

also control for political awareness, education, sex, and year. Full results appear in the Web 

appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethnocen-

trism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of supporting liberal racial 

policies.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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Americans are, they more they favor policies that benefit their own: fair 
employment, affirmative action in hiring and promotion, government as-
sistance. Egalitarianism, limited government, and moral traditionalism play 
significant parts as well, but controlling for these effects, ethnocentrism 
makes an important and independent contribution to support for racial  
liberalism.6

We can expand this test by capitalizing once more on the Multi-City 
Study of Urban Inequality (MCSUI). The Los Angeles component of the 
MCSUI included interviews with large numbers of African Americans (N > 
1000). As expected, we find in the MCSUI data that ethnocentrism among 
blacks is consistently and significantly associated with support for programs 
intended to help their own group. These results appear in table 10.2. Among 
African Americans in Los Angeles, as in the country as a whole, on issues of 
race, ethnocentrism is a force for in-group favoritism. In this instance, eth-
nocentrism promotes liberalism.

A second virtue of the MCSUI for our purposes is that the survey in-
cluded questions about policies designed to help Hispanics and Asians as 
well as black Americans. Table 10.2 shows that when it comes to policies 

t a b l e  1 0 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and black opinion on policies targeted on Blacks, Hispanics, 

or Asians

Job  

training

Affirmative 

action

Job  

training

Affirmative 

action

Job  

training

Affirmative 

action

For Blacks For Hispanics For Asians

Ethnocentrism 1.12*** 1.27*** –0.75*** –0.37* –1.21*** –0.68*** 

0.25 0.23 0.22 0.21 0.21 0.21 

Partisanship 0.30** 0.20 0.22* 0.15 0.19 0.10 

0.14 0.13 0.13 0.12 0.12 0.12 

Liberal 0.09 0.02 –0.11 –0.10 –0.08 –0.08 

0.09 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 

Conservative 0.11 0.06 –0.08 –0.05 0.02 0.12 

0.10 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.08 

N 1030 1029 1030 1029 1030 1029 

Effect of E 0.88®0.97 0.65®0.90 0.82®0.66 0.62®0.52 0.64®0.31 0.45®0.27

Source: Los Angeles component of the 1992–94 MCSUI.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard error below. De-

pendent variables are coded such that higher values indicate racially liberal responses. Mod-

els also control for education, income, employment status, and sex. Full results appear in the 

Web appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethno-

centrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of supporting liberal ra-

cial policies.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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designed to assist other minority groups, ethnocentrism becomes a force 
for conservatism. Among African Americans, ethnocentrism is consistently 
and significantly associated with animosity toward policies targeting His-
panics and Asians. Ethnocentric blacks tend to oppose job training and ed-
ucational assistance for Hispanics or for Asians; and they tend to object to 
affirmative action in employment policy for them as well. In this way, eth-
nocentrism seems to be operating among blacks as a general predisposition, 
one oriented to protecting the in-group and penalizing out-groups.

Ethnocentrism and Group Identification among Black Americans

As we noted in the beginning of the chapter, standard accounts of black 
public opinion often start with the notion of group identification. The fun-
damental claim here is that the political consequences of group membership 
are accentuated among those who belong to their group psychologically, 
who identify with their group for reasons of shared interests or common 
values (e.g., Conover 1988; Tajfel 1982). Group identification is thought to 
be especially powerful among African Americans, a reflection of the black 
experience in America. Insofar as African Americans identify strongly with 
their racial group, so the argument goes, they will be inclined to adopt lib-
eral positions on policies that are seen to affect their group directly. For Af-
rican Americans, politics is viewed primarily through the prism of the in-
terests and aspirations of their racial group (Dawson 1994; Gurin, Hatchett, 
and Jackson 1989; Tate 1993).

This means that we must make sure that we are not confusing ethnocen-
trism with group identification. Can we be confident that the results for Af-
rican Americans we have just presented really reflect ethnocentrism, as we 
say, rather than group identification?

Yes, we can, on two grounds. First, when we break ethnocentrism into 
its two components—in-group favoritism and out-group animosity—we 
find that both components play a role in black opinion on race policy. This 
is true in both the NES and the MCSUI analyses. If anything, the out-group 
component of ethnocentrism is often more important. But the key result is 
that both matter. This evidence works against the hypothesis that the effects 
we have attributed to ethnocentrism really belong to group identification.7

The second reason, and perhaps the more convincing, has to do with 
the results that emerge when we estimate the effect of ethnocentrism while 
controlling on racial group identification. The best test here, the one that 
provides the stiffest challenge to the claim of ethnocentrism, makes use of 
the 1996 National Black Election Study (NBES).8 The 1996 NBES carries a 
version of the NES thermometer scale, including ratings of blacks, whites, 
Asian Americans, and Hispanics, and so we can build our standard backup 
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measure of ethnocentrism. It also includes a set of policy questions in the 
realm of race, some modeled after the NES questions we have been analyz-
ing (affirmative action, government providing special assistance to black 
Americans), and some not (busing for the purposes of school integration, 
a proposal for proportional representation). The 1996 NBES also includes a 
good set of measures relevant to racial group identification, centered on the 
idea of common fate. Some blacks see their personal prospects linked with 
the fortunes of their racial group while others do not, and this difference 
turns out to be important in understanding their support for redistributive 
policies and nationalist initiatives (Dawson 1994; Tate 1993). For the pur-
pose of analysis, we created a simple composite scale of common fate, based 
on equally weighted replies to four standard questions.9

Using as close to our standard model as the 1996 NBES allows, we find 
ethnocentrism to have a consistent and positive effect.10 Ethnocentric black 
Americans tend to favor affirmative action, endorse busing as a means for 
integrating public schools, support the idea that the federal government has 
a special obligation to provide assistance to blacks, and subscribe to a pro-
portional representation scheme likely to give black Americans a stronger 
say in government. The NBES results thereby replicate what we see in both 
the NES and the MCSUI.

Fine—but the important result here is that adding common fate to the 
model has virtually no consequence for the potency of ethnocentrism. This 
is shown in table 10.3. The estimated effect of ethnocentrism remains essen-
tially unchanged for school busing and affirmative action. It declines only 

t a b l e  1 0 . 3 .  Ethnocentrism and black support for race policy with [2] or without [1] 

controlling on sense of common fate

     Affirmative  

action

School 

busing

Government  

assistance

Proportional  

representation

[1] Ethnocentrism 0.90*** 0.41* 0.39* 0.44* 

              0.22 0.22 0.21 0.26

[2] Ethnocentrism 0.86*** 0.45** 0.21 0.30 

              0.23 0.22 0.21 0.26 

Common fate 0.21 –0.07 1.15*** 0.83*** 

              0.19 0.19 0.18 0.22 

N 659 658 670 655

Source: 1996 NBES.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard error below. De-

pendent variables are coded such that higher values indicate racially liberal responses. Mod-

els also include measures of political awareness, education, and sex. Full results appear in the 

Web appendix.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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gently on government assistance and proportional representation when 
group identification is added to the model.11 The story we have told in this 
chapter, as in chapters past, is a story of ethnocentrism.

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  i n  t h e  r e a l m  o f  r a c e  
a m o n g  w h i t e  a m e r i c a n s

What about white Americans? Here we estimate the effect of ethnocentrism 
in the usual manner, except that we make special allowance in the cases 
of school integration and fair employment, where significant numbers of 
whites said that they did not know what their opinion was. In these two in-
stances, we corrected for selection bias by using the bivariate probit selec-
tion model.12

In table 10.4, sizable effects of ethnocentrism show up across the board. 
Ethnocentric whites are generally inclined against government stepping in 
to ensure that public schools are integrated or to make certain that blacks do 
not suffer discrimination at work; they think reserving openings for black 
students in college admissions is wrong; they oppose giving blacks any ad-
vantage in employment decisions; they are inclined against imposing affir-
mative action policies on companies that have been shown to discriminate; 
they would prefer to cut back on spending for programs that assist blacks; 
and they believe that the federal government has no special responsibility 
to black citizens. In short, consistent and noteworthy effects are the rule on 
race, just as has been true in other domains of policy.13

Ethnocentrism and Prejudice among White Americans

Are these effects due really to ethnocentrism? Might not they be due, in-
stead, to prejudice?

In our view, ethnocentrism and prejudice are related, but they are not 
the same. Ethnocentrism is broader. Ethnocentrism is a reaction to outsid-
ers in general. In extreme cases, the condescension or disdain that the eth-
nocentric feels for others is virtually indiscriminant. Prejudice, in contrast, 
is condescension or resentment focused on a single group. Moreover, while 
ethnocentrism is a universal human appetite, prejudice is both an expres-
sion of, and a justification for, a set of specific practices of racial exclusion 
and oppression. The one has its origins, in part, in the distant evolution-
ary past; the other is much more a creature of immediate historic and so-
cial contingency.14

The argument we are making here runs parallel to the one advanced by 
John Higham in Strangers in the Land ([1955] 1988), his classic history of 
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American nativism from the Civil War to the second decade of the twentieth 
century. Higham distinguishes between ethnocentrism and nativism, much 
as we distinguish between ethnocentrism and prejudice. Higham regards 
ethnocentrism as pervasive, indeed a universal human reaction to strang-
ers, one characterized primarily by distrust and suspicion. But nativism, 
according to Higham, combines the general ethnocentric suspicion of out-
siders with the political fear that outsiders pose a threat to the nation: that 
they are subversive, or disloyal, or fundamentally alien, unwilling or unable 
to be assimilated to the American way of life. In Higham’s framework, na-
tivism draws on ethnocentrism, but it is also separate and distinct. Likewise 
for ethnocentrism and prejudice.

One implication of this difference, as we make it out, is that the substan-
tial effects due apparently to ethnocentrism in the domain of race should 
be traceable in roughly equal portion to in-group favoritism and out-group 
denigration. White opposition to school integration or affirmative action 
should arise from out-group animosity and in-group pride. This turns out 
to be true. If we break ethnocentrism into its two components—in-group 
favoritism and out-group denigration—and repeat the analysis summa-
rized in table 10.4, we find that both components have effects, and that the 
effects are roughly equal.15

Another implication of the difference we see between ethnocentrism 
and prejudice is that ethnocentrism should predict white opposition to ra-
cial change in general, beyond just black and white. In the MCSUI, eth-
nocentric whites tend to oppose job training and affirmative action pro-
grams targeted specially on blacks. These results, presented in table 10.5, 
mimic those we found in the NES data. What is new in table 10.5 is that 
ethnocentrism appears to work the same way for opinions about policies 
designed with other racial groups in mind. Ethnocentric whites tend to op-
pose job training programs for Hispanics and Asians—just as they oppose 
comparable programs for blacks. And ethnocentric whites are inclined to 
stand against affirmative action in hiring and promotion for Hispanics and 
Asians—just as they are inclined to stand against affirmative action pro-
grams for blacks. In short, when we expand the test of ethnocentrism in 
the realm of race beyond black and white, we continue to find strong ef-
fects. By these results, ethnocentrism appears to be, once again, a general  
predisposition.16

Ethnocentrism and prejudice are not the same, but they are related. In 
particular, we think they are causally related. Ethnocentrism is a general 
readiness to partition the world into allies and adversaries, a way of looking 
at the social world that paves the way to prejudice. Putting the same point 
in a different way, the appeal of any particular prejudice will be greater if 
a person is already ethnocentrically predisposed. Prejudice is all the more 
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comfortable, all the more satisfying, and all the more sensible for someone 
given to ethnocentrism. Such a person is

prepared to reject groups with which he has never had contact; his ap-

proach to a new and strange person or culture is not one of curiosity, in-

terest, and receptivity but rather one of doubt and rejection. The feeling of 

difference is transformed into a sense of threat and an attitude of hostility. 

The new group easily becomes an out-group. (Adorno et al. 1950, p. 149)

If this is right—if prejudice arises out of ethnocentrism—then certain 
empirical consequences follow.

First of all, we should find that ethnocentrism and prejudice are cor-
related. To find out if this is so, we made use of a measure of prejudice 
included in recent installments of NES. As a general matter, prejudice 
presumes the existence of differences between whites and blacks in achieve-
ment and status and offers an account of those differences that is denigrat-
ing to blacks. The NES measure in particular proposes that racial differ-
ences arise because of deficiencies in black culture—because of imprudent 
choices, unhealthy values, and bad habits. It is especially concerned with 

t a b l e  1 0 . 5 .  Ethnocentrism and white opinion on policies targeted on Blacks, Hispanics, 

and Asians

Job

training

Affirmative

action

Job

training

Affirmative

action

Job

training

Affirmative

action

For blacks For Hispanics For Asians

Ethnocentrism –0.50* –1.69*** –0.60** –1.58*** –0.39 –1.58*** 

0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29 

Partisanship 0.43*** 0.50*** 0.37*** 0.46*** 0.27*** 0.37*** 

0.11 0.11 0.10 0.11 0.10 0.10 

Liberal 0.08 0.12 0.04 0.11 –0.03 0.07 

0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 

Conservative –0.18* –0.10 –0.21** –0.16 –0.26*** –0.17* 

0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 

N 757    756 757 756 757 756 

Effect of E 0.09®0.16 0.33®0.77 0.10®0.19 0.37®0.78 0.12®0.18 0.36®0.77

Source: Los Angeles component of the 1992–94 MCSUI.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard error below. De-

pendent variables are coded such that higher values indicate racially liberal responses. Mod-

els also control for education, income, employment status, and sex. Full results appear in the 

Web appendix. The bottom row of the table gives the effect associated with a shift in Ethno-

centrism from Low (–0.1) to High (0.6) in the predicted probability of opposing liberal racial  

policies.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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black Americans’ supposed individualistic shortcomings. From this point 
of view, blacks fail to display the virtues of hard work and self-sacrifice that 
white Americans claim as central to the moral ordering of their own lives 
and to the life of their society.17

In the 2000 NES, the correlation between our standard measure of eth-
nocentrism, on the one hand, and this measure of prejudice, on the other, 
is 0.33. The correlation runs a bit stronger in 1992 (0.38) and a bit weaker in 
2004 (0.29). When we substitute the thermometer-based measure of eth-
nocentrism for the one based on stereotypes, we find essentially the same 
thing. And when we correct these estimates for unreliability in measure-
ment, the “true” correlation between ethnocentrism and prejudice comes 
in at about 0.45. In short, consistent with expectations, ethnocentrism and 
prejudice are correlated but distinct.18

A second observable implication of our claim that ethnocentrism is 
a cause of prejudice is this: if we add prejudice to the standard model, 
the estimated effect due to ethnocentrism on opinion should diminish. 
These results are summarized in table 10.6. The first row of the table sim-
ply reprints the estimates of the effect of ethnocentrism from the stan-
dard model—those that do not take into account whatever effects might 
be due to prejudice (presented earlier in table 10.4). The second row of 
the table then displays the effect of ethnocentrism with prejudice held  
constant.

As predicted, the effect of ethnocentrism diminishes when prejudice is 
taken into account. It diminishes dramatically. This happens on all seven 
policies; in four instances, the direct effect of ethnocentrism, after control-
ling on prejudice, cannot be confidently distinguished from zero. Mean-
while, the direct effect of prejudice on opinion is large, and it is large in 
each and every case.

These results are consistent with our claim that ethnocentrism should 
be conceived of as a cause of prejudice. Ethnocentrism gives rise to prej-
udice. Prejudice, in turn, drives opposition to policies intended as reme-
dies for segregation, discrimination, and inequality. The substantial effect 
of ethnocentrism on white opinion is almost entirely indirect, mediated by 
prejudice.19

This is the way things work in the realm of race—but they should not 
work this way in other policy domains. This is the final observable implica-
tion of our understanding of the relationship between ethnocentrism and 
prejudice. The prediction is that across the various domains of policy we 
have investigated here, adding a measure of prejudice to the standard model 
will have little or no consequence for the effects we have been attributing all 
along to ethnocentrism. On policies having to do with confronting enemies 
abroad, providing assistance to foreign countries, controlling immigration, 
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f i g u r e  1 0 . 1 .  Ethnocentrism and white opinion on policy—with and without controlling 

for prejudice. Predicted probabilities. Source: 1992, 2000, 2000–2002, and 2004 NES.



f i g u r e  1 0 . 1 .  (continuedâ•›)



f i g u r e  1 0 . 1 .  (continuedâ•›)
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and all the rest, we expected it would matter little whether the standard 
model took prejudice into account.

Figure 10.1 tells the tale. Each graph in figure 10.1 represents a distinct 
policy domain. Each displays two curves: one representing the effect of eth-
nocentrism on white opinion without controlling for prejudice; the other 
representing ethnocentrism’s effect after controlling on prejudice.

The first graph features the effect of ethnocentrism in the realm of race: 
on government involvement in fair hiring. Here, the effect of ethnocen-
trism is mediated by prejudice. In this instance, the two curves are easy 
to distinguish. Without prejudice taken into account, the curve ascends 
steeply, indicating that as ethnocentrism increases, so does opposition to 
racial change. With prejudice added in, however, the curve flatlines. Tak-
ing prejudice into account, ethnocentrism has nothing to do (directly) with 
opinion on matters of race.

Elsewhere, prejudice plays no such role. By and large, across the vari-
ous policy domains we have investigated, the two curves are hard to dis-
tinguish. The effect of ethnocentrism on white Americans’ support for the 
war on terrorism, for cutting foreign aid, for putting a stop to immigra-
tion, for prohibiting same-sex marriage, and more, is essentially the same, 
whether prejudice is taken into account or not. The domain of welfare sup-
plies a partial exception to this conclusion. In all other domains, it is eth-
nocentrism in general—prejudice, broadly conceived—that is the driver of  
opinion.20

c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  i m p l i c a t i o n s

On such contentious matters as school integration and affirmative action, 
ethnocentrism motivates opposition among white Americans and support 
among African Americans. This pattern is neatly summarized in figure 10.2. 
For white Americans, the curves displayed in figure 10.2 climb from left 
to right: opposition grows as ethnocentrism increases. For black Ameri-
cans, the curves fall from left to right: opposition declines as ethnocentrism 
increases. Differences on race policy between blacks and whites are mod-
est among those who reject (or overcome) ethnocentrism, but very large 
among those who embrace ethnocentrism. Put differently, if ethnocentrism 
could be erased from American society, the racial divide on fair employ-
ment and school integration and affirmative action would narrow appre-
ciably. Racial differences would not disappear entirely, but they would no 
longer be extraordinary. In the absence of ethnocentrism, differences be-
tween blacks and whites would resemble the differences we have grown ac-
customed to seeing between rich and poor, or between young and old, or 
between men and women: that is to say, differences, not divides.



f i g u r e  1 0 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and opinion on policies designed to help blacks, separately 

by race. Predicted probabilities with 95 percent confidence intervals. Source: 1992, 1996, 2000, 

and 2004 NES (pooled).
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Is the apparent effect of ethnocentrism among African Americans re-
ally just group identification at work? No. Ethnocentrism and group at-
tachment represent conceptually separate and empirically distinct explana-
tions. Among African Americans, ethnocentrism plays an important and 
independent role in motivating liberal views on race policy. Regardless of 
their partisanship, principles, interests, and intensity of racial group identi-
fication, ethnocentric African Americans want more from government for 
their group.

Is the apparent effect of ethnocentrism among white Americans really 
just prejudice at work? No. Ethnocentrism and prejudice are correlated but 
distinct. Race prejudice, like other specific animosities, arises, in part, from 
ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism is a general readiness to partition the world 
into allies and adversaries, and as such, makes adoption of particular prej-
udices more likely. On matters of policy that deal explicitly and unambig-
uously with race, prejudice largely mediates the effect of ethnocentrism. 
When policy shifts away from race as a central consideration, ethnocen-
trism’s influence remains, while prejudice’s mediating role vanishes.

Race represents one of America’s most tenacious and intractable prob-
lems. A few years before William Graham Sumner ([1906] 2002) introduced 
the idea of ethnocentrism, W. E. B. Du Bois was completing The Souls of 
Black Folk. Du Bois began his famous book with a bold prophecy: that the 
problem of the twentieth century would be the “problem of the color-line—
the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in 
America and the islands of the sea” ([1903] 1907, p. 13). Du Bois wrote au-
thoritatively about the black experience in America, with a fine sense of his-
tory, and he was right, accurately foretelling the struggle for freedom and 
equality that came to mark much of the last hundred years.

Much has changed in race relations since Du Bois, of course, much of it 
very good: the rising of the civil rights movement; landmark federal legis-
lation outlawing discrimination; the emergence of a black middle class; the 
dismantling of the legal foundations of segregation; striking gains in po-
litical participation and representation among black Americans, illustrated 
vividly by Barack Obama’s astonishing rise to prominence, power, and the 
presidency.

But the struggle for freedom and equality continues. Race is, as Tilly 
would say, a durable inequality. Black Americans have made significant in-
roads into the middle class, sharing in the economic prosperity and ed-
ucational opportunities that came to most of American society following 
World War II. Nevertheless, sharp racial disparities in employment, in-
come, and especially wealth remain. Discrimination, sometimes subtle and 
sometimes not, continues. Segregation by race is still a central organizing 
principle of American social life. And policies designed to level the play-
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ing field—desegregating public schools, eliminating discrimination in the 
workplace, imposing affirmative action on companies that discriminate—
remain controversial. Some policies to promote racial equality are actually 
less popular now than they were a decade or two ago. For others, there is 
modest movement in the liberal direction. All generate a huge and persis-
tent divide between whites and blacks—a divide rooted, in part, as we have 
seen here, in ethnocentrism.21



c o n c l u s i o n

Ethnocentrism and  
Political Life

In this final chapter, we step back from the details of particular cases to offer 
an assessment of our project as a whole. To set the stage for this stock tak-
ing, we begin with a summary—mercifully brief—of our findings. The heart 
of the chapter then explores the implications of the findings. We take up, 
in turn, the issue of demarcating where ethnocentrism matters and where 
it does not; the moderating effect of political knowledge; the distinction be-
tween ethnocentrism and authoritarianism; cosmopolitanism as a counter-
weight to ethnocentrism; the likelihood of ethnocentrism at work in other 
places; and finally, the consequences of ethnocentrism’s pervasive effect on 
public opinion for the character and quality of democratic politics. But first, 
a quick review of the journey we have taken.

s u m m a r y  o f  f i n d i n g s

We define ethnocentrism to be a way of thinking that partitions the world 
into in-groups and out-groups—into us and them. Ethnocentrism is an 
attitude—perhaps, as Lévi-Strauss would have it, “the most ancient of at-
titudes” (1961, p. 19)—constituting a readiness to act in favor of in-groups 
and in opposition to out-groups.

Back in the introduction, we claimed that ethnocentrism, defined this 
way, is for all practical purposes invisible in studies of American public 
opinion. We said that this was a mistake and that we aimed to correct it. 
Whether we have succeeded in this purpose is, as always, up to the reader 
to decide. On behalf of our project, we will say this:

�Across a diverse and wide-ranging set of policy domains, ethnocen-
trism emerges time and again as an important force in American 
public opinion. Protecting the homeland; dealing harshly with enemies 
abroad; withholding help to foreign lands; stemming the tide of  

•
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immigration; pushing back against gay rights; cutting welfare while 
expanding social insurance; putting an end to affirmative action: in all 
these cases, ethnocentrism plays a significant and sizable role.
�Ethnocentrism is a durable attitude. People differ reliably from one 
another in the degree to which they approach the social world with 
an ethnocentric point of view, and this difference is rooted in funda-
mental processes: genetic inheritance, personality formation, and the 
values and skills imparted by higher education. Like other core aspects 
of personality and political identity, ethnocentrism displays substantial 
and increasing stability in adulthood.
�Ethnocentrism is pervasive in society but its importance for politics 
depends on circumstances. Ethnocentrism carries more or less weight 
in public opinion depending on the ability of the issue in question to 
command the public’s limited and fickle attention and on the closeness 
of fit between ethnocentrism, on the one hand, and how the particular 
issue is framed, on the other.

We conclude that ethnocentrism is a foundational element of public 
opinion. Americans’ views on the issues that give life to the politics of our 
time—peace and security, immigration and citizenship, poverty and in-
equality—are an expression, in important part, of ethnocentrism.

Not of ethnocentrism alone, of course. Ethnocentrism is not the only 
engine driving public opinion. To grasp the magnitude of ethnocentrism’s 
effect on opinion more precisely, we went back through all our empirical 
tests, comparing in each instance the effect due to ethnocentrism with the 
effect due to party identification. For this purpose party identification is a 
good and obvious choice. When it comes to political predispositions, par-
tisanship stands first among equals.

Most Americans think of themselves as Democrats or Republicans. For 
many, this is a lifelong commitment—and (within the domain of politics) 
a highly consequential one. “To the average person,” as Donald Stokes once 
put it, “the affairs of government are remote and complex, and yet the aver-
age citizen is asked periodically to formulate opinions about these affairs. .Â€.Â€.  
In this dilemma, having the party symbol stamped on certain candidates, 
certain issue positions, certain interpretations of reality is of great psy-
chological convenience” (Stokes 1966, pp. 126–27; also see Bartels 2000; A. 
Campbell et al. [1960] 1980; Converse 1966; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 
2002). To the extent that the issues taken up here—from the war on terror-
ism to affirmative action in college admissions—generate strong disagree-
ments between Democratic and Republican elites, rank and file Democrats 
and Republicans should disagree as well. And as we have seen, generally 
they do. The question we raise here is how the effects on opinion attrib-

•

•
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utable to partisanship compare in magnitude to the effects attributable to 
ethnocentrism.1

Across all tests, the most common outcome is for opinion to be influ-
enced both by ethnocentrism and by party identification, and for this influ-
ence to be roughly equal. Occasionally the effect of ethnocentrism is smaller, 
especially on flagrantly partisan matters (for example, ratings of George W. 
Bush’s performance as president). More often, the effect on opinion due to 
ethnocentrism exceeds the effect due to party identification. This includes 
a fair number of cases where ethnocentrism is quite important while party 
identification is utterly unimportant.2

In short, ethnocentrism stands up well to a strong comparison. If party 
identification has come to provide a standard and illuminating approach to 
the analysis and understanding of public opinion, perhaps ethnocentrism 
should too.

t h e  w o m e n ’ s  m o v e m e n t  a n d  o t h e r  f a i l u r e s

Does the ethnocentrism effect always hold? No. A powerful (and perhaps 
surprising) example of the failure of ethnocentrism is provided by the clus-
ter of issues associated with the modern women’s movement—the so-called 
second wave of feminism that came ashore in the 1960s. As we discovered in 
chapter 8, on abortion, equal opportunity in employment, affirmative ac-
tion, sexual harassment, child care, and family leave, ethnocentrism had no 
effect on public opinion. We suggested that ethnocentrism’s failure might 
be attributable to the absence of a dehumanizable adversary. Who in the 
struggle over abortion rights is the enemy? Most Americans take moder-
ate, qualified positions on abortion. Many Americans are acquainted with 
women who have struggled with the decision of whether to proceed with 
a pregnancy. Without a clear and demonizable adversary, ethnocentrism 
never becomes engaged.

Environmentalism supplies another example of ethnocentrism’s failure. 
Issues in this domain are not neatly reducible to a struggle between us and 
them, between virtue and depravity. Indeed, on protecting the environment 
and preventing climate change, the enemy, for the most part, is us. And as 
things turn out, ethnocentrism is generally unrelated to opinion on envi-
ronmental issues. Ethnocentrism has no bearing on the choice between en-
vironmental protection and economic development, is likewise irrelevant 
to opinion on the need for tougher government regulation to protect the 
environment, and is of no consequence on whether federal spending on the 
environment should be increased or cut back.3

Ethnocentrism is a general predisposition with wide-ranging effects 
on public opinion. But we should not expect ethnocentrism to influence  
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public opinion in every case. Its activation in particular instances requires 
resonance: a good fit between ethnocentrism, on the one hand, and how the 
particular issue is framed and understood, on the other. Much of politics 
can be framed this way, but not all. It seems to us that the issues raised and 
challenges posed by environmentalism and the women’s movement gener-
ally fail to fulfill the necessary condition of resonance, and therefore gener-
ally fail to activate ethnocentrism.

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  a n d  k n o w l e d g e

As we have seen over the preceding chapters, ethnocentrism predisposes 
Americans to think in certain ways about policy. The ethnocentrism ef-
fect holds not for every issue, as we have just been reminded, but it holds 
for many: the war on terrorism, same-sex marriage, affirmative action, and 
much else besides. According to these results, ethnocentrism is a central in-
gredient in public opinion.

Ethnocentrism, we should have said, is a central ingredient in public opin-
ion on average. That is, the empirical relationships that we have reported so 
far between ethnocentrism, on the one side, and views on the war on terror-
ism, same-sex marriage, affirmative action, and all the rest, on the other, are 
estimates of the average relationship between predisposition and opinion, 
ignoring whatever differences there might be across individuals. Put another 
way, the ethnocentrism effect takes the average American for granted.

But, of course, there really is no such thing as the average American. 
Americans differ from one another in all sorts of ways, and such differences 
may have implications for the importance of ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism 
is a pervasive human habit, but its application to the domain of politics may 
not be for everyone. In particular, we say that the political activation of eth-
nocentrism requires a minimal investment—time, attention, thought—in 
public affairs, an investment not all citizens care to make. For ethnocen-
trism to shape opinion on policy, citizens must be sufficiently engaged in 
matters of politics. Absent sufficient motivation and knowledge, we expect 
the power of ethnocentrism to diminish sharply if it does not disappear al-
together. As motivation and knowledge increase, we expect the power of 
ethnocentrism to increase correspondingly.

To test this claim we need a measure of political engagement, and on 
this point we took instruction from John Zaller’s (1992) influential work 
on opinion formation and change. Zaller defines political engagement to 
entail both attention and comprehension: engagement means the degree 
to which people pay attention to politics and understand what they have 
encountered.4 Engagement, defined this way, is best measured by tests of 
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factual information. Such tests assess “political learning that has actually 
occurred—political ideas that the individual has encountered, understood, 
and stored” (Zaller 1992, p. 335).5

Persuaded by Zaller’s argument and evidence, the Board of Overseers of 
the National Election Study decided to include tests of political informa-
tion in the election study series. In the 2004 NES, for example, respondents 
were asked to identify, in turn, Dennis Hastert, Dick Cheney, Tony Blair, 
and William Rehnquist. Answers to these questions are positively corre-
lated. So, if a person happened to know that Dennis Hastert was the Repub-
lican Speaker of the House, she was also quite likely to know that William 
Rehnquist was the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. Command of politi-
cal knowledge appears to be a general trait.6 This means that we can create 
reliable and comparable scales of political knowledge in all NES presidential- 
year studies since 1992.7

To see whether engagement moderates the effect of ethnocentrism, all 
we need do is add two new terms to what we have been calling the standard 
model: political knowledge and the interaction between political knowledge 
and ethnocentrism. In mathematical form:

y* = x’b + e
	 = 	 b1Ethnocentrism + b2Political Knowledge

		  + b3 [Political Knowledge × Ethnocentrism] + . . . + e

As throughout, y* refers to opinion on a particular policy, represented as 
an unobserved latent variable.

With Political Knowledge scored 0 to 1, where 0 is the least informed, our 
predictions can be written:

b3 > 0 (that is, the effect of ethnocentrism increases with increases in knowledge)

b1 = 0 (that is, among those with the least involvement and information—where 

Political Knowledge equals zero—the effect of ethnocentrism is zero)

We estimated this model wherever measures allowed. We started with 
military intervention (from chapter 4), ended with affirmative action (chap-
ter 10), and took up everything8 in between, carrying out 85 tests in all. The 
results are summarized in figure 11.1.9

The figure shows that, as predicted, the effect of ethnocentrism generally 
increases with increases in knowledge. The swarm of points displayed in fig-
ure 11.1 is centered above zero. In more than one-third of the cases (31 out 
of 85, or 36.5 percent), the interaction term (b3) surpasses statistical signifi-
cance.10 And in virtually all of these cases (29 out of 31, or 93.5 percent), the 
interaction term is positive (that is, b3 > 0). In general, the political power 
of ethnocentrism increases with increases in knowledge.
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Figure 11.1 also shows that, in line with our second prediction, the effect 
of ethnocentrism generally heads toward zero at low levels of knowledge. 
In figure 11.1, the points cluster in a band around the vertical axis. In more 
than 67 percent of the cases (57 out of 85), we find the effect of ethnocen-
trism among the least knowledgeable to be statistically indistinguishable 
from zero. Ethnocentrism may be a universal predisposition, but its appli-
cation to the political realm seems to require some minimal command of 
political knowledge.11

That we find political knowledge to be consequential is perhaps not all 
that surprising. In some respects, our results just add to a mountain of evi-
dence already in, for we know that the well-informed differ from the poorly 
informed in all kinds of significant ways. They are more likely to express 
opinions. They are more likely to possess stable opinions—real opinions, 
opinions held with conviction. They are more likely to use ideological con-
cepts correctly, to cite evidence in political discussions, and to process in-

f i g u r e  1 1 . 1 .  Political knowledge and the effect of ethnocentrism on opinion. Estimated 

coefficients on E and E × Awareness, across 85 tests.
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formation sensitively. They are better at retaining new information. And 
they are more likely to vote consistently with their presumptive interests. In 
some ways, our results are old news.12

But there is new news here as well. Political knowledge is widely regarded 
as a universal good. Every election season, commentators deplore the sad 
state of American democracy, how little voters know about the choices they 
face, how few of them can (say) find Iraq on a map. Possessing more facts 
about the world of politics, it is assumed, is always better than possessing 
fewer. As Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) put it, facts in hand “prevent de-
bates from becoming disconnected from the material conditions they at-
tempt to address. They allow individuals and groups with widely varied 
experiences and philosophies to have some common basis of comparison—
some common language with which to clarify differences, identify points 
of agreement, and establish criteria for evaluation. They tether public dis-
course to objective conditions” (p. 11). But here, command of facts means 
something quite different: that people are sufficiently invested in public af-
fairs that ethnocentrism becomes a routine part of their thinking.

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  e t h n o c e n t r i s m  
f r o m  a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m

As recently reimagined by Karen Stenner and Stanley Feldman (Stenner 
2005; Feldman and Stenner 1997; Feldman 2003), authoritarianism arises 
out of a basic and recurring dilemma. Living alongside others is an inescap-
able feature of human society and leads inevitably to tension between per-
sonal autonomy and social cohesion. The persistent challenge is to strike 
a proper balance between group authority and uniformity, on the one 
side, and individual autonomy and diversity, on the other. Authoritarians 
choose the former over the latter: they glorify uniformity while disparaging  
difference.

Authoritarianism, defined this way, and ethnocentrism, as we see it, are 
congenial predispositions. They share a temperamental aversion to differ-
ence. Back in chapter 2, we suggested, with Stenner’s and Feldman’s work 
in mind, that ethnocentrism might come, in part, from authoritarianism, 
conceived of as a personality-based taste for conformity over autonomy. Put 
another way, authoritarians should find ethnocentrism naturally appealing. 
Back in chapter 3, we found that authoritarianism and ethnocentrism were 
empirically related, but quite modestly (Pearson r = 0.20). We concluded 
that ethnocentrism may arise in part—in rather small part—from authori-
tarianism.

Authoritarianism could be a source of ethnocentrism, as we have just 
seen; but it could also be a rival. Stenner finds authoritarianism to be a  
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consistent and often powerful predictor of political intolerance. This em-
pirical regularity encouraged us to include a measure of authoritarianism 
in many of our analyses, to guard against the possibility that the effects we 
would otherwise attribute to ethnocentrism really “belong” to authoritari-
anism. When we did so, we found, first of all, that the effect due to ethno-
centrism remained essentially the same. We have not been confusing one 
for the other. Our results are about ethnocentrism, not authoritarianism.

Second, authoritarianism often has an effect of its own. When both eth-
nocentrism and authoritarianism influence opinion, they usually do so in 
the same way. For example, ethnocentrism enhances Americans’ support 
for stricter control of U.S. borders; authoritarianism does the same. Some-
times, however, the predispositions work against one another. For example, 
ethnocentrism pushes Americans in the direction of thinking that homo-
sexuality is a biological condition and cannot be changed; authoritarianism 
pushes in the opposite direction, to the idea that homosexuality is a choice 
and can be reversed. Or again, while authoritarians take conservative posi-
tions on sexual matters generally—they oppose adultery, sex education in 
the schools, teenage sex, sex before marriage, and more—ethnocentrism 
comes into play in this domain really only where gay men and women are 
concerned. From an ethnocentric point of view, gay sex is immoral and 
must be prohibited, just as other aspects of the “gay agenda” must be re-
sisted. These results reinforce the distinction between ethnocentrism and 
authoritarianism. And they suggest again that if ethnocentrism arises in part 
from authoritarianism, that part must be small.

An additional distinction is that ethnocentrism and authoritarianism ap-
pear to be activated by different conditions. Stenner and Feldman (Stenner 
2005; Feldman and Stenner 1997; Feldman 2003) present threat as the key 
trigger for authoritarianism. They argue that authoritarianism becomes rel-
evant when social cohesion is threatened: when the culture appears to be 
fragmenting, or when leaders prove themselves unworthy of public trust. 
This is the authoritarian dynamic, and Stenner and Feldman have assem-
bled an impressive amount of empirical support for it. Our account of acti-
vation heads off in a different direction. Our analysis is rooted in limitations 
in human attention and framing effects in human judgment.13

One last point here: to measure authoritarianism, Stenner’s method is 
simply to ask people to choose values that children should be encouraged 
to learn at home. Those who select “good manners” and “obedience” as 
primary virtues for children are authoritarian; those who choose “imagi-
nation” and “independence” are not. It turns out that measured this way, 
authoritarianism in the United States has been declining over much of the 
twentieth century (Alwin 1984, 1988). That is, Americans have been increas-
ingly likely to select imagination and independence over good manners and 
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obedience as primary virtues for children. We do not have comparable evi-
dence for ethnocentrism (we wish we did), but it would be surprising and 
theoretically disconcerting to discover that ethnocentrism was on the same 
path—that it too was in sharp decline.14

In sum, authoritarianism and ethnocentrism share in common a tem-
peramental aversion to difference, but they are otherwise distinct. Authori-
tarianism and ethnocentrism are conceptually independent. They are only 
weakly correlated with one another. They exert independent effects on pub-
lic opinion. They occasionally work in opposition to one another. And they 
are set in motion by different precipitating conditions.

c o s m o p o l i t a n i s m  a g a i n s t  e t h n o c e n t r i s m

Cosmopolitanism derives from the ancient Greek term kosmopolites mean-
ing “citizen of the world.” A genuine cosmopolitan’s primary allegiance is 
to the worldwide community of human beings. Such a person gives seri-
ous attention, in ethical and political matters, “to the good of all human-
ity—and not just individuals, families, or specific communities” (R. Smith 
2008, p. 40).

There is some reason to think that the social, economic, and political fac-
tors that might encourage a cosmopolitan outlook are gathering strength. 
Such factors would include, in the view of Rogers Smith,

the spread of world-spanning communications, information, and trans-

portation systems; the transnational networks and organizations these sys-

tems enable; the deregulation of capital markets, the proliferation of inter-

national free trade agreements, and the accompanying rise of multinational 

corporations and heightened flows of capital, labor, and goods; the devel-

opment of regional and international security alliances; the growing aware-

ness of environmental trends that endanger populations around the globe; 

and the rise in international human rights agreements and institutions. 

(2008, p. 42)

Such forces should be pushing more and more people to see themselves 
as joined to others around the globe in larger and larger “overlapping com-
munities of fate” (Held 2000, p. 396). Maybe so.

And should be so, according to a number of prominent public intellec-
tuals, including most notably Martha Nussbaum (1996, 2008; Cheah and  
Robbins 1998; R. Smith 2008). Each of us, Nussbaum argues, “dwells, in 
effect, in two communities—the local community of our birth, and the 
community of human argument and aspiration” (1996, p. 7). Differences 
of nationality or class or ethnicity or gender can be powerful, but should 
be overcome. “We should recognize humanity wherever it occurs and give 
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its fundamental ingredients, reason and moral capacity, our first allegiance 
and respect” (1996, p. 7).15

Nussbaum sees education as the principal instrument for generating cos-
mopolitan citizens. Civic education must focus not on national or demo-
cratic citizenship, she argues, but on world citizenship. In Nussbaum’s view, 
this would have many benefits. Through cosmopolitan education, Ameri-
cans would learn not just about the world but about themselves, would 
make forward progress on the serious problems that require international  
cooperation, would recognize moral obligations to the rest of the world  
otherwise invisible, and would erase irrelevant considerations—nation,  
ethnicity, and so on—from ethical deliberation and judgment.

It is easy enough to agree with Nussbaum that American children should 
“learn a good deal more than they frequently do about the rest of the world 
in which they live, about India and Bolivia and Nigeria and Norway and 
their histories, problems, and comparative successes” (p. 6). But it is hard 
to see, especially as we mull over the results on ethnocentrism, how civic 
education alone could generate a nation whose citizens pay first allegiance 
to humanity. Nussbaum acknowledges some of the difficulty. She concedes 
that becoming “a citizen of the world is often lonely business” (p. 15)—and 
not just because there are so few making the journey. Cosmopolitanism, 
Nussbaum says, is “a kind of exile—from the comfort of local truths, from 
the warm, nestling feeling of patriotism, from the absorbing drama of pride 
in oneself and one’s own” (p. 15). Patriotism and other particularistic com-
mitments—other attachments to in-group, as we would put it—are full 
of color and intensity and passion. Cosmopolitanism, by contrast, is cool, 
neutral, abstract.

Nussbaum is a most perceptive and agile ethical philosopher—but she 
fails, we think, to make a plausible case on how to create a cosmopolitan cit-
izen. She is more persuasive on the obstacles that stand in the way than she 
is on the efficacy and realism of the remedies she offers. And we think this 
even though she did not even consider the most fundamental obstacle to 
her wish: the persistence and durability of ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism is 
a deep and powerful habit, a part of human nature, and therefore not easily 
reengineered or evaded. To in-group members, it delivers first-order ben-
efits: trust, comfort, coordination, and cooperation. And ethnocentrism is, 
as Nussbaum might say, full of color and intensity and passion. It seems to 
us that the road to cosmopolitanism is steep and long—and that perhaps 
the only hope for arriving at this lofty destination would be the sudden ap-
pearance of an alien enemy, one that threatens us all. Under this unhappy 
circumstance, ethnocentrism might serve as the instrument for creating the 
cosmopolitan citizen that Nussbaum yearns for.
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e t h n o c e n t r i s m  e l s e w h e r e ?

Insofar as ethnocentrism is concerned, our analysis has taken up a hard case. 
Of all the nations in the world, the United States has endured as a democ-
racy the longest. Its record of political tolerance, though far from perfect, is 
relatively enlightened. The people of the United States are, compared to the 
rest of the world’s population, astonishingly rich and extraordinarily well 
educated. By establishing the importance of ethnocentrism for contempo-
rary American politics, our results suggest that ethnocentrism is likely to 
thrive in other places as well.

We wish we could point to a developed literature on the political uses 
of ethnocentrism outside the United States to support our speculation. But 
there is none to point to. For the most part, analysts of politics elsewhere, 
like their American counterparts, have been focused on other questions 
and preoccupied with other concepts. We did come across three sugges-
tive examples, however. The first concerns French voters’ support for Jean 
LePen and the National Front. Founded in 1972, the National Front has 
campaigned on a platform of open anti-Semitism and ferocious opposition 
to immigration. It has been LePen’s wish, one might say, to return France to 
the French. And among the factors that drive voters to the National Front, 
the most important appears to be ethnocentrism (N. Mayer 1993).

A second example focuses on hostility to immigration among Italians in 
the 1990s. Such hostility was widespread and strikingly indiscriminant. Re-
cent arrivals from Somalia, Albania, or Tunisia elicited essentially the same 
reaction. More generally, the “signature feature” of anti-immigrant preju-
dice in contemporary Europe, according to Paul Sniderman and his col-
leagues, is its “enveloping character” (2000, p. 53).

A third and less certain example concerns the recent surge of anti-
Americanism around the world. Especially visible in the Islamic Middle 
East, North Africa, and Pakistan, anti-Americanism has been on the rise 
just about everywhere (Katzenstein and Keohane 2007; Chiozza 2007). 
The phenomenon is surely due in part to outrage over U.S. foreign policy, 
but it also rests, according to Markovits, “on a substantial sediment of ha-
tred toward, disdain for, and resentment of America” (2007, p. 4)—a re-
action not merely to what America does, but what it is. Markovits finds 
common threads running through Western European anti-Americanism: 
“anti-Americanism in Germany does not differ at all in its texture, its top-
ics, its features, and also its social carriers from that in Britain, France, Italy, 
Spain, or any other West European country” (p. 28). In these societies, dis-
dain and condescension fall on all things American: film, language, theater, 
sports, food, media, and more. It is the sameness and especially the wide 
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reach of anti-Americanism that suggests the possibility that hostility to-
ward America may be drawing strength from an underlying general predis-
position—from a prejudice, generally conceived, or, as we would say, from  
ethnocentrism.

By citing these examples we do not mean to suggest that ethnocentrism is 
at work in all societies and in just the same way. Cultural differences surely 
matter. For example, as far as American ethnocentrism is concerned, we 
have argued for the primacy of race. Given historical experience and current 
conditions, delineations based on race are likely to catch the inclination to 
ethnocentrism more effectively than any other social cleavage.16 In other so-
cieties (and perhaps in the United States at some point in its future), other 
differences—defined by religion, language, caste, or region—are likely to 
loom larger.

Differences in institutional arrangements are important too. By political 
institutions we mean the formal rules, regulations, and policies that struc-
ture social and political interactions. An institutionalist analysis proceeds 
from the assumption that what happens in politics is shaped by the institu-
tional structure within which politics takes place. Among other things, po-
litical institutions create “islands of imperfect and temporary organization,” 
parcel out responsibility, provide regular procedures for the division and 
specialization of labor, define rules of political competition, and coordinate 
and aggregate individual choice.17 With Elster (1989) we say that institutions 
enable certain actions and inhibit others.

Here, of course, we are interested in institutional arrangements that 
enable or inhibit the expression of ethnocentrism in politics. This inter-
est draws us to institutions that shape the nature of party systems. Writing 
about Italy after the collapse of communism, Paul Sniderman and his col-
leagues put the general point well: “The articulation of private grievances 
into political demands thus depends not simply on the intensity of individ-
ual resentments, but conjointly on the availability of a political vehicle that 
permits their public expression” (2000, p. 92). In terms relevant to our proj-
ect, ethnocentrism is more likely to be expressed in politics insofar as par-
ties and candidates have incentive to fashion appeals to grievances rooted 
in ethnocentrism.

It turns out there is no simple relationship between the cultural hetero-
geneity of a society and the number of political parties that compete for con-
trol of government in the society. The relationship is conditional on elec-
toral rules. In particular, district magnitude—the average number of seats 
to be filled in an electoral district—intervenes between heterogeneity and 
parties. When district magnitude equals one, as it does in U.S. House elec-
tions, the party system is relatively unresponsive to ethnic or linguistic or 
other forms of cultural difference. Under these circumstances, even large 
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cultural differences are unlikely to be converted into multiple parties (Orde-
shook and Shvetsova 1994). This is an important result from our point of 
view, on the idea that multiple party systems allow space for the emergence 
of parties and candidates that traffic in ethnocentric appeals. The National 
Front in France is, perhaps, a good case in point. In the limit, when multiple 
parties reflect cultural divisions perfectly, elections are little more than as-
sertions of cultural identity (Horowitz 1985).18

In a rough way, this analysis suggests that the United States may turn 
out to be relatively lackluster in its place among nations in the prominence 
and power of ethnocentrism in politics. In a very rough way. We hope our 
results and analysis will encourage others to investigate ethnocentrism in 
other settings. Comparative work poses special challenges, but it can de-
liver special rewards too: in the present case, a systematic understanding of 
how differences in culture and institution produce differences in the role of 
ethnocentrism in politics.

p o l i t i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s

In Public Opinion and American Democracy, V. O. Key (1961) set out his bril-
liant reconnaissance of research on public opinion. Key was both impressed 
and worried by the state of the literature:

During the past two decades the study of public opinion, once a major 

concern of political scientists, has become the preoccupation of sociolo-

gists and social psychologists. By the application of the techniques of their 

trade these specialists have made substantial contributions to the under-

standing of public opinion. Yet as they have done so, they have also in 

large measure abstracted public opinion from its governmental setting. We 

have, consequently, a large body of research findings characterized often 

by methodological virtuosity and on occasion even by theoretical felicity, 

whose relevance for the workings of the governmental system is not always 

apparent. (p. vii)

Key’s goal was to place the findings on public opinion in their proper 
context. To Key’s way of thinking, this was a necessary and urgent endeavor. 
The scientific study of public opinion was pointless, Key wrote, “unless the 
findings about the preferences, aspirations, and prejudices of the public  
can be connected with the workings of the governmental system” (1961,  
p. 535).

Key goes too far here, but he has a point, and his admonition has been in 
the backs of our minds throughout. Now, in this final section, we put po-
litical relevance front and center. We take up three aspects of the possible 
connection between ethnocentrism and politics in particular:
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�Ethnocentrism as a remedy for ideological innocence
�The relationship between ethnocentrism and the “good citizen”
�The prospect that ethnocentrism, by shaping public opinion, gives 
focus and direction to government policy

Ethnocentrism as an Imperfect Solution for Ideological Innocence

For the most part, Americans come to the political world without an ideo-
logical axe to grind. Most have little acquaintance with sweeping ideas on 
government and society. They possess no broad outlook on public policy. 
They hold real opinions on just some of the pressing issues of the day. And 
they know precious little about political life.

This is the argument advanced by Philip Converse, in his extraordinary 
essay on belief systems written more than forty years ago. After a masterly 
analysis of American national election surveys carried out in the 1950s, Con-
verse concluded that qualitative, perhaps unbridgeable, differences sepa-
rated the political thinking of elites from the political thinking of ordinary 
people. Most Americans, in Converse’s judgment, were incapable of fol-
lowing—much less actually participating in—what might be called demo-
cratic discussion.

Not everyone agreed. In short order, Converse’s powerful analysis and 
unsettling conclusions set off a huge scholarly commotion.19 As we read the 
evidence and sort through the arguments, Converse’s claim of ideological 
naiveté stands up well, both to transformations in politics and to scores of 
challenging analysis. Most Americans are ideologically innocent. So it was 
in the Eisenhower years, and so it is, by and large, today.20

This was a problem, as Converse saw it, since his analysis was motivated 
by the attractions of ideological reasoning. In Converse’s view, if Ameri-
cans thought about politics this way, then new political events would have 
more meaning, retention of political information from the past would be 
far more adequate, and political judgments and actions would more closely 
approximate rational models.21 But as things turned out, the great debate 
over ideology, the consuming preoccupation of public opinion studies for 
more than a generation, has taught us more about how Americans do not 
think about politics than about how they do.

Now in some respects, ethnocentrism resembles the kind of ideolog-
ical framework that Converse looked for and could not find. Americans 
are more or less ethnocentric—as they might have been more or less lib-
eral or more or less conservative. And more pertinent here, differences in 
ethnocentrism appear to motivate the opinions Americans take on a wide 
range of policies. From a certain perspective, ethnocentrism supplies what 
public opinion needs: structure, coherence, stability. Remove structure, co-

•

•

•
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herence, and stability from public opinion and democratic theory loses its 
starting point (cf. Achen 1975).

But democratic aspirations require public opinion to be more than struc-
tured, coherent, and stable. The issue here is not just whether citizens pos-
sess genuine preferences, but why they do. In our case, the systematizing 
principle that stands behind public opinion is itself antidemocratic. Ethno-
centrism divides the social world into two classes. This invites violation of 
the first principle of democratic government: political equality. In the re-
sults we have presented here, public opinion is structured in a way that de-
nies equal standing—democratic standing—to others. And it is structured 
in a way that tempts leaders to mobilize antidemocratic sentiments.

In short, our analysis and findings suggest a systematic but distaste-
ful base for public opinion, a decidedly mixed message for democratic  
aspirations.

Ethnocentrism and the Good Citizen

Some observers of democratic politics have taken comfort in the indif-
ference and apathy that generally characterize modern mass publics. Too 
much participation from the wrong sorts can be dangerous, producing 
more conflict, contention, and demand than democratic governments can 
handle (e.g., Almond and Verba 1963; Berelson 1952; Berelson, Lazarsfeld, 
and McPhee 1954; Huntington 1976; Lipset 1959). The specific question here 
for our purposes is whether ethnocentric Americans are inclined to sit on 
the sidelines. Perhaps those predisposed to ethnocentrism find politics off-
putting or boring and so their voices are seldom heard.

To see if this is so, we examined as much of the complete repertoire of 
civic and political action available to citizens in the United States today as 
the evidence allowed.22 We investigated turning out to vote, working on 
campaigns, making financial contributions to political parties and inter-
est groups, and organizing communities to take action on local problems. 
These distinct forms of political action vary in all sorts of ways: in the re-
sources—time, money, skill—they require; in the clarity of the information 
they convey and the pressure they apply; and in whether they are carried out 
alone or with others (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).23

Figure 11.2 summarizes the relationship between ethnocentrism and gen-
eral political participation. The latter is a simple count of activities that 
people said they had engaged in over the previous year. The figure provides 
some consolation for those who might hope that ethnocentrism, though 
common in society, would be rare in politics. We find that participation de-
clines with increases in ethnocentrism. We see this for white and black and 
Hispanic Americans alike. We see it for participation overall and for each 
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individual aspect of participation—turning out to vote, attending rallies, 
and so on—taken separately.24

This is good, as far as it goes. But it doesn’t go too far. The differences 
in participation are statistically significant but small—which is to say, eth-
nocentric Americans are nearly as likely to take an active part in politics as 
are their less ethnocentric counterparts.25 And remember also in this re-
spect that we have uncovered at least one instance—state-based campaigns 
to make same-sex marriage illegal—where ethnocentrism can become a 
source of political activism. Taken all around, our results offer some conso-
lation, but not too much.

Ethnocentrism and Policy

In nations the size and complexity of the United States, pure forms of de-
mocracy are impractical. Instead of the citizen’s assembly of the ancient 
city-state, we find the various institutions and practices of representa-
tive government. Notably among these are that control over the policies 
of government is constitutionally vested in official representatives, and 
that such representatives are chosen through fair and frequent elections  
(Dahl 1989).

Thought about this way, a crucial test of representative democracy is the 
responsiveness of elected officials to the views of their constituents. Repre-
sentatives must decide how to spend their time, focus their activities, and 

f i g u r e  1 1 . 2 .  Ethnocentrism and political participation. Columns display the predicted 

mean number of political activities. Estimation results appear in the Web appendix. Source: 

1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES (pooled).
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ultimately vote on matters of policy. As they go about their business, what 
weight do they give to the views of their constituents?26

Quite a bit, it turns out. Correspondence between public opinion and 
government action is impressive. Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson summa-
rize their work on the quick response of government to swings in the na-
tional mood with this arresting metaphor: “Politicians are keen to pick up 
the faintest signals in their political environment. Like antelope in an open 
field, they cock their ears and focus their full attention on the slightest sign 
of danger” (1995, p. 559). When public opinion shifts, elected officials ad-
just their positions and modify their votes accordingly. The movement of 
public opinion over time is, according to James Stimson, the “drive wheel” 
(2004, p. xvi) of politics, the single most important factor in American po-
litical life.27

In short, if we have succeeded in establishing an important role for eth-
nocentrism in public opinion, then we are likely on to something of real so-
cial consequence, for public opinion influences the shape and direction of 
government policy. How might ethnocentrism influence the shape and di-
rection of government policy?

We might surmise, first of all, that the ready availability of ethnocentrism 
makes military intervention and vigorous defense of the homeland more 
compelling than they would otherwise be.

We might point out that ethnocentrism undermines foreign aid and hu-
manitarian assistance. We began chapter 5 by invoking the memory of the 
Rwandan genocide and pointing out that the United States did nothing to 
stop the slaughter that took place there in the spring and summer of 1994. 
The same can now be said about Darfur and Sudan.

We might better appreciate the obstacles in the way of more open and 
generous policies on immigration.

We might wonder what happened to American concern over AIDS. As of 
August 2006, 65 million people around the world were infected with HIV/
AIDS; 22 million had already perished. According to a recent UN sponsored 
report, AIDS has “reversed the course of human development” and “eroded 
improvements in life expectancy.” The problem is still with us—but its epi-
center has moved to sub-Saharan Africa. The further away culturally and 
geographically AIDS appears to be, the more difficult it will be for AIDS to 
capture the American public’s attention and interest.28

Finally, we might notice that the United States spends relatively little of 
its gross domestic product on the provision of social welfare; it offers no na-
tional health insurance or family assistance; its public aid and unemploy-
ment insurance programs are, comparatively speaking, stingy (Weir, Orloff, 
and Skocpol 1988). There are two striking—and expensive—exceptions to 
the general pattern: old-age pensions (Social Security) and health care for 
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the elderly (Medicare), where U.S. policy is relatively generous. The overall 
shape of the American welfare state, of course, corresponds closely to the 
way ethnocentrism operates in this domain. On the one hand, Americans 
(white Americans, for the most part) seem to regard most welfare programs 
as government handouts to (nonwhite) people who are trying to get some-
thing for nothing. Help for them, in short. On the other hand, they see So-
cial Security and Medicare as governmental obligations to deserving (white) 
workers earned through a lifetime of hard work. Rewards for us. Thus it 
could be said that when it comes to welfare policy, the (white) public, mo-
tivated partly by ethnocentrism, seems to be getting just what it wants.29

Ethnocentrism is not the sole determinant of public opinion. It is often 
important, but public opinion is shaped by a multiplicity of forces. Equally 
important to keep in mind, public opinion is not simply and automati-
cally translated into public policy. Other forces are operating, some work-
ing against opinion. Conceding this, it remains likely that insofar as ethno-
centrism’s influence is registered on opinion, it registers on policy as well. If 
ethnocentrism could be erased (a most unlikely prospect) or its importance 
for politics diminished (more likely), Americans would be living in a differ-
ent country than they do now—and in a different world as well.



Appendix

Information about the National Election Studies can be found at its home page: 

http://electionstudies.org. Datasets are available for public download directly from 

the NES Web site and by researchers at ICPSR member institutions at http://icpsrÂ�

.Â�umich.edu.

Information about the General Social Surveys can be found at http://gss.norc 

.org. The General Social Surveys cumulative datafile is available for download by re-

searchersÂ€at ICPSR member institutions at http://icpsr.umich.edu (Study #4697).

Information about the Political Socialization Study can be found in Jennings and 

Niemi (1981, appendix A) and Jennings and Stoker (1999). The youth and parent 

datasets are available for download by researchers at ICPSR member institutions 

at http://icpsr.umich.edu (Study #7286 [youth-parent 1965]; #7779 [youth-parent 

1965–1973]; #9553 [youth-parent 1965–1982]; #4037 [youth 1965–1997]).

The 1992–94 Multi-City Study for Urban Inequality is available for download 

byÂ€researchers at ICPSR member institutions at http://icpsr.umich.edu (Study 

#2535).

The 1996 National Black Election Study is available for download by researchers 

at ICPSR member institutions at http://icpsr.umich.edu (Study #2029).

Ethnocentrism: Surveys, Variables, and Coding

2004 NES

Stereotypes of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians on three traits: lazy to hard-

working, unintelligent to intelligent, and not trustworthy to trustworthy: 

v045222 to v045233.

Feeling thermometers of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians: v045086, v045077, 

v045056, v045075.

Race/ethnicity of respondent: v043303x, v043305, v03306, v043299.

2000 NES

Stereotypes of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians on three traits: lazy to hard-

working, unintelligent to intelligent, and not trustworthy to trustworthy: 

v001574 to v001585.



238  a p p e n d i x

Feeling thermometers of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians: v001309, v001308, 

v001316, v001327.

Race/ethnicity of respondent: v001011, v001012, v001013, v001006a, v000066, 

v001030.

1996 NES

Stereotypes of Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics on three traits: lazy to hard-working,  

unintelligent to intelligent, and not trustworthy to trustworthy: v961311 to 

v961319.

Feeling thermometers of Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics: v961029, v961030, v961037.

Race/ethnicity of respondent: v960703, v960705, v960706, v960708, v960709, 

v960067.

1992 NES

Stereotypes of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians on three traits: hard-working 

to lazy, unintelligent to intelligent, and violent to peaceful: v926221 to v926232.

Feeling thermometers of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians: v925333, v925323, 

v925327, v925339.

Race/ethnicity of respondent: v924116, v924118, v924119, v924122, v924123,  

v924202.

1988 NES

Feeling thermometers of Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics: v880625, v880617, v880613.

Race/ethnicity of respondent: v880537, v880541, v880539, v880412.

2000 GSS

Stereotypes of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians on three traits: hard-working  

to lazy, unintelligent to intelligent, violent to peaceful: work[whts/blks/hsps/

asns]; intl[whts/blks/hsps/asns]; viol[whts/blks/hsps/asns]. Violence item was 

administered to only half the sample; ethnocentrism measure combines all 

available items for each respondent.

Race/ethnicity of respondent: race, hispanic.

1990 GSS

Stereotypes of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians on five traits: hard-working 

to lazy, unintelligent to intelligent, violent to peaceful, patriotic to not patriotic, 

self-supporting to not self-supporting: work[whts/blks/hsps/asns]; intl[whts/

blks/hsps/asns]; viol[whts/blks/hsps/asns]; patr[whts/blks/hsps/asns]; fare[whts/

blks/hsps/asns]

Race/ethnicity of respondent: race, hispanic.

1992–94 Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality

Stereotypes of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians on four traits: intelligent 

to unintelligent, easy to get along with to hard to get along with, treat others 

equally to discriminate against others, and involved in drugs and gangs to not 
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involved in drugs and gangs: dintl[wht/blkhis/asn]; deasy[wht/blk/his/asn]; 

dtret[wht/blk/his/asn]; ddrug[wht/blk/his/asn]. The MCSUI also included three 

additional traits (rich to poor, prefer to be self-supporting to prefer to live off 

welfare, speak English well to speak English poorly). These items were not used, 

as they were either “factual” rather than trait assessments or they were too close 

in content to the dependent variables we analyzed.

Race/ethnicity of respondent: crace, chispan.

1996 NBES

Feeling thermometers of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians: b1p, b1n, b1w, b1u

1965 Political Socialization Study (Youth-Parent Dyad)—Study #7286

Feeling thermometers (Youth Respondents) of Whites and Blacks; Catholics, Jews, 

and Protestants: v197, v199, v194, v196, v198

Race/ethnicity of Youth: v297

Religious denomination of Youth: v265

Feeling thermometers (Parent Respondents) of Whites and Blacks; Catholics, Jews, 

and Protestants: v441, v443, v438, v440, v442

Race/ethnicity of Parent: v584

Religious denomination of Parent: v557

1965–1973 Political Socialization Study (Youth)—Study #7779-001

Feeling thermometers of Whites and Blacks; Catholics, Jews, and Protestants: v259, 

v261, v256, v260, v258 (in 1965); v773, v775, v770, v772, v774 (in 1973)

Race/ethnicity of respondent: v232

Religious denomination of respondent: v200; v748

1965–1973 Political Socialization Study (Parents)—Study #7779-002

Feeling thermometers of Whites and Blacks; Catholics, Jews, and Protestants: v287, 

v289, v284, v286, v288 (in 1965); v465, v467, v456, v464, v466 (in 1973)

Race/ethnicity of respondent: v268

Religious denomination of respondent: v241; v693

1965–1973–1997 Political Socialization Study (Youth)—Study #4037

Feeling thermometers of Whites and Blacks; Catholics, Jews, and Protestants: v259, 

v261, v256, v260, v258 (in 1965); v773, v775, v770, v772, v774 (in 1973); v5608, 

v5611, v5612, v5614, v5615 (in 1997)

Race/ethnicity of respondent: v232

Religious denomination of respondent: v200; v748; v6500

Independent Variables: Surveys, Variables, and Coding

These independent variables are used in multiple chapters. Less commonly used in-

dependent variables are described in the Notes. Where exceptions to these codings 

occur, they are described in the Notes.
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Age: A set of dummy variables with ages 40–49 serving as the suppressed reference 

group or a single variable with six categories, ranging from 0 (17–29) to 1 (70 or 

over).

Authoritarianism: An additive index ranging from 0 (not) to 1 (authoritarian).

Education: A seven-category variable ranging from 0 (< 9 years) to 1 (advanced 

degree).

Egalitarianism: An additive index ranging from 0 (not) to 1 (egalitarian).

Female: A dummy taking on a value of 1 (female); 0 (male).

Household Economic Evaluations: A scale (if available) or single item ranging 

from 0 (much worse than one year ago) to 1 (much better).

Household Income: A series of dummies (including a dummy for refusals)  

with $40K–$50K serving as the suppressed reference group in 2004 and  

$35K–$50K serving as the suppressed reference group for other years.  

Or, in pooled analysis, a series of dummies referring to percentile within  

the sample, with the 0–25th percentile serving as the suppressed reference 

group.

Ideological Identification: A series of dummies (including a dummy for DK/ 

refused to choose), typically with moderates serving as the suppressed reference 

group; or a seven-category variable ranging from 0 (extremely conservative) to 1 

(extremely liberal).

Limited Government: An additive index ranging from 0 (want more active  

government) to 1 (want less active government).

Moral Traditionalism: An additive index ranging from 0 (not) to 1 (traditional).

National Economic Evaluations: A scale (if available) or single item ranging from 

0 (much worse than one year ago) to 1 (much better).

Occupation: A series of dummies indicating the degree of occupational threat 

(low/medium/high and out of the labor market) with the suppressed reference 

group indicating those with medium threat jobs. Or, in select analyses, dum-

mies indicating the nature of occupation.

Partisanship: A seven-category variable ranging from 0 (strong Republican) to 1 

(strong Democrat).

Political Awareness: An additive index ranging from 0 (low) to 1 (high).

Race/Ethnicity: Black: A dummy taking on a value of 1 (black); 0 (Hispanic or 

white).

Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic: A dummy taking on a value of 1 (Hispanic); 0 (black or 

white).

Racial Resentment: An additive index ranging from 0 (not) to 1 (resentful).
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Religiosity: An additive index ranging from 0 (not) to 1 (religious).

Religious Denomination: A series of dummies, with mainline Protestants serving 

as the suppressed reference group.

Religious Doctrine: A measure of how literally the respondent reads the Bible, 

from 0 (not) to 1 (Bible is the word of God).

Social Trust: An additive index ranging from 0 (not) to 1 (highly trusting).

Variable codes appear in the tables that follow.



t a b l e  a . 1 .  Variable codes: National election studies

2004 

NES

2000 

NES

1996 

NES

1992 

NES

1990 

NES

1988 

NES

Age v043250 v000908 V960605 v923903 v900548 v880414

Authoritarianism v045208-

v045211

v001586-

v001589

— v926019-

v926022

— —

Education v043254 v000913 V960610 v923908 v900554 v880422

Egalitarianism v045212-

v045217

v001521-

v001526

v961229-

v961234

v926024-

v926029

v900426-

v900431

v880924-

v880928

Female v043411 v001029 V960066 v924201 v900547 v880413

Household  

â•… economic  

â•… evaluations

v043062 v001412a V960338 v923426

v923430

v900417 v880207

Household  

â•… income

v043293x v000994 V960701 v924104 v900663 v880520

Ideological  

â•… identification

v045117

v045118

v001368

v001370

V960365 v923509

v923513

v900320 v880274

Limited  

â•… government

v045150-

v045152

v001420-

v001422

v961144-

v961146

v925729-

v925731

v900331, 

v900333, 

v900335

—

Moral  

â•… traditionalism

v045189-

v045192

v001530-

v001533

v961247-

v961250

v926115-

v926119

v900500-

v900502

v880951-

v880954

National  

â•… economic  

â•… evaluations

v043098 v00491 v960386

v961478

v923528 

v923530

v923532

v900423 v880244

Occupation v043262b

v043260a

v000980

v000919

v960665

v960616

v923922

v923914

— —

Partisanship v043116 v000523 V960420 v923634 v900320 v880274

Political  

â•… awareness

v045162-

v045165

v001446a/b, 

v001449a/b

v001452a/b, 

v001455a/b

v961189-

v961192

v961072

v961073

v925915-

v925921

v925951

v925952

v900395-

v900401

v880871-

v880879

Racial  

â•… resentment 

v045193-

v045196

v001508-

v001511

v960487

v961207

v961210

v926126-

v926129

v900520-

v900523

v880961-

v880964

Religiosity v043219

v043220

v043223-

v043225

v000872, 

v000873, 

v000877, 

v000879, 

v000880

v960571

v960572

v960576

v960578

v923820-

v923822

v923826

v923828

v923829

— v880932

v880933

v880530-

v880531

Religious  

â•… denomination

v043247

v043247a

v000904 v960602

v960600

v923850

v923846

— —

Religious  

â•… doctrine

v043222 v000876 V960575 v923824 — —

Social trust v045186-

v045188

v001475-

v001477

v960567

v960569

v926139

v926140

— —

—: Not available or not used.



t a b l e  a . 2 .  Variable codes: Other datasets

1990 

GSS

2000

GSS

1992–94 

MCSUI

1996 

NBES

Age age age — —

Authoritarianism ownthing

talkback

twoclass

openmind

obey

spanking

obey

thnkself

helpoth

spanking

— —

Education degree degree eedudeg qy3

Egalitarianism socdif4 inequal3

inequal5

inequal7

— —

Female sex sex crespex qz2

Political awareness — — — ql4

ql4aa

ql4ba

ql5

Household 

â•… economic 

â•… evaluations

satfin

finalter

finrela

satfin

finalter

finrela

— —

Household income income86 income98 efaminc —

Ideology polviews polviews clibcons —

Limited government helpnot helpnot — —

Moral traditionalism premarsx

teensex

xmarsex

homosex

premarsx

teensex

xmarsex

homosex

— —

National

â•… economic 

â•… evaluations

— — — —

Occupation occ80

wrkstat

occ80

wrkstat

fwkstat —

Partisanship partyid partyid cpolprty —
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Notes

Introduction

1. The comprehensive sociology imagined by Sumner was completed by his associates fol­

lowing his death and published in four volumes by Yale University Press (Sumner, Keller, and 

Davie 1927).

Sumner was energetic in his political pursuits as well. Awakened in his middle years to the 

dangers of socialism, Sumner spoke forcefully and wrote prolifically against the interference 

of government in the splendid human struggle for survival so vividly underway in the new in­

dustrial age. Much like his inspiration Herbert Spencer across the Atlantic, Sumner believed 

that in the absence of government meddling, market forces and ferocious competition would 

handsomely reward those who displayed courage, enterprise, and good training, while depos­

iting those who lacked the requisite virtues at the bottom of society, precisely where they be­

longed. A fine account of Sumner’s career as an advocate of social Darwinism can be found in 

Hofstadter ([1944] 1959).

2. For more recent evidence on this point, see M. Brewer and Brown (1998); M. Brewer and 

Campbell (1976); D. Campbell and LeVine (1961); and Tajfel et al. (1971). This literature is per­

suasive, as far as it goes, but what is missing, perhaps surprisingly, is systematic evidence on 

ethnocentrism in postindustrial societies like the United States.

3. So says LeVine (2001). To assure ourselves that this was so—that ethnocentrism is essen­

tially invisible in empirical studies of American public opinion—we examined the American 

Political Science Review, the American Journal of Political Science, the Journal of Politics, and 

Public Opinion Quarterly, from 1975 to 2000. We sought first to identify any article that in­

cluded the terms ethnocentrism and public opinion. This search turned up a grand total of 25 

articles—roughly one paper per year, or, in another metric, .5 percent of the 4,735 articles pub­

lished in these journals over this time period. We looked closely at this set of 25 and found that 

not a single one addressed ethnocentrism in a direct or sustained way. Outside the purview of 

this search, we found two examples from outside the United States: one on ethnocentrism and 

support for LePen and the National Front in France (Mayer 1993), and the other on ethnocen­

trism and hostility to immigration among Italians (Sniderman et al. 2000).

Chapter One

1. Geertz (1973, p. 196). Geertz offered this parable as a comment on the glaring inadequa­

cies, as he saw it, in the conceptualizations of ideology then dominating the social sciences. His 

warning is entirely general, however.



2. Our conception of ethnocentrism is broadly consistent with standard views across the  

social sciences. For example, in The Dictionary of Anthropology, Michael Rhum writes that ethno­

centrism is “the belief that one’s own culture is superior to others, which is often accompanied 

by a tendency to make invidious comparisons” (1997, p. 155). According to Robert LeVine in 

the International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences, ethnocentrism refers “to 

culturally biased judgment, i.e., applying the frame of reference provided by one’s culture to 

an object, action, person, or group of a different culture” (2001, p. 4852). In a chapter prepared 

for the Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups, Thomas Pettigrew, a social psycholo­

gist by training, defines ethnocentrism to be “the unquestioned belief in the superiority of one’s 

own ethnic group and the consequent inferiority of other groups” (1982, p. 3). The historian 

John Higham conceives of ethnocentrism as a universal inclination to greet outsiders with dis­

dain and suspicion; to regard the “manners, mere habits of life, and social practices” of for­

eigners as inferior to one’s own ([1955] 1988, p. 24). And finally, to Lévi-Strauss, ethnocentrism 

“consists in the pure and simple repudiation of cultural forms (moral, religious, social, and 

aesthetic) which are the most remote from those with which we identify” (1983, p. 328).

3. On the difference between typological and population thinking in biology, see Mayr 

(2001).

4. It may be useful here to distinguish ethnocentrism from other related terms as well. Ethno­

centrism is related to, but not the same as, intolerance, which Thomas Pettigrew defines as “a 

rejection of out-groups because of their differences from the in-group” (1982, p. 3), and from 

xenophobia, defined by Donald Campbell (1947) as a generalized fear and hatred toward strang­

ers. While ethnocentrism includes both out-group hostility and in-group loyalty, intolerance 

and xenophobia refer to hostility toward out-groups alone.

Nor, by the same logic, should ethnocentrism be confused with racism, a point made force­

fully by William J. Wilson in Power, Racism, and Privilege (1973). In Wilson’s view, ethno­

centrism is disdain for out-groups on account of their biological or cultural deficiencies. But 

racism is this and more: it is also a philosophy of exploitation and exclusion. Racism puts ethno­

centrism to political purpose, providing justification for inequality and motivation for poli­

cies of exclusion.

Nor is ethnocentrism the same as nativism. In Strangers in the Land ([1955] 1988), the clas­

sic historical work on patterns of American nativism from the Civil War to the second decade 

of the twentieth century, John Higham regards ethnocentrism as pervasive, indeed a univer­

sal human reaction to strangers, one characterized primarily by distrust and suspicion. But 

nativism is something else again; it is meaner and more dangerous. Nativism, according to 

Higham, combines the general ethnocentric suspicion of strangers with the political fear that 

certain strangers pose a threat to the nation: that they are subversive, or disloyal, or fundamen­

tally alien, unwilling or unable to be assimilated to American ways. In Higham’s framework, 

nativism draws on ethnocentrism; ethnocentrism is “the cultural subsoil” from which nativ­

ism grows” (p. 24), but nativism is also something more, a political ideology. Higham wants 

to reserve suspicions of political habits and loyalties for nativism. There is nothing in “mere” 

ethnocentrism, according to Higham, about threats to country, national cohesion, or Ameri­

can identity.

Finally, ethnocentrism is not the same as group identification since group identification is 

concerned entirely with the in-group and has nothing to say, one way or the other, about out-

groups (e.g., Centers 1949; Converse 1958; Gurin, Hatchett, and Jackson 1989).

5. After Sumner completed Folkways, Georg Simmel (1923/translated 1955) published a more 

systematic statement on social conflict, one that subsumed most of what Sumner claimed. In 
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later works, Sumner is not always cited, but his insight into the origins of ethnocentrism re­

mains present: in Blalock (1967), Bonacich (1972, 1973), Coser (1956), Blumer (1958), Sherif 

and Sherif ([1953] 1966), Bobo (1988), Olzak (1992), Olzak and Nagel (1986), among others. 

Our purpose here is to accentuate the similarities among these various positions, to identify 

central tendencies and consolidate the strong family resemblances. Donald Campbell (1965) 

gave this family of related ideas the single name realistic group conflict theory, a practice we 

follow here.

6. This basic finding—competition inducing out-group animosity—has been replicated in a 

number of other well-designed field experiments. The classic Robbers Cave study is described 

in detail in Sherif et al. (1961). Essentially the same results were found in an earlier field ex­

periment carried out in the summer of 1949 in northern Connecticut (Sherif and Sherif [1953] 

1966). Additional replications are reported in Blake and Mouton (1962, 1979). We should men­

tion that Robbers Cave included a third stage in which cooperation toward a shared goal re­

placed competition, which largely succeeded in reducing tensions and hostilities between the 

groups.

7. Key’s observations in Southern Politics have been corroborated by scores of subsequent 

investigations. This work demonstrates the lingering significance of the black belt in southern 

politics and establishes the more general point of the political importance of numbers. As the 

great migration carried blacks out of the rural South into the cities, South and North, black 

belts were created everywhere. And time and again, as the black share of the population in­

creased, whites’ political reaction became more hostile. For a sampling of this literature, see 

Kousser (1974); Matthews and Prothro (1963); Black and Black (1987); Heard (1952); G. Wright 

(1976, 1977); Sundquist ([1973] 1983); Giles and Evans (1986); Pettigrew (1959); Smith (1981); 

Glaser (1994); Blalock (1967); and Giles and Hertz (1994).

More generally, disputes over school integration, affirmative action, immigration, fishing 

rights for Native Americans, and more, have all been profitably analyzed in group conflict 

terms (e.g., Bobo 1999; Bobo and Hutchings 1996; Bobo and Tuan 2006; Kinder and Sanders 

1996; Quillian 1995).

8. Realistic group conflict theory has other problems. One is a preoccupation with conflict 

over exclusively material resources (Horowitz 1985); another is the assumption that conflict is 

realistic, that participants are always clear-eyed (Kinder and Sanders 1996); and a third is that 

when conflict is removed, or even replaced by incentives to cooperate, in-group favoritism is 

“remarkably hard to eradicate” (Brewer and Brown 1998, p. 566).

9. Principal sources, in addition to the study itself, include Christie (1954), Altemeyer (1981), 

and, most important, Roger Brown’s essay (1965), written as a chapter for the first edition of 

his splendid textbook, Social Psychology, which remains to this day the most insightful discus­

sion of The Authoritarian Personality, the methodological hue and cry that it incited, and what 

remained after the dust settled.

10. Daniel Levinson was also primarily responsibly for the portions of the study on the 

meaning and measurement of ethnocentrism. See, for example, Levinson’s paper on ethno­

centrism that appeared in the Journal of Psychology in 1949.

11. Levinson combed through “the writing of virulent anti-Semites; technical, literary, 

and reportorial writings on anti-Semitism and fascism; and, most important, everyday anti- 

Semitism as revealed in parlor discussion, in the discriminatory practices of many businesses 

and institutions, and in the literature of various organizations which are trying, with small suc­

cess, to counter numerous anti-Semitic accusations by means of rational argument” (Adorno 

et al., 1950, p. 58).
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12. In more technical language, the scale is highly reliable—split-half reliability coefficients 

for the ten-item version of the anti-Semitism scale run 0.90 or higher—and responses to the 

various propositions appear to reflect a single factor.

13. Here are some examples:

Negroes have their rights, but it is best to keep them in their own districts and schools and 

to prevent too much contact with whites.

The main threat to American institutions during this century has come from the infiltra­

tion of foreign ideas, doctrines, and agitators.

Filipinos are all right in their place, but they carry it too far when they dress lavishly, buy 

good cars, and go around with white girls.

European refugees may be in need, but it would be a big mistake to lower our immigration 

quotas and allow them to flood the country.

14. A fourteen-item version of the ethnocentrism scale has a reliability of about 0.80. Adorno 

et al. report a Pearson correlation between the anti-Semitism scale and the ethnocentrism scale 

of 0.80 (1950, p. 122). When corrected for attenuation due to random error in measurement 

(Carmines and Zeller 1979), the correlation rises to 0.87.

15. Here are a few sample items:

Obedience and respect for authority are the most important virtues children can learn.

An insult to our honor should always be punished.

Nowadays when so many different kinds of people move around so much and mix together 

so freely, a person has to be careful to protect himself against infection and disease.

The thirty-eight-item version of the F scale has a reliability of about 0.75.

16. This quotation appears in The Authoritarian Personality’s opening paragraph (p. 1). Anti-

Semitism, ethnocentrism, and authoritarianism are also associated with conservative economic 

and political beliefs (as assessed by the Politico-Economic-Conservatism scale). The relation­

ships are less striking here than in the social realm: Adorno et al. say that the relationships are 

“qualitatively imperfect . . . and qualitatively complex” (p. 207).

As for the origins of authoritarianism, Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford 

looked to the family. They argued that predispositions to authoritarianism were created out 

of a harsh and punitive home life. Children raised by parents who were strict, emotionally dis­

tant, and preoccupied with status and who organized family life around clearly defined and 

rigidly enforced roles of domination and submission were thereby excellent candidates for  

authoritarianism.

17. Especially devastating were the essays collected in Christie and Jahoda (1954), particularly 

Hyman and Sheatsley’s masterly critique.

18. Classic papers on response set include Cronbach (1946) and Couch and Kenniston 

(1960). For how acquiescence cripples the empirical work presented in The Authoritarian Per-

sonality, see Christie, Havel, and Seidenberg (1958); D. Campbell, Siegman, and Rees (1967); 

and Altemeyer (1981).

19. Over the years, investigation into authoritarianism continued, though with a few im­

portant exceptions, this work drifted away from the theoretical framework and grand ambi­

tion of the original (Altemeyer 1981; Meloen 1993). A notable exception is the research program 
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of Altemeyer, which kept the hypothesis of the authoritarian personality alive almost single-

handedly for more than a decade: Right-Wing Authoritarianism (1981), Enemies of Freedom 

(1988), and The Authoritarian Specter (1996).

20. The most important studies are D. Campbell and McCandless (1951); Selznick and Stein­

berg (1969); Prothro (1950); McFarland, Ageyev, and Abalikina (1993); and McFarland, Ageyev, 

and Abalikina-Paap (1990). Some of Altemeyer’s results can be read as support for an ethno­

centric syndrome as well (Altemeyer 1981, 1988, 1996), as can some of the results reported by 

Stenner (2005).

None of these results unfortunately has anything to say about in-group loyalty, about 

whether hostility toward out-groups is accompanied by reverence toward in-groups, as Wil­

liam Graham Sumner insisted and as argued in The Authoritarian Personality.

21. One might have thought that this connection had already been established by Altemeyer. 

In a series of careful studies, he developed a reliable and balanced scale of authoritarianism. 

He then proceeded to demonstrate that authoritarianism, so measured, is systematically asso­

ciated with a variety of social and political beliefs, including both specific prejudices and gen­

eral ethnocentrism.

These various results are reported in Right-Wing Authoritarianism (1981), Enemies of Free-

dom (1988), and The Authoritarian Specter (1996). Altemeyer’s studies almost always entail 

comparisons between his measure of authoritarianism and related measures: the original F 

scale, a balanced F scale, a dogmatism scale, and a conservatism scale, among others. (Alte­

meyer refers to such studies as “pitting experiments.”) Almost always, Altemeyer’s measure 

outperforms the rest.

In some respects this evidence is quite impressive, but it falls short of proving that ethno­

centrism has its roots in personality. Altemeyer was careful in developing a superior measure 

of authoritarianism. It is balanced to avoid the problem that sank the original scale. And it is 

demonstrably reliable. But Altemeyer’s measure has problems of its own. Most important, it is 

full of propositions that make explicit social and political claims, such as these:

A “woman’s place” should be wherever she wants it to be. The days when women are sub­

missive to their husbands and social conventions belong strictly in our past.

The only way our country can get through the crisis ahead is to get back to our tradi­

tional values, put some tough leaders in power, and silence the troublemakers spreading 

bad ideas.

Gays and lesbians are just as healthy and moral as anybody else.

The problem here is partly that such propositions seem far from their claimed destination: the 

configuration of unconscious drives, wish fulfillments, and emotional impulses that make up 

personality. And it is partly that Altemeyer’s measure of authoritarianism bears an uncom­

fortably close resemblance to the social and political beliefs that authoritarianism is supposed 

to explain.

22. The measure is reasonably reliable (typical Cronbach’s alpha = 0.60). It avoids the re­

sponse set problem that plagued the original measure (while remaining true to the core con­

cept of authoritarianism introduced by Adorno and his colleagues). And it avoids tautology. 

It is a long way to go from the view that children should be taught obedience and respect for 

authority to, say, support for the proposal that people with AIDS should be quarantined. It is 

not at all obvious that the two should be related. If it turns out that the one predicts the other, 

we have learned something surprising, something that calls out for explanation.
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Feldman (2003) develops a more complex inventory. It includes virtues that children should 

be taught (“It may well be that children who talk back to their parents respect them more in 

the long run” versus “Obedience and respect for authority are the most important virtues chil­

dren can learn”), but also encompasses an abstract preference for conformity over autonomy 

(“It’s best for everyone if people try to fit in instead of acting in unusual ways” versus “People 

should be encouraged to express themselves in unique and possibly unusual ways”), fear of 

disorder over expanding freedom (“Society is always on the verge of disorder and lawlessness 

and only strict laws can prevent it” versus “It is more important to give people control over 

their lives than to create additional laws and regulations”), general respect for norms and tradi­

tional values (“Rules are there for people to follow, not to change” versus “Society’s basic rules 

were created by people and so can always be changed by people”), and giving priority to social 

cohesion (“In the long run, our cultural and ideological differences will make us a healthier, 

more creative, and stronger society” versus “It is unlikely that this country will survive in the 

long run unless we can overcome our differences and disagreements”). All of this—five com­

ponents, seventeen pairs of items (alpha = 0.80)—is then combined with a measure abstracted 

from Schwartz’s value inventory (twenty items or so) to form one general and highly reliable 

measure of authoritarianism.

23. Here we are passing over—but only temporarily—Stenner’s main point, on the activa­

tion of authoritarianism. We will pick up her argument in the next chapter.

24. To be fair, Levinson and his associates initiated their investigation hoping to illuminate 

the nature and origins of anti-Semitism and its implications for democratic society. They de­

liberately restricted their attention to why some were more ready than others to accept anti-

Semitic ideology. Their object was to develop a psychology of prejudice, to understand why 

some people accept prejudice while others reject it. They never intended their study, massive 

as it was, to provide a comprehensive account of prejudice.

25. To reconstruct social identity theory, we draw principally on Tajfel and Turner (1979; 

John Turner was at the time a Bristol colleague); Hogg and Abrams (1988), a textbook devoted 

to social identity theory; and Human Groups and Social Categories (1981), a collection of Tajfel’s 

own essays that represent the evolution of his thinking (and, not coincidentally, a picture of  

the parallel development of the European perspective on social psychology).

For reviews of this literature, see Brewer and Brown (1998); Huddy (2003); and Turner and 

Reynolds (2003). For applications of social identity theory to political analysis, see Huddy 

and Khatib (2007); Conover (1984); Fowler and Kam (2007); Gibson and Gouws (2000); Kam  

and Ramos (2008); and Sniderman, Pierangelo, De Figueiredo, and Piazza (2000).

26. Assignment to treatment in these experiments is, of course, always random.

27. The original minimal group experiment is reported in Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, and Flament 

(1971). Versions of the ultimate minimal group experiment were carried out by Billig and Tajfel 

(1973) and by Locksley, Ortiz, and Hepburn (1980). For reviews of the now extensive work on 

the minimal group experiment (more than one hundred studies have been published), see 

Brewer (1979); Brewer and Kramer (1985); Brown (1986); Messick and Mackie (1989); Hewstone, 

Rubin, and Willis (2002); Mullen, Brown, and Smith (1992); and Brewer and Brown (1998).

28. The early minimal group experiments confounded favoritism that took the form of ab­

solute profit for the in-group with favoritism that sought relative profit. Brewer and Silver  

(1978) designed an experiment that disentangled the two and found a clear preference for rela­

tive profit. A technical literature has grown up dedicated to the specific task of drawing in­

ferences about which strategies of reward are being employed by participants in the minimal 

group experiments (cited and reviewed by Messick and Mackie 1989).
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29. This seems a promising starting point, from a variety of perspectives. In John Rawls’s 

theory of justice, for example, self-esteem is regarded as “perhaps the most important primary 

good” (1971, p. 440). In Power and Society (1950), Harold Lasswell and Abraham Kaplan treat 

self-respect as a superordinate value, an end in itself. And Roger Brown insists that a general 

psychological theory of ethnocentrism must “start with motives deeply rooted in individual 

psychology, motives that are primitive and universal” (1986, p. 542), and then points out that 

this is precisely where social identity theory begins.

On the other hand, the pursuit of positive self-esteem turns out to be much more important 

in some cultures than in others (Heine et al. 1999).

30. Tajfel (1981, p. 255).

31. Tajfel also emphasizes social comparison processes: social comparison refers to the pro­

cess whereby individuals evaluate their own virtues and shortcomings. How beautiful or in­

telligent or successful people judge themselves to be depends on the standards they employ. 

On this point, social identity theory owes a clear debt to Festinger (1954). But Tajfel modifies 

Festinger’s theory in several ways, the most important of which is to introduce and underscore 

the group basis of comparison. Festinger was primarily concerned with the comparisons in­

dividuals make among themselves and others. But, as Tajfel points out, this “neglects an im­

portant contributing aspect of an individual’s self-definition: the fact that he is a member of 

numerous social groups and that this membership contributes, positively or negatively, to the 

image he has of himselfâ•›” (1981, p. 254).

32. See evidence summarized by Brewer (1999, 2007).

33. The most important works here are M. Brewer and Campbell (1976); M. Brewer (1999, 

2007).

34. On the automatic activation of in-group bias, see Farnham, Greenwald, and Banaji 

(1999); Otten and Moskowitz (2000); Otten and Wentura (1999); Perdue et al. (1990). In a re­

view of studies of the development of group attitudes in children, Cameron et al. (2001) find 

that children routinely display in-group favoritism but not hostility toward out-groups.

35. Favoring Brewer’s position is the evidence that in-group bias is expressed most com­

monly in claims about mutual trust. The best evidence on this point is supplied by the Cross-

Cultural Study of Ethnocentrism, organized by Robert LeVine and Donald Campbell, and re­

ported on in detail in Brewer and Campbell’s Ethnocentrism and Intergroup Attitudes (1976). 

For experimental evidence consistent with this point, see Leach et al. (2007).

36. Brewer acknowledges that in-group loyalty can serve as a platform for out-group hate. 

This is likely to happen (1) when in-group moral superiority becomes entrenched and institu­

tionalized, (2) under conditions of threat (when the out-group threatens the interests, values, 

and the very survival of the in-group), (3) with “proper” political engineering, and (4) when 

societies are divided by a single social cleavage.

37. Indeed, had we been tuned to see it, we might have noticed minimal group ethnocentrism 

even in Sherifâ•›’s famous field experiment, which was dedicated to the creation of real conflicts 

over scarce resources. At the close of stage one, after the Eagles and Rattlers had undergone 

a series of activities intended to build in-group solidarity, the two groups were made aware 

for the first time of each other’s existence. This knowledge, prior to any actual competition  

and prior even to any expectation of competition, was apparently enough to set off a round 

of derogatory name calling—ethnocentrism in the absence of real conflicts of interest (see 

Brewer 1979, p. 308).

38. Quote by Theodosius Dobzhansky (1964, p. 115). For an edifying presentation of the  

theory and evidence on evolution through natural selection, see Futuyma (1998).
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39. Absent evolution, the social sciences resemble “astronomy without physics, biology 

without chemistry, and mathematics without algebra” (E. O. Wilson 1978, pp. 1–2).

40. Sociobiology spawned a new scientific discipline and was hailed by the International Ani­

mal Behavior Society as the most influential book of the twentieth century. Still, not everyone 

has cared to cross the bridge Wilson built between natural selection and human society. When 

Sociobiology was initially released, it was greeted with alarm and criticism. Some critics saw it 

as laying the groundwork for eugenics; others saw it as promoting biological determinism and 

stripping human beings of free will. Has it grown less controversial with time? Perhaps, but 

controversies remain (see, e.g., Freese, Li, and Wade 2003).

41. Technically speaking, the question here is whether ethnocentrism should be regarded 

as an adaptation: “a property of an organism, whether a structure, a physiological trait, a be­

havior, or any other attribute, the possession of which favors the individual in the struggle for 

existence” (Mayr 2001, p. 149).

42. E. O. Wilson (1978) also suggests how ethnocentrism might be adaptive in his analysis 

of the evolutionary origins of aggression. Wilson argues that aggression is an innate predispo­

sition; that under certain specifiable conditions, humans are ready to fight; and that such ag­

gression is facilitated by an irrationally exaggerated allegiance of individuals to their kin and 

tribe—that is, by ethnocentrism.

43. See especially the critique offered by George C. Williams, Adaptation and Natural Se-

lection (1966).

44. See Sober and Wilson (1998) for a nontechnical presentation and defense of group se­

lection; Mayr (2001) for an account of “hard” group selection; and Wilson and Wilson (2007) 

for an argument on behalf of multilevel natural selection.

Group members need not be related genetically for altruism to evolve. Group selection re­

quires variation between groups—the more variation the better—but this variation need not 

be due to genealogical relatedness. Cultural processes can also cause offspring to resemble their 

parents, and this kind of heritable variation can also serve as the raw material for natural selec­

tion (Boyd and Richerson 1985). Cultural differences between human groups are often stable 

over long periods of time and are regularly and faithfully transmitted to descendent groups. 

They are heritable in the sense that offspring resemble parents—which is all that matters as far 

as the process of natural selection is concerned.

45. There are two other explanations for altruism worth mentioning.

In a series of influential papers, William Hamilton (1964, 1970, 1971a, 1971b, 1972) launched 

the modern genetic theory of altruism. The pivotal concept in Hamilton’s analysis is inclusive 

fitness. Inclusive fitness is the sum of an individual’s own fitness plus all its influence on fitness 

in the individual’s relatives other than direct descendents—hence, the total effect of kin selec­

tion with reference to an individual. Relatives are related in a particular and important way: by 

common descent they share some fraction of genes in common. Like other animals, humans 

can duplicate their genes directly through survival and reproduction or indirectly, through the 

survival and reproduction of biological relatives, with whom genes are shared. Hamilton’s key 

result is that, under the right conditions, genetically based altruism can evolve.

Pierre van den Berghe’s (1978, 1981, 1995) theory of ethnocentrism argues that ethnic sen­

timents are extensions of kinship sentiments and that ethnocentrism is an extended form of 

nepotism—the universal propensity to favor kin over nonkin. Race and ethnicity, van den  

Berghe argues, are “extensions of the idiom of kinship” and therefore “ethnic and race sentiments  

are to be understood as an extended and attenuated form of kin selection” (1978, p. 403). For 

nearly all of human history—all but the last few thousand years, so virtually all of evolutionary 
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time—human society consisted of tribes, or superfamilies: inbred populations of a few hun­

dred people, sharing common descent, and maintaining clear territorial and social boundÂ�aries 

with outsiders. Within these small human societies, peace and cooperation prevailed; relations 

between groups, on the other hand, were characterized by mistrust and either avoidance or 

open conflict over scarce resources. Ethnocentrism evolved as an extension of kin selection. 

Eventually, kinship selection, a primordial model of social organization, was extended to much 

larger societies, partly through what van den Berghe calls “cultural inventions”: unilineal de­

scent, the idea of tracing descent either through the maternal or paternal line only; and lineage 

exogamy, the idea that marriage outside of a group is traced to a common progenitor.

It is no accident, van den Berghe would say, that cooperative ties among ethnic group mem­

bers resemble the intense and emotional bonds of family or that public rhetoric about eth­

nicityÂ€commonly appeals to kinship, blood, and common descent. All human societies, van 

den Berghe says, practice kin selection and all are ethnocentric.

46. The founding of the field is usually traced to publication of Fuller and Thompson’s mono­

graph in 1960, though some regard Sir Francis Galton as the true founder of behavioral genetics: 

for his pioneering work on correlation, for his fascination with the inheritance of genius, and for 

the design and execution of the first twin study, carried out in an effort to separate the effects 

due to nurture from those due to nature, reported in 1883 (McClearn and DeFries 1973).

47. Paraphrasing Dobzhansky (1964, p. 55).

48. An example is the Minnesota Study of Twins Reared Apart (MISTRA), established in 

1979. MISTRA’s sample is drawn predominantly from the United States and the United King­

dom, but also from Australia, Canada, China, New Zealand, Sweden, and Germany, and is 

roughly representative of the broad middle class. Participants in MISTRA complete fifty hours 

of medical and psychological assessment, carried out at the University of Minnesota Depart­

ment of Psychology and University Hospital. This assessment includes a zygosity analysis 

(based on assessments of blood groups, serum proteins, blood cell enzymes, fingerprint ridge 

counts, and standard anthropometric indicators) to determine whether the twin pair is identi­

cal or fraternal; intensive clinical interviews (which, among other things, pick up information 

about the pair’s birth, separation, adoption, reunion, degree of contact, as well as information 

about the quality of the family environment); and extensive inventories on occupational in­

terests, cognitive ability, personality traits, and social attitudes.

Human behavioral genetics is no longer exotic. It has taken its place in standard reviews (for 

example, in chapters prepared for the Annual Review of Psychology or for the Handbook of Social 

Psychology). Reports of behavioral genetic findings appear in the top field journals (American 

Political Science Review, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, not to mention Science).

49. One exception to the presumption that attitudes are wholly learned is provided by  

William McGuire (1985) in his essay in the third edition of the Handbook of Social Psychology. 

After acknowledging that “attitude theorists typically abhor hypothesizing genetic influence,”  

McGuire suggests that this is an excellent reason to open the question. He goes on to cite  

Donald Campbell and E. O. Wilson, and to suggest, further, that one place where the theory 

of evolution through natural selection might have a role to play is in ethnic hatred. Nowadays, 

“evolutionary psychology” has taken a seat at the table (not always entirely welcome, but defi­

nitely present): e.g., Buss and Kenrick (1998); and Sidanius and Kurzban (2003). There is now 

even some writing and research from this point of view on attitudes specifically: e.g., Tesser 

(1993); Crelia and Tesser (1996).

50. This study is presented in book-length detail in Genes, Culture, and Personality (Eaves, 

Eysenck, and Martin 1989). It was a seminal piece, but not the first. That honor goes to a brief 
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report by Eaves and Eysenck that appeared in Nature in 1974. In their comparison of MZ and 

DZ twins, they concluded that political ideology (stretching from radicalism on the left to con­

servatism on the right, based on a lengthy and reliable inventory) was largely inherited. That 

is, hâ•›2 (or Vâ•›G/Vâ•›p, the fraction of the observed variance in conservatism that is caused by differ­

ences in heredity) = 0.65.

51. To be exact, hâ•›2 = 0.62. Conservatism means what here? Most studies rely on the same 

measure: the so-called Wilson-Patterson Conservatism Scale. According to G. Wilson (1973), 

the scale is intended to tap conservatism in a very broad sense. This is conservatism as a kind of 

temperament, encompassing resistance to change, a preference for tradition, and an attachment 

to conventional forms of institutional arrangements and social practices. The fifty items that 

comprise the complete scale reflect these various aspects of conservatism (test-retest correlation 

of the complete scale is about 0.90). Responses to the items fall into correlated but distinct clus­

ters, and one of these resembles ethnocentrism (or more precisely, out-group hostility), indi­

cated by support for such things as white superiority, apartheid, and empire building, and rejec­

tion of such things as “colored” immigration, mixed marriages, and working mothers. Martin 

and colleagues (1986) present heritabilities for each individual item. These results suggest that 

these aspects of out-group hostility are, comparatively speaking, of middling heritability—nei­

ther extraordinarily genetic nor extraordinarily environmental in origin. And middling, re­

member, means that roughly half of the observed variation can be ascribed to genetic factors.

52. Research in behavioral genetics has also taken up the heritability of personality. It turns 

out that central personality traits appear to be substantially inherited, just as conservatism and 

ethnocentrism seem to be. Across a large number of studies, heritability estimates are centered 

at about 0.5. Differences in extraversion, conscientiousness, and so forth are due in impor­

tant part to genetic endowments. Major studies in this tradition include Loehlin (1992) and 

Bouchard et al. (1990). Excellent reviews are provided by Bouchard and Loehlin (2001) and by 

Caspi, Roberts, and Shiner (2005).

Chapter Two

1. Sumner missed this point completely. His analysis treated membership as necessary and 

sufficient to the establishment of in-groups and out-groups. For Sumner, any and all mem­

bership groups are in-groups, any and all membership groups inspire solidarity and loyalty, 

and any and all membership groups necessarily and inevitably generate hostility toward those 

outside. For an effective critique of Sumner from the point of view of reference group theory, 

see Merton (1957) and Merton and Rossi (1957).

2. In Party Systems and Voter Alignments (1967), Lipset and Rokkan trace the origins of such 

cleavages back to the “two revolutions”—the national and the industrial—that mark the onset 

of modernity. The rise of the nation-state, Lipset and Rokkan argue, generated a pair of con­

flicts of high and continuing relevance to the practice of politics: one that opposed the nation-

building center against the ethnically, linguistically, and religiously diverse subject popula­

tions in the provinces; the other that set the State against the Church. According to Lipset and 

Rokkan, the conflicts arising from the national revolution primarily concerned moral values 

and cultural identities. In contrast, the Industrial Revolution gave rise to conflict between eco­

nomic interests. The expansion of markets and the rapid spread of new technologies opened 

up new and enduring cleavages: first between landed interests and the rising class of indus­

trial entrepreneurs, and later between owners and employers, on the one side, and tenants and 

workers, on the other.
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3. For variations on this argument, see Gelman (2003); Gelman and Hirschfeld (1999);  

Gil-White (2001); and Hirschfeld (1996). According to Lumsden and Wilson (1981), the in­

herited machinery of the brain includes the strong inclination to divide the world into binary  

categories (for example, in-group and out-group).

Natural kinds—such as tiger or tree—are distinguished from human artifacts—such as car 

or sweater (H. Putnam 1970; Quine 1977). Rothbart (Rothbart and Taylor 1992; Rothbart and 

Park 2004) suggests that categories for social groups—such as race—are typically understood 

(misunderstood) to be natural kinds. This is important because to categorize a particular in­

stance into a natural kind category is to presume to know a great deal about it. Natural kind 

categories are rich in inductive potential; they are “laden in theory.” As a consequence, “the 

imposition of natural kind structure onto our thinking about social categories gives dispro­

portionate strength to category differences correlated with physical appearance” (Rothbart 

and Taylor 1992, p. 26).

4. Children either inherit a blueprint directly for ethnocentrism, or they inherit a blueprint 

for authoritarianism that makes ethnocentrism more appealing (McCourt et al. 1999; Scarr and 

Weinberg 1981; Stenner 2005), or both.

5. For an account of political socialization in terms of social learning theory, see Jennings 

and Niemi (1974) and Sears (1975).

6. Feldman (2003) thinks of this as a choice between competing values. He points out that 

systematic studies of social values across many countries repeatedly turn up a dimension 

that runs from social conformity, on the one side, to self-direction, on the other (Kohn 1977; 

Schwartz 1992). Stenner (2005) thinks of it in terms of personality. Hers is the stronger claim: 

that authoritarianism is a universal predisposition—deep-seated, perhaps innate, and difficult 

to alter. That is, Stenner looks at authoritarianism much as we look at ethnocentrism.

7. The most important studies in this tradition include, in addition to Stouffer (1955): Sul­

livan, Piereson, and Marcus (1982); McClosky and Brill (1983); Nunn, Crockett, and Williams 

(1978). For a review of the literature, see Kinder (1998).

8. Almost always, we should say. Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus (1982) find that political tol­

erance has little to do with education. This is an important result: demoralizing, in fact, for lib­

eral theorists who argue that education produces a more competent and responsible public. But 

the failure of Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus to find a positive association between education 

and tolerance may be due to their procedure, which requires citizens to contemplate not just dis­

agreeable groups but exceedingly disagreeable groups. The well educated may be more prepared 

than the less well educated to grant protection to run-of-the-mill objectionable speech and  

assembly, but not to extremists who practice intolerance themselves (Bobo and Licari 1989).

9. See, for example, Fraley and Roberts (2005); Kagan and Snidman (2004); Roberts and 

DelVecchio (2000). Test-retest correlations, uncorrected for measurement error, rise from 

roughly 0.40 in childhood to roughly 0.70 by late middle age. In their review, Caspi, Roberts, 

and Shiner (2005) regard this level of stability as “remarkably high” (p. 466), noting that only 

measures of cognitive ability are more stable. In this literature, stabilization is attributed vari­

ously to (i) genetic set points, to which people increasingly return; (ii) settling into congenial, 

reinforcing niches; and (iii) consolidation of identity.

10. See Jennings and Markus (1984); Jennings and Stoker (1999).

11. What we are trying to do here for ethnocentrism is what Stenner attempted to do for au­

thoritarianism. Stenner (2005), and Feldman too (Feldman and Stenner 1997; Feldman 2003), 

argue that authoritarianism becomes especially relevant when social cohesion is threatened: 

when the culture appears to be fragmenting or when leaders prove themselves unworthy of 
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public trust. Then a whole ensemble of psychological tendencies—glorification of the in-

group, denigration of the out-group, obedience to higher authority, conformity to traditional 

norms, intolerance toward those who fail to abide by society’s rules—comes into play. This is 

the authoritarian dynamic (Stenner 2005), and Feldman and Stenner have accumulated an im­

pressive amount of empirical support for it. Our interest in the activation of ethnocentrism is 

identical in spirit to Stenner’s enterprise, but our argument takes a very different form.

12. We know a lot about this, thanks in large part to the fundamental contributions made 

in recent decades by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky. Kahneman and Tversky follow in 

Simon’s tradition in the sense that they take bounded rationality and satisficing for granted. 

Their work can be read as providing detail and specificity to Simon’s claim. When confronted 

with “complexity and uncertainty, lacking the wits to optimize” (H. Simon 1979, p. 3), what is 

it, Kahneman and Tversky ask, that people actually do? In a series of influential experiments, 

Kahneman and Tversky show the following:

People routinely rely on simple heuristics to reduce the complexity of judgment tasks they 

confront. They do this even when they should know better, even when they do know better, 

and even when relying on heuristics is likely to lead them astray. (Tversky and Kahneman 

1974)

Faced with simple choices, people are risk averse over the prospect of gains, risk-seeking 

in the domain of losses, and are generally more responsive to the possibility of loss than of 

gain. (Kahneman and Tversky 1979)

The judgments people reach and the decisions they make are subject to systematic and 

pervasive framing effects. Just how the problems people face and options available to 

them happen to be described play a large role—even when these alternative descriptions 

(“frames”) are logically equivalent. (Tversky and Kahneman 1981)

These experiments caused a sensation. They gave rise to an industry of research; spawned an 

entire new field (called, somewhat oddly, “behavioral economics”); and, in time, delivered to 

Kahneman the Nobel Prize in Economic Science (Kahneman was awarded the Nobel Prize in 

2002 for the work he did with Tversky, who died in 1996).

For summaries and reviews of this work, see Gilovich, Griffin, and Kahneman (2002); Kah­

neman (2003a); Kahneman and Frederick (2002); Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky (1982); and 

Kahneman and Tversky (2000).

13. On the architecture for cognition in general, see Anderson (1983); Atkinson and Shiffrin 

(1968); and Broadbent (1958, 1971, 1982). On the characteristics of working memory in particu­

lar, see Miller (1957); Payne (1982); and H. Simon (1978).

Simon believed that emotion played an important role in agenda setting. He argued that in­

tense and unexpected environmental events produce emotion, and emotion interrupts ongo­

ing thinking and redirects attention to new problems (1967). In a less technical presentation, 

Simon (1983) offers Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring as an example of emotion’s role in fixing hu­

man attention. Why, Simon asks, was the book so influential? The problems she described were 

already known to biologists of the time. The book was influential, Simon suggested, because 

Carson described ecological problems “in a way that aroused emotion, that riveted our atten­

tion. . . . That emotion, once aroused, wouldn’t let us go off and worry about other problems 

until something had been done about this one. At the very least, emotion kept the problem in 

the back of our minds as a nagging issue that wouldn’t go away” (H. Simon 1983, p. 30). More 

generally, Simon argues that people “are able to attend to issues longer, to think harder about 

256  n o t e s  t o  p a g e  3 8



them, to receive deeper impressions that last longer, if information is presented in a context of 

emotion—a sort of hot dressing—than if it is presented wholly without affect” (1983, p. 32), a 

point not lost on politicians and journalists.

14. For evidence on the typically low salience of politics in everyday life, see A. Campbell, 

Converse, and Rodgers (1976); A. Campbell (1981). Levels of information about public affairs 

“are astonishingly low” (Converse 1975, p. 79; on this point, also see Delli Carpini and Keeter 

1996; Price and Zaller 1993). On the notion of “nonattitudes,” see Converse (1964, 1970). Evi­

dence and arguments relevant to nonattitudes are reviewed in Kinder (1998, 2006).

15. For this point we are drawing primarily on the theoretical work of Robert Abelson (e.g., 

1959, 1963, 1968, 1975, 1981; Schank and Abelson 1976). Abelson took as his original point of 

departure the exciting work on computer simulation of cognitive processes led by Herbert  

Simon and Allen Newell. Abelson found much to admire in this research, but also one glaring 

limitation. To Abelson’s way of thinking, computational modeling was occupied entirely with 

the simulation of logical problem solving: with simulating how people prove theorems or play 

chess. There was as yet no provision for the study of cognition dealing with affect-laden ob­

jects—what Abelson (1963) called “hot cognition.”

Abelson’s aim was to specify a psychologically realistic model of opinion formation and 

change in sufficient detail so that it could be computationally simulated. He drew for theoreti­

cal inspiration from the seminal contributions of Heider (1944, 1946, 1958). Heider argued that 

mental representations can be characterized as balanced or imbalanced, as harmonious or dis­

cordant, and that people prefer the former to the latter. If an admired person commits a vir­

tuous act, the two elements are perceived together without strain (they are balanced). But if a 

virtuous person commits a heinous crime, the two elements are imbalanced; “the factors in the 

situation ‘do not add up’; they seem to pull in different directions. They leave us with a feeling 

of disturbance.” (Heider 1958, p. 180). Such feelings instigate mental activity in the service of 

restoring balance: perhaps, we say to ourselves, the person is not so virtuous, perhaps the crime 

is not so horrible, perhaps the person did not commit the crime after all.

Working with Milton Rosenberg (1958; Rosenberg and Abelson 1960), Abelson developed 

and formalized Heider’s intuition in a general model of “subjective rationality.” Subjective ra­

tionality takes for granted that people tolerate a fair amount of imbalance; they simply don’t 

notice it. Moreover, when people do notice imbalance, they often resolve it in a variety of ways 

that protect and preserve their original opinion. When a strongly held opinion is challenged 

by new information—when an imbalance is created—people have readily at their disposal a 

repertoire of defensive mental mechanisms. Under such circumstances, people may engage in 

denial, bolstering, rationalization, differentiation, and more—in order to restore balance and 

protect the original opinion (Abelson 1959, 1963, 1968).

Abelson and others went on to develop more realistic models of opinion formation and 

change, drawing on the development of connectionist theories of constraint satisfaction  

(Abelson 1975, 1976; Carbonell 1981; Read and Miller 1994; Schank and Abelson 1976; D. Simon 

and Holyoak 2002). The important point for our purposes is to note the widespread agreement 

within psychology that reasoning is motivated in ways that are broadly consistent with Abel­

son’s original claims (Kahneman 2003a; Kunda 1990; Molden and Higgins 2005); that promi­

nent models of public opinion take for granted that political reasoning is motivated (Sears 

and Whitney 1973; Taber and Lodge 2006; Zaller 1992); and that careful empirical studies have 

demonstrated that people are inclined to engage in active counterarguing with communica­

tions that challenge their opinions, dismissing such communications as weakly argued, uncon­

vincing, and laced with error, much as Abelson would predict (e.g., Cacioppo and Petty 1979; 
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Edwards and Smith 1996; Tetlock 1998; Taber and Lodge 2006; Lord, Ross, and Lepper 1979; 

Pomerantz, Chaiken, and Tordesillas 1995).

We are not saying that the information appraisal process is entirely defensive; that people are 

utterly lost inside their own heads. The dynamic force behind consistency is modest, closer to 

a preference than a drive. As Robert Zajonc put it, in his fine review of the early work in con­

sistency theory, “there is no anxiety when structures are imbalanced; imbalanced states are not 

noxious; a compelling need for balance is not assumed. Forces toward balance have the same 

character as Gestalt forces toward ‘good figures’ in the perception of forms” (1968, p. 341).

16. Agenda-setting effects are robust. They show up in studies that control on the possi­

bility that news organizations are responding to the public’s priorities (and not just the other 

way round); that take into account the independent effects due to real world conditions (e.g., 

changes in prices or interest rates); and that (in effect) translate the variation in news coverage 

that occurs naturally over time to contemporaneous variation across experimental conditions. 

Under stringent conditions and for a wide variety of problems, the American people’s politi­

cal priorities reflect what is showing up in their newspapers and on their television sets (e.g., 

Fan 1988; Funkhouser 1973; Iyengar and Kinder 1987; MacKuen 1981; McCombs and Shaw 1972; 

Neuman 1990; Protess et al. 1991; Semetko 2007).

17. Baumgartner and Jones (1993) acknowledge that media attention sometimes leads and 

sometimes follows changes in government agendas. Causality can likely go both ways. Their 

analysis is part of an effort to develop a model of policy change—what they call a “punctu­

ated equilibrium model of policy change.” The model is intended to account both for long pe­

riods of stability in policy (policy domination by entrenched elites) and for rapid change in 

policy (periods of short bursts of even violent change, where ostensibly entrenched elites find 

themselves on the losing side). Periods of change entail the destruction of “policy monopo­

lies” (stable institutional arrangements supported by a powerful idea). This process is typically 

(almost always) set in motion by changes in the intensity of interest: “People, political leaders, 

government agencies, and private institutions which once had shown no interest in a particu­

lar question become involved for some reason. That reason is typically a new understanding 

of the nature of the policies involved” (1993, p. 8). Baumgartner and Jones conclude that shifts 

in media attention are often an important element in monopoly destruction.

18. Framing effects expose a particularly unrealistic assumption of rationality: namely, that 

rational agents make their choices after a comprehensive review—a review that takes into ac­

count all the relevant details of the present situation along with expectations about all future 

opportunities and risks. Instead, choices are made in light of a particular way of looking at 

the problem. People generally fail to construct a canonical representation for all extensionally 

equivalent descriptions of a state of affairs.

19. This is also what Simon finds in research on human problem solving (Newell and  

Simon 1972). It turns out that problem descriptions are consequential for problem solving, just 

as frames are consequential for decision making. Even “rather minor and seemingly ‘innocent’ 

changes” (H. Simon 1979, p. 372) in the cover story for a problem—for example, a change from 

active to passive voice—can dramatically alter the problem’s difficulty, and people generally 

merely accept the given representation of the problem (Hayes and Simon 1977; H. Simon and 

Hayes 1976; Greeno 1977; Novick and Bassok 2005).

20. For reviews of the literature, see Chong and Druckman (2007) and Kinder (2003, 

2007). For key empirical tests of framing effects in political communication, see Cappella and  

Jamieson (1997); Jacoby (2000); Kinder and Sanders (1990); Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley 
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(1997); Price (1989); Sniderman and Theriault (2004); and Zaller (1990). Framing effects can be 

erased when the alternative frames are attributed to ludicrous sources (Jerry Springer on gov­

ernment programs for the poor or the National Enquirer on constitutional protection of hate 

speech) (Druckman 2001); when frame recipients are induced to talk to others recently armed 

with opposing frames (Druckman and Nelson 2003); and when frames are presented simulta­

neously with their transparently logically equivalent opposites (Druckman 2004).

Chapter Three

1. More details about the surveys we analyze appear in the appendix.

2. We undertook four comparisons to support this assertion: the 1992 NES and 1990 GSS 

were compared to the 1990 Census; the 2000 NES and 2000 GSS were compared to the 2000 

Census. The comparisons employed weighted analysis. Compared to the Census baseline, GSS 

and NES samples somewhat overrepresent married people, the middle aged, the college edu­

cated, women, and whites; and somewhat underrepresent the young, the poor, and the rich. 

The differences here are generally small. For example, according to the 2000 Census, 50.9 per­

cent of the American adult population was female; according to the 2000 GSS, 54.8 percent of 

the American adult population was female.

Note too that the GSS and the NES differ in the populations to which inferences are in­

tended to be made. For the GSS, the population consists of the adult, English-speaking house­

hold population of the continental United States. For the NES, the population is confined to 

adult citizens in the continental United States (and in some years, interviews were conducted 

in Spanish).

3. The notion of stereotype was introduced into the social sciences by Walter Lippmann 

in Public Opinion (1922), his influential and skeptical rumination on the capacity of common 

citizens to develop informed views on the issues of the day. On the one side, politics was “alto­

gether too big, too complex, and too fleeting for direct acquaintance” ([1922] 1997, p. 11). And 

on the other, citizens of the day, in Lippmann’s estimation, were preoccupied with private af­

fairs, assaulted by the clamor and disorder of modern life, parochial in interest, and modest in 

intellect. Under these conditions, citizens tended to rely on stereotypes to reach their opinions 

(if they managed to reach opinions at all). In Lippmann’s analysis, a stereotype was a kind of 

mental map, one that gave direction to ordinary people as they attempted to navigate, none 

too successfully, through the confusions of politics. As Lippmann put it:

the attempt to see all things freshly and in detail, rather than as types and generalities, is 

exhausting, and among busy affairs practically out of the question. . . . There is neither time 

nor opportunity for intimate acquaintance. Instead we notice a trait which marks a well 

known type, and fill in the rest of the picture by means of the stereotypes we carry around 

in our heads. ([1922] 1997, p. 59)

4. On the definition of stereotype, see Allport (1954); McCauley, Stitt, and Segal (1980); and 

Stangor and Lange (1994).

5. For evidence on the power of stereotypes to shape judgment and behavior, see M. Brewer 

(1988); Devine (1989); Fazio and Dunton (1997); and Fiske (1998).

6. The GSS questions were developed by a team headed by Lawrence Bobo as part of a larger 

effort to assess contemporary racial attitudes. This research and development project is de­

scribed in Bobo et al. (1988).
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7. The stereotype question retains the same formatting across studies, but varies a bit in the 

details. For example, the 1992 NES asks about how hard-working, intelligent, and prone to  

violence groups are. In subsequent NES studies, the last item is replaced by trustworthiness (an 

improvement, we think). Details appear in the appendix.

8. It is instructive to compare the stereotype questions we use here to those developed by 

Levinson and his colleagues in The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et al. 1950) in their ef­

fort to measure ethnocentrism. From our point of view, remember, Levinson’s team went too 

far: their questions mixed together ethnocentric sentiments with opinions about exclusion and 

suppression. Levinson’s questions conflate attitude toward the group and opinion on policy, 

and it is the relationship between the two that we want to assess empirically.

9. Again, race is not the only way to partition the social world, and so not the only way to 

define ethnocentrism. Indeed, one of ethnocentrism’s distinctive features is its versatility (e.g., 

Levinson 1949). Depending on circumstances, in-group and out-group might be defined by 

religion, language, sex, occupation, nationality, and more. In general, how the lines are drawn 

between in-group and out-group and how prominent and important such lines turn out to 

be in politics are no doubt situationally specific and historically contingent. Given the history 

of conflict organized around race in the United States, and the marked racial inequalities that 

continue to characterize U.S. society, ethnocentrism based in race seemed to us the most pro­

pitious place to begin. In the final chapter, we will say more about ethnocentrism based on 

criteria aside from race.

10. At the most rudimentary level, these questions work. That is, for the most part, people 

answer them. In the 2000 NES, nonresponse (“Don’t know” or “Refused to say”) ranges from 

3.0 to 6.7 percent across the twelve stereotype items (mean = 4.7 percent). This represents a bit 

more “missingness” than on some standard NES questions (federal spending on various pro­

grams); a bit less than on some standard NES questions (influence wielded by various groups); 

and about the same as on some other standard NES questions (attitudes toward various gov­

ernment policies). “Don’t know” and “Refused to say” responses were most common in re­

sponse to questions about Asian Americans and least common in response to questions about 

whites (6.2 percent on average in the first case and just 3.4 percent on average in the second), 

with questions about Hispanic Americans and black Americans in between.

Nonresponse was a bit more common in the 1992 NES (range = 3.9 to 11.0 percent, mean =  

7.5 percent), and a bit less common in the 2004 NES (range = 1.5 to 4.3 percent, mean =  

2.7 percent).

Nonresponse appears to be invariant to mode of interview. In the 2000 NES, roughly half 

the respondents were interviewed face to face; the other half was interviewed over the tele­

phone. For those interviewed face to face, average nonresponse across the twelve items was 4.6 

percent; for those questioned over the telephone, average nonresponse was 4.7 percent. An­

other way to make the point is through a t-test on the average level of nonresponse across the 

twelve stereotype questions. The difference in means is not statistically distinguishable from 

zero across mode of interview, at p ~ 0.83.

Whether people answered the stereotype questions is not predictable from standard politi­

cal predispositions. Failure to answer is unrelated to partisanship, ideological identification, 

racial prejudice, social trust, authoritarianism and more.

Finally, our results are unaffected by how we treat the modest amount of missing data that 

the stereotype questions generate. Excluding respondents who are missing on any of the ethno­

centrism components; including all those who answer only a few items from the full battery; 
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imputing scores on ethnocentrism using information from other parts of the interview (King 

et al. 2001): all these yield essentially the same results.

11. For an argument on the separateness of cognitive and emotional processes, see Zajonc 

(1980, 1981). For political applications, see Abelson et al. (1982); and Conover and Feldman 

(1986).

12. The thermometer scale has its own limitations, of course. Most notably, its unusual 

format almost certainly picks up systematic response error (Winter and Berinsky 1999). Our 

measure of ethnocentrism avoids this problem because it is based on difference scores, so re­

sponse set should wash out.

Perhaps surprisingly, “Don’t know” responses are no more common on the stereotype mea­

sures than on the thermometer score. (This is surprising on the idea that feelings are easier, 

more accessible, than beliefs.) For the feeling thermometer, nonresponse is counted as any of 

“Don’t recognize,” “Don’t know where to rate,” and “Refusal” or “NA.” The table below pre­

sents nonresponse rates for the feeling thermometer (FT) and for the stereotype (ST) ques­

tions, averaged across the trait assessments for each group.

FT  

1992 

(%)

ST  

1992 

(%)

FT  

1996  

(%)

ST  

1996 

(%)

FT  

2000 

(%)

ST  

2000 

(%)

FT  

2004 

(%)

ST  

2004 

(%)

Evaluations of whites 2.6 4.7 3.9 3.9 6.2 3.4 2.3 1.8

Evaluations of blacks 2.9 5.2 2.8 4.4 6.6 3.8 2.3 2.2

Evaluations of Hispanics 5.7 9.1 4.7 6.9 7.5 5.4 2.7 3.3

Evaluations of Asians 5.3 10.8 NA NA 8.9 6.2 3.8 3.5

13. In addition, all 30 groups attributed more favorable characteristics to their own group 

than out-groups, on average, attributed to them. And, taking this test further, 29 of 30 attrib­

uted more favorable characteristics to their own group than any group attributed to them.

14. For experimental evidence consistent with this point, see Leach, Ellemers, and Barreto 

(2007).

15. Other surveys include 1996 NES, 2000 NES, 2004 NES, 1990 GSS, and 2000 GSS.

16. The stereotype battery included in the Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality represented 

the target group to be evaluated in one of three (randomly assigned) forms: either the racial 

group as a whole, female members of the racial group, or male members of the racial group. For 

example, MCSUI respondents were asked about “blacks,” or about “black women,” or about 

“black men.” This variation turned out to make little or no difference for our purposes, and so 

we pooled responses across the three forms.

17. In-group favoritism holds for Asians generally and in particular for Asians of Chinese, 

Korean, and Japanese descent.

18. Much the same result emerges under an alternative way to test for in-group favoritism.

We counted the number (proportion) of out-groups that are deemed inferior, on balance, 

to the in-group. The new measure of ethnocentrism (Eo) represents the proportion of occa­

sions that the respondent (R) favors the in-group over a particular out-group. The 1992 NES, 

for example, offers three occasions (that is, three traits) for each of three different out-groups. 

We counted the number of times the in-group is favored over each out-group and converted 

this to a proportion ranging from 0 (R never prefers the in-group to a particular out-group) to 

1 (in all comparisons, R prefers the in-group to the out-group).
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To cover the other side of the spectrum, we calculated the proportion of occasions where R 

favors an out-group over the in-group (~Eo).

Then, for each out-group, if E0 > ~E0, then E*0 = 1; otherwise E*0 = 0.

Finally, we counted E*o over out-groups and converted this to a proportion (0–1).

Using the 1992 NES stereotype measure, 37.9 percent of whites are “genuinely ethnocentric” 

(that is, regard their own group as superior to all three out-groups); another 29.1 percent are 

partially ethnocentric (that is, regard their own group as superior to two of three out-groups). 

The corresponding percentages for blacks are 12.3 percent and 22.7 percent; for Hispanics, the 

percentages are 5.3 percent and 24.5 percent.

Another approach is to explore the prevalence of ethnocentrism when in-groups and out-

groups are defined in terms other than race. This takes advantage of the feeling thermometer 

instrumentation and the NES time series.

In general, what we find with race (white, black, Hispanic, Asian), we find with most other 

cleavages: that is, in-group favoritism. We see this for religion (Protestant, Catholic, Jewish), 

partisanship (Republican, Democrat), and ideological identification (liberals and especially 

conservatives). The ethnocentric pattern shows up only partially for gender: women feel more 

warmth for women compared to men, but men also feel more warmth for women compared 

to men.

19. Tajfel (1982) treats this discovery as a problem for realistic group conflict theory—and 

it is—but it is also a problem for his own social identity theory. According to empirical in­

vestigations outside the minimal group experimental paradigm, social identity is not always 

positive; the universal striving for a favorable identity is not always successful. How can this 

be explained?

Tajfel’s remedy is to invoke the notion of ideology. By this term, Tajfel refers to systems of 

beliefs that are socially shared and that justify and confer legitimacy on existing social inequali­

ties. Such belief systems often include invidious distinctions that members of subordinate 

groups nonetheless internalize. As a consequence, they do not display the anticipated patterns 

of ethnocentrism: they do not regard out-groups with hostility or their in-group with pride. 

Instead, they swallow the view of their own group’s shortcomings. In the process, existing pat­

terns of privilege and power are protected from challenge.

20. For evidence consistent with this from experimental psychology, see Jost (2001); Jost, 

Banaji, and Nosek (2004); Sachdev and Bourhis (1991); and Leach, Ellemers, and Barreto 

(2007).

21. As a practical matter, looking elsewhere means analyzing the 1996 NES, 2000 NES, and 

2004 NES.

And what if we do here what we did with the stereotype measure and give more weight to the 

idea that ethnocentrism requires generalized malice? This means counting the number (pro­

portion) of out-groups that are deemed inferior, on balance, to the in-group, but this time us­

ing the thermometer scale. We find roughly the same pattern for whites. Using the 1992 NES 

thermometer score ratings, 32.9 percent of whites are “genuinely ethnocentric” (that is, regard 

their own group as superior to all three out-groups), and another 12.0 percent are partially 

ethnocentric (that is, regard their own group as superior to two of three out-groups). This is 

roughly what we saw using the stereotype measures.

But the patterns for blacks and Hispanics shift dramatically. By the thermometer score rat­

ings, blacks are substantially more ethnocentric than whites and Hispanics are slightly more so: 

54.5 percent of blacks are “genuinely ethnocentric,” and another 18.0 percent are partially ethno­

centric; for Hispanics, the corresponding percentages are 33.7 percent and 17.2 percent. This 
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shift is dramatic, but it is anticipated, of course, by the difference we saw earlier between the 

measure of ethnocentrism based on stereotypes and that based on thermometer score ratings.

22. To specify systematic error, the model allows (some) error terms to correlate. In par­

ticular, error term covariances are estimated when a trait is shared in common (e.g., whites’ 

views about the intelligence of Asian Americans and their views about the intelligence of black 

Americans), consistent with the anchoring and adjustment heuristic. Error covariances are  

otherwise assumed to be zero. We rely on maximum likelihood estimation of the variance/ 

covariance matrix, with all indicators coded 0–1. To provide a scale for the latent variables,  

we set their variances to 1.0.

23. Chi-square with 30 degrees of freedom = 133.90 (p < 0.01), adjusted goodness of fit index 

= 0.961, root mean square residual = 0.051. The model estimated in table 3.3 fits much better 

than a model that makes no allowance for systematic response error (that is, assumes that error 

terms are uncorrelated): chi-square with 48 degrees of freedom = 2271.74 (p < 0.01), adjusted 

goodness of fit index = 0.626.

It is possible, of course, to tinker with the model, to improve the fit. Most immediately, we 

could relax assumptions regarding the factor loadings. Some of these that we set to zero are 

not quite. But while this would improve the fit a bit, it would not change the basic story: the 

nonzero coefficients in the factor loading matrix are uniformly small (none exceeds 0.25 and 

only one would exceed 0.20).

24. Moreover, in the chapters that follow, we find little or no evidence that any one trait is 

more important in accounting for ethnocentrism’s effect on opinion than any other. This is 

more evidence in support of ethnocentrism as a general predisposition.

25. In the 1990 GSS, the corresponding CFA correlations between the out-group factors are 

0.36, 0.40, and 0.69. In the 1996 NES, the estimated correlation between views of blacks and 

views of Hispanics (only two out-groups present in the 1996 NES) is 0.79. And in the 2000 GSS, 

the estimated correlations are 0.16, 0.36, and 0.83. We would have liked to have analyzed the 

2000 NES and the 2004 NES in this fashion, but the questions were administered with ques­

tions all pointing in the same direction (higher values always indicating less charitable assess­

ments). This consistency in the direction of the questions eliminates our ability to peel off sys­

tematic measurement error from underlying evaluations of the group.

The result of generalized prejudice also fits the patterning of correlations generated by the 

judgments offered by whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asians in Los Angeles, taken from the 

Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality.

Finally, we see the same pattern when we analyze thermometer score ratings.

26. In the 1990 GSS, the correlations between in-group (whites) and out-groups are 0.22, 

0.05, and –0.03. As before, the only nonzero correlation is between views of whites and views 

of Asian Americans, and as before, the correlation is positive, opposite to that predicted. In 

the 1996 NES, the estimated correlation between in-group (whites) and Hispanics is 0.34 and 

between in-group (whites) and blacks is 0.30. Both these are reliably different from zero and 

positive, and so once again run in the opposite direction to that predicted by Sumner. In the 

2000 GSS, more of the same: the CFA correlations are 0.49, –0.05, and 0.23.

We also find little connection between in-group attachment and out-group prejudice when 

we estimate the relationship using different measures, which allows us to extend our test to 

blacks, Hispanics, and Asians: using closeness measures to tap in-group sentiments, using  

stereotype measures to tap out-group sentiments, and pooling over NES surveys to build 

up cases. For whites, the correlation between in-group attachment and out-group prejudice 

ranges from 0.07 to 0.09; for blacks, the corresponding correlation ranges from 0.01 to 0.12; 
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for Hispanics, the correlation ranges from –0.03 to 0.09; and for Asians, the correlation ranges 

from –0.01 to 0.04. All the correlations are small: most do not even pass the statistical signifi­

cance test; those that do run in a direction opposite to that predicted by Sumner.

27. Sometimes strong in-group loyalty is accompanied by out-group animosity (Gibson 

and Gouws 2000; Perreault and Bourhis 1999); sometimes not (de Figueiredo and Elkins 2003;  

Feshbach 1994). Sumner’s claim about a close and inextricable connection between in-group 

loyalty and out-group animosity was formulated with groups, not individuals, in mind. But the 

results are no brighter at the group level (M. Brewer and Campbell 1976).

28. E is more reliable for whites (0.79) than for blacks (0.55), Hispanics (0.59), or Asians 

(0.60), pooling the 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.

We explored several alternative measures of ethnocentrism, mostly in order to give greater 

priority to the idea that ethnocentrism requires generalized prejudice.

One way to do this is to weight out-group sentiment in our standard measure by its variance. 

The ethnocentric pattern is consistent hostility. People should get “credit” for consistency in 

their hostility across groups; they should “suffer” if their hostility is inconsistent (e.g., hating 

one out-group but liking two others, or disliking two out-groups but admiring a third). We 

created such a measure, but it turned out to be virtually indistinguishable from the original 

measure of E (Pearson r > 0.95).

Another possibility is to create a measure that counts the number (proportion) of out-

groups that are deemed inferior, on balance, to the in-group (the procedural details are spelled 

out in note 18). This version of the ethnocentrism scale also correlates quite highly E (Pearson 

r = 0.73). And if in later analysis we substitute this scale (coded 0, 0.33, 0.67, 1.0) for E, we find 

much the same results.

In short, alternative ways of assembling an overall scale of ethnocentrism appear to lead to 

the same place. This is reassuring: our results seem not to depend on a particular and perhaps 

peculiar method of measurement.

29. By this manner of accounting, ethnocentrism is more common among whites (62.6 

percent) and especially Asians (81.2 percent) than among blacks (42.7 percent) or Hispanics 

(43.4 percent).

30. E* is slightly more reliable for whites (0.89) than for blacks (0.83), Hispanics (0.81), or 

Asians (0.80), pooling the 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.

31. Using this measure, 55.7 percent of respondents locate themselves on the ethnocentric 

side of the scale. Ethnocentrism seems quite prevalent among blacks (75.6 percent locating to 

the right of zero) and Hispanics (58.0 percent). About half of whites (52.4 percent) and Asians 

(53.1 percent) locate to the right of zero.

32. Partisanship is measured with v923634, v960420, v000523, v043116. It ranges from 0 

(strong Republican) to 1 (strong Democrat).

33. On this theme, see Tocqueville ([1848] 1994), Myrdal (1944), Lipset (1959), Hofstadter 

(1948), and especially Louis Hartz’s The Liberal Tradition in America (1955). Limited govern­

ment is measured by a three-item scale that has become a regular part of NES, thanks to re­

search and development work by Gregory Markus (2001).

In 1992 NES, the limited government scale consists of an additive index of v925729–v925731. 

In 1996 NES, it consists of v961144–v961146. In 2000 NES, it is comprised of v001420–v001422. 

In 2004 NES, it consists of v045150–v045152. The scale is fairly reliable (alpha averages 0.73 

across the years). The index ranges from 0 (want more active government) to 1 (want less ac­

tive government).
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34. On the meaning and measurement of equality, see Feldman (1988); Kinder and Sanders 

(1996); Feldman and Zaller (1992); McClosky and Zaller (1984); Schlozman and Verba (1979); 

and Sears, Henry, and Kosterman (2000).

In 1992 NES, the egalitarianism scale consists of an additive index of v926024–v926029. In 

1996 NES, it consists of v961229–v961234. In 2000 NES, it is comprised of v001521–v001526. In 

2004 NES, it consists of v045212–v045217. The scale is reasonably reliable (alpha averages 0.70 

across the years). The index ranges from 0 (not) to 1 (egalitarian).

35. Ideological identification is measured with v923509, v960365, v001368, and v045117. It 

ranges from 0 (extremely conservative) to 1 (extremely liberal).

36. Here are the three standard social trust questions:

Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be too 

careful in dealing with people?

Do you think most people would try to take advantage of you if they got the chance or 

would they try to be fair?

Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful, or that they are just looking 

out for themselves?

The three-item additive scale appears in 2000 and 2004. It ranges from 0 (least trusting) to 1 

(most trusting), with a mean of 0.63 and 0.57, and standard deviation of 0.39 and 0.39 in 2000 

and 2004, respectively. Cronbach’s reliability is 0.73 in 2000 and 0.72 in 2004. Only two of the 

items appeared in 1992 and 1996 (the first and third items in 1992; the first and second items 

in 1996).

37. Notice that the expected relationship between ethnocentrism and social trust is stron­

ger among white Americans and much stronger among whites than among blacks or Hispan­

ics (table 3.4). Perhaps when white Americans are asked to render “sweeping judgments of 

human nature” in matters of trust, they have mainly white Americans in mind. That is, for 

whites, the social trust questions are really about their own group. As a consequence, we see a 

relatively strong (and of course negative) association between social trust and ethnocentrism. 

Black and Hispanic Americans may be less likely to regard the social trust questions to be di­

rected at their own group. As a consequence, among blacks and Hispanics, we see virtually no 

relationship between social trust and ethnocentrism. For experimental evidence that whites  

implicitly define American as white while African Americans do not, see Devos and Banaji 

(2005).

38. See, for example, Eaves, Eysenck, and Martin (1989); McCourt et al. (1999); and Maccoby  

(2000).

39. Jennings’s study starts with a national probability sample of 97 secondary schools (pub­

lic, private, parochial); the schools were selected with probability proportionate to their size. 

Within each selected school, 15–21 randomly designated seniors were interviewed in person. 

Independently, face-to-face interviews were also carried out with the fathers of one-third of the 

seniors, the mothers of one-third, and both parents of the remaining third. Where the desig­

nated parent was permanently absent, the other parent or a parent-surrogate was interviewed 

instead. Interviews with at least one parent were obtained for 94 percent of the students. For 

more details on design and quality of the samples, see Jennings and Niemi (1981, app. A) and 

Jennings and Stoker (1999).

40. See the appendix for the measures of ethnocentrism in this dataset.
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41. Here are the complete distributions:

Ethnocentric on both 

race and religion  

(%)

Partially  

ethnocentric  

(%)

Not  

ethnocentric 

(%)

Offspring (N = 1547) 48.0 32.3 19.7

Parents (N = 1811) 50.6 27.8 21.7

Source: 1965 Political Socialization Study Cross-Section Youth and Parent File.

The main file (ICPSR dataset #7286) is organized with the youth-parent dyad as the unit of 

analysis. The 430 youth whose parents were both interviewed appear twice in the original data­

file. The N for offspring represents the 1150 youth for whom only one parent was interviewed 

and 430 youth for whom both parents were interviewed (these 430 appear only once in our 

analysis). The N for parents reflects all parental respondents.

42. The abbreviated measure is also correlated with E: in the 2000 NES, Pearson r = 0.35.

43. To ascertain the relationship between youth and parent E, we used ordered probit to re­

gress youth E on parent E, yielding b = 0.43; se = 0.07.

44. By design, interviewers in the Jennings’s socialization study were instructed to inter­

view the fathers of one-third of the seniors, the mothers of one-third, and both parents of the  

remaining third. (As a practical matter, something short of a full third of the high school se­

niors had both parents interviewed: 430/1669.) For the estimate of parental influence we just 

presented, the last-mentioned seniors appear twice, once with their fathers and once with 

their mothers. An alternative estimation strategy is to (1) randomly sample from these twice- 

appearing seniors (that is, take either the mother or the father); (2) reestimate correspondence 

between parents and offspring; and (3) repeat (200 replications was our standard practice). 

Following this procedure, we found virtually identical results to those presented in the text: in 

particular, the median b indexing the impact of parental ethnocentrism on offspring ethno­

centrism = 0.47. The median standard error is 0.08.

This estimate of the impact of parental ethnocentrism on offspring ethnocentrism is attenu­

ated insofar as our measure of parental ethnocentrism contains error. And we can be certain 

that it contains error—probably quite a bit of error. At best, the measure distinguishes only 

among three broad classes of ethnocentrism (complete, partial, and none).

We explored how attenuated our estimate might be due to measurement error by reesti­

mating the impact of parental ethnocentrism on offspring ethnocentrism, using errors in vari­

ables regression across a range of plausible reliabilities. Without correcting for unreliability, 

the least-squares regression estimate of parental ethnocentrism is 0.15 (se = 0.02). This is the 

estimate of parental impact under the (highly suspect) assumption that parental ethnocentrism 

is measured without error (reliability = 1.0). Under the more plausible assumption that paren­

tal ethnocentrism is measured very imperfectly (reliability = 0.40), the regression estimate of 

the impact of parental ethnocentrism more than doubles, to 0.36 (se = .06). If parental ethno­

centrism is measured a bit better than that (reliability = 0.50), then the estimate of parental 

ethnocentrism is 0.29 (se = 0.05). And if the measurement is actually a bit worse (reliability = 

0.30), then the estimate of parental ethnocentrism increases accordingly, to 0.49 (se = 0.07). 

We conclude from these experiments that parents exercise a considerable influence over their 

high school senior-aged children’s ethnocentrism.

45. For an account of political socialization in terms of social learning theory, see Jennings 

and Niemi (1974) and Sears (1975).
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46. Political activity by parents consists of an additive scale of participatory acts (voting, per­

suading others, attending a rally, participating in other electoral activities, wearing a button, 

donating to a campaign, joining a political organization: v387–v393), rescaled to range from 0 

(none) to 1 (all 7). Family discussion of politics is based on the youth report of frequency of po­

litical conversation in family (v141), ranging from 0 (low) to 1 (high). Youth interest in politics 

is measured with v206, rescaled to range from 0 (low) to 1 (high). Youth political information 

is an additive scale consisting of knowledge of political figures and political institutions (v221–

226), ranging from 0 (low) to 1 (high). Closeness to parents is an average of closeness to father 

(v176) and closeness to mother (v180), ranging from 0 (not close to either) to 1 (very close to 

both). Full results appear in the Web appendix.

47. Alas, the socialization study does not include information on whether offspring are bio­

logical or adopted.

48. Is there any reason to think the sample of offspring with both parents interviewed is 

different from the sample of offspring with just one parent interviewed? No: the two samples 

are indistinguishable on ethnocentrism, closeness to parents, following politics, intended par­

ticipation in politics, and political information (Hotelling’s test of the vectors of means, by 

whether one or two parents were interviewed, suggests p ~ 0.83: the null hypothesis of equal 

means cannot be rejected). Likewise, parents in the two samples resemble one another closely: 

they are indistinguishable on ethnocentrism, they participate in politics at similar rates, and 

they talk with their spouses about politics to similar degrees (Hotelling’s test yields p ~ 0.55; 

the means are indistinguishable).

Parents tend to agree when it comes to ethnocentrism. For 49 percent of offspring for whom 

both parents were interviewed, the parents shared the same score. For 37 percent of offspring 

for whom both parents were interviewed, the parents were one category apart (that is, one par­

ent was not ethnocentric and the other was mildly ethnocentric, or one parent was mildly eth­

nocentric and the other completely ethnocentric). Complete disagreement is relatively rare: 

only 14 percent of offspring had parents who were polar opposites (one completely ethnocen­

tric and the other not at all).

49. In ordered-probit regression, b = 0.28 for father’s contribution and b = 0.31 for moth­

er’s. The interaction term testing whether these two coefficients are different = 0.03, se = 0.21, 

p ~ 0.88.

We could take this analysis one step further, under the expectation of independent and 

equal parental effects regardless of sex of offspring. High school senior boys and high school se­

nior girls should be influenced equally by their mothers and by their fathers, from the point 

of view of genetic transmission. We find, to the contrary, that boys are influenced somewhat 

more by their mothers than their fathers, while girls are influenced somewhat more by their 

fathers than by their mothers. However, the interaction testing this difference is not significant 

(a consequence, perhaps, of insufficient cases).

50. Here’s the exact question:

Although there are a number of qualities that people feel that children should have, every 

person thinks that some are more important than others. I am going to read you pairs of de­

sirable qualities. Please tell me which one you think is more important for a child to have:

Independence or Respect for elders

Curiosity or Good manners

Obedience or Self-reliance

Being considerate or Well-behaved?
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The virtue of this question is that it captures the conceptual core of authoritarianism while 

avoiding the problems—acquiescence response set, explicit references to social and political 

arrangements—that crippled the original measure (Altemeyer 1981; Hyman and Sheatsley 1954; 

Stenner 2005). The scale is reasonably reliable. Cronbach’s alpha = 0.67 in 1992, 0.60 in 2000, 

and 0.61 in 2004. Pooling across NES surveys, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.64.

51. More precisely, authoritarianism and ethnocentrism are positively correlated, except 

among African Americans:

Full sample Whites Blacks Hispanics

NES 1992 0.18

(N = 1690)

0.29

(N = 1339)

0.04

(N = 208)

0.21

(N = 143)

NES 2000 0.22

(N = 1329)

0.30

(N = 1108)

0.04

(N = 138)

0.23

(N = 83)

NES 2004 0.24

(N = 940)

0.35

(N = 709)

0.01

(N = 148)

0.15

(N = 83)

NES Pooled 0.20

(N = 3959)

0.30

(N = 3156)

0.03

(N = 494)

0.18

(N = 309)

52. Social isolation is a dummy that represents lack of membership in social organizations 

(v961454). Increased social distance from neighbors is coded 1 for those who report having 

talked with neighbors in 1992 but no longer doing so in 1996 (v926141 and v961260). Divorced 

since 1992 is coded 1 for those who were married in 1992 but report being divorced in 1994 or 

1996 (v923904, v941204, v960606). Disabled since 1992 is coded 1 for those who were not dis­

abled in 1992 but report being disabled in 1994 or 1996 (v923914, v941216, v960616).

53. With authoritarianism scored 0–1, an ordinary least-squares regression of E on authori­

tarianism yields b = 0.10, se = 0.02. We find essentially the same result with E*, where b = 0.06, 

se = 0.02. Full results appear in the Web appendix.

54. See the appendix for the coding of these variables and Kam and Franzese (2007) for a 

discussion of slope-shift models.

55. It could have been otherwise. Individuals who pursue higher education differ systemati­

cally from those who do not (Kam and Palmer 2008). This means that the various characteris­

tics that propel individuals to pursue higher education (e.g., superior cognitive skills, engage­

ment in school and community life, self-confidence, politically engaged and active parents, 

privileged backgrounds) might actually be responsible for the observed correlation between 

education and ethnocentrism.

The Jennings socialization study provides an excellent venue for attacking this causal co­

nundrum. The design allows us to observe individual and family characteristics in 1965, be­

fore the offspring cohort leaves the family nest. And the 1973 follow-up allows us to identify 

those who did and did not go to college, and to ascertain whether their ethnocentric senti­

ments have changed.

As for analysis, we rely on propensity score matching to estimate the causal effect of edu­

cation. Typical regression analyses assume that independent variables are “fixed in repeated 

sampling.” Another way to think about this assumption is that the levels on independent vari­

ables are randomly assigned; observations hold particular levels of X’s, and variation in other 

covariates or other unobserved processes would not alter these levels of these X’s. Educational 

attainment, however, is not randomly assigned. Regression analyses that ignore nonrandom 

assignment, where the process underlying assignment is correlated with the outcome of inter­
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est, face the threat of biased and inconsistent statistical estimates (Achen 1986). The traditional 

manner of dealing with nonrandom assignment is through instrumental variable estimation; 

the weakness of such a technique is that credible instruments, that is, exogenous variables that 

are used to identify the system of equations and that predict assignment but not the outcome 

of interest, are difficult to find (Achen 1986; Bartels 1991b).

We rely instead on propensity score matching. Propensity matching pairs up offspring who 

attended college to those who did not by their propensity score—that is, the predicted like­

lihood of attending college based on characteristics of the individual, the individual’s par­

ents, and the individual’s high school. Matching mimics random assignment; it generates two 

groups (those who attended college, those who did not) who are comparable in important 

respects. Through propensity score matching, treated respondents (for the purposes of this 

study, attending college or not) are paired with “essentially equivalent” control respondents, 

and the average treatment effect consists of the mean difference in ethnocentrism between the 

matched groups. Propensity score matching allows us to analyze observational data as if we 

had carried out an experimental design (to a first approximation). For a more detailed discus­

sion of matching, see Rubin (1974); Rosenbaum and Rubin (1985); Sekhon (2004); Diamond 

and Sekhon (2005); Ho et al. (2007); and for an application to an important political puzzle, 

see Kam and Palmer (2008).

The first step in this analysis is creating the propensity score. We estimate a logistic regres­

sion that predicts college attendance using a (long) series of relevant covariates. We then gen­

erate a predicted probability that an individual will attend college for each respondent. We 

predict college attendance, as ascertained in the 1973 re-interview, using a series of covariates 

theorized to be substantively related to the decision to attend college. The underlying process 

for selecting covariates for the propensity score regression is the same as for any other model 

specification: all covariates that would be included in the logistic regression predicting the 

treatment, even if only weakly predictive, should be included in the propensity score equa­

tion (Ho et al. 2007).

Step two is examining balanceâ•›: in order for comparisons between matched groups to be 

sound, the groups must be “essentially equivalent” on a range of relevant characteristics. A 

successful match requires us to determine whether the matched pairs of treatment and control 

observations are distributionally similar on a series of substantively relevant covariates. To pro­

duce the final propensity score model we report here, we identified the model that produced 

maximal balance on covariates relevant for our research question.

Balance tests typically examine the univariate distributions of single variables across the 

matched treatment and control groups as well as multivariate distributions across a collection 

of variables, comparing the matched treatment and control groups. Univariate tests are t-tests 

of difference of means between the matched treatment and control groups and difference of 

variance tests. Where applicable, we have also used Kolgomorov-Smirnov tests of distribu­

tional similarity (these cannot be used on dichotomous indicators).

The propensity score generation, matching and balancing were implemented using R-code 

developed by Sekhon (2007). After propensity score matching, our matched control and treat­

ment groups are indistinguishable on grade point average, political information, parental  

education, parental homeownership, parental political information, and, most important,  

parental ethnocentrism.

Step three, assuming balance has been achieved, is a simple comparison in means between 

the treated and matched control group. For our purposes, the key statistic is a comparison of 

means on ethnocentrism between those who went to college and those who did not:
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Effect of college on ethnocentrism before and after propensity  

score matching

Before

matching

After

matching

Estimated effect

(se)

–â•›0.080***

â†œæ¸€å±®â†œ(0.030)

–0.081

       (0.076)

N  684 1255

Source: 1965–1973 Political Socialization Panel Study.

Note: Table entry is the estimated average effect of college on 

ethnocentrism, before and after matching.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.

In the first column of the table is the comparison of means before propensity score match­

ing. As shown and as expected, this comparison of means indicates that those high school se­

niors who went to college expressed significantly less ethnocentrism than their fellow cohort 

members who did not (mean difference before matching = –0.080). In the second column of 

the table is the comparison of means after propensity score matching: that is, after pairing the 

college-educated group with an “essentially equivalent” control group. This comparison shows 

that high school seniors who went to college expressed less ethnocentrism than their compa­

rable cohorts who did not, and by exactly the same margin (mean difference after matching 

= –â•›0.081).

Read one way, the propensity score matching results support the conclusion that education 

inhibits ethnocentrism—the point estimate for the “effect” of education is essentially the same. 

But read another way, the propensity score matching results could be interpreted as providing 

little positive evidence that education actually inhibits ethnocentrism—the “effect” of educa­

tion after matching takes place cannot be distinguished from zero.

56. The Wiley-Wiley model requires observations at three points in time. The model as­

sumes errors of measurement are well behaved: in particular, that they are homoscedastic, that 

their mean is zero, and that they are uncorrelated with each other. Further, the model assumes 

that all unreliability can be attributed to the instrument; most psychometricians would say that 

unreliability belongs both to instrumentation and to respondents. See Palmquist and Green 

(1992); D. Wiley and J. Wiley (1970); J. Wiley and M. G. Wiley (1974); Heise (1969); Converse 

and Markus (1979); and Achen (1983).

57. These estimates are generated from samples of whites only. The full-sample models were 

similar for the 2000–2002–2004 and 1965–1973–1997 datasets. The full-sample model generated 

inadmissible values for the 1992–1994–1996 NES.

Here are the reliability estimates for the models that we discuss:

1965–1973–1997

Socialization

study

1992–1994–1996

NES

2000–2002–2004

NES

Time 1 0.29 0.61 0.82

Time 2 0.39 0.65 0.55

Time 3 0.37 0.41 0.62
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58. Here are the results (table entry is the Wiley-Wiley stability coefficient):

Stability of ethnocentrism by age, 2000–2002

Youngest 

cohort

Middle

cohort

Oldest

cohort

0.41 0.64 0.83

Source: 2000–2002 NES Panel.

Here are the reliability estimates for the 2000–2002–2004 NES, by age:

Youngest

cohort

Middle

cohort

Oldest

cohort

2000 0.93 0.92 0.67

2002 0.74 0.70 0.41

2004 0.72 0.81 0.40

The youngest cohort consists of those aged 17–38 in 2000. The oldest cohort consists of those 

55 and older in 2000.

What other kinds of experiences might be able to alter ethnocentrism? One general answer 

is suggested by Tajfel’s social identity theory. According to Tajfel, remember, ethnocentrism 

arises out of need for positive identity, a need that can be satisfied at least partially by think­

ing of one’s own group as superior to others. This implies that ethnocentrism should increase, 

other things equal, when setbacks are encountered in personal life. Ethnocentrism should  

be more common among the unsuccessful, for whom ethnocentrism provides compensating  

satisfactions.

Perhaps, but we could turn up very little evidence in support of this claim. For the most 

part, personal troubles and ethnocentrism are unconnected. Divorce, disability, illness, lone­

liness, crime: none of these powerful personal experiences produced an increase in ethno­

centrism. We pursued many possibilities and turned up only a single positive case. In both 

the 1992–1996 NES Panel and in the Jennings socialization study, Americans whose economic 

condition had recently deteriorated registered a small but statistically significant increase in 

ethnocentrism. Apart from this one result, we found no empirical support for the expectation 

drawn from social identity theory of a connection between ethnocentrism and the trials and 

tribulations of private life.

Chapter Four

1.  See Clodfelter (1992); Philips and Axelrod (2005); Patterson (1996); Correlates of War 

Project, http://correlatesofwar.org/.

2. Text of President Bush’s Speech (Cincinnati Museum Center–Cincinnati Union Terminal, 

Cincinnati, Ohio, October 7, 2002), Associated Press Online, http://www.lexis-nexis.com.

3. The 2000–2002 American National Election Panel Study was conducted by the Center for 

Political Studies at the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan. Data collec­

tion was carried out by the Indiana University Center for Survey Research. In 2002, all inter­

views were conducted in English and over the telephone, using Computer-Assisted Telephone 

Interviewing (CATI) technology. The panel component of the 2000–2002 study consists of 1187 
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respondents, all of whom had previously participated in the 2000 NES. Of these, 1070 were also 

interviewed in the 2002 postelection wave.

The 2002 leg of the NES Panel would not have been possible without the financial support 

of a consortium of organizations: the Carnegie Corporation, the Center for Information and 

Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), the Russell Sage Foundation, the Uni­

versity of Michigan Institute for Social Research, the University of Michigan Office of the Pro­

vost, and the University of Michigan Office of the Vice President for Research.

4. The federal spending battery begins with the following introduction:

Next I am going to read you a list of federal programs. For each one, I would like you to tell 

me whether you would like to see spending increased or decreased.

(What about) homeland security? (Should federal spending on homeland security be in­

creased, decreased, or kept about the same?)

(What about) the war on terrorism? (Should federal spending on the war on terrorism be 

increased, decreased, or kept about the same?)

(What about) tightening border security to prevent illegal immigration? (Should federal 

spending on tightening border security to prevent illegal immigration be increased, de­

creased, or kept about the same?)

(What about) defense? (Should federal spending on defense be increased, decreased, or 

kept about the same?)

By random assignment, respondents were asked either about federal spending on homeland 

security or about federal spending on the war on terrorism. The distributions for all the ter­

rorism policy questions appear in the Web appendix.

Now it turns out that Americans generally say government should spend and do more. They 

complain about government in the abstract, but they tend to support most programs in par­

ticular (Free and Cantril 1967). A completely standard result from the NES spending battery 

is that Americans favor increases in federal spending over cuts. This has been so for as long 

as the questions have been asked, and it is so in 2002. However, of the sixteen domestic pro­

grams included in the 2002 spending battery, just two generated more support than did the 

policies intended to make the country safe from terrorism: public schools and early education 

programs for poor children (74.6 percent of the sample said that federal spending on public 

schools should be increased; the identical percentage said the same about federal spending on 

early education programs for poor children). Setting these two programs aside, Americans 

were concerned most of all about terrorism in 2002. They wanted increases in spending for the 

war on terrorism, and more Americans wanted this than wanted to increase spending on en­

vironmental protection or on unemployment insurance or on building highways and bridges 

or a host of other domestic programs. From this perspective, American support for the war on 

terrorism seems substantial.

5. These questions read:

After the September 11 terrorist attacks, President Bush declared a war on terrorism. A first 

step was to launch air strikes against the Taliban government of Afghanistan that was pro­

viding aid and protection to Osama bin Laden and the Al-Qaeda terrorists responsible for 

the September 11 attacks. Taking everything into account, do you think the U.S. war against 

the Taliban government in Afghanistan was worth the cost or not?
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As you may know, President Bush and his top advisers are discussing the possibility of tak­

ing military action against Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein from power. Do you favor or 

oppose military action against Iraq—or is this something you haven’t thought about? Do 

you [favor/oppose] this policy strongly or not strongly?

6. These questions read:

All things considered, do you approve or disapprove of the way George W. Bush has re­

sponded to the terrorist attack of September 11?

All things considered, do you approve or disapprove of the way George W. Bush is handling 

the war on terrorism?

Do you approve or disapprove of the way George W. Bush is handling his job as president?

Each question included a follow-up:

Do you [approve/disapprove] strongly or not strongly?

Respondents to the 2002 NES were randomly assigned to evaluate either President Bush’s re­

sponse to the terrorist attacks of September 11 or his handling of the war on terrorism.

7. Also see, on the persistent power of partisanship, Bartels (2000); Green, Palmquist, and 

Schickler (2002). Partisanship is measured in 2000 (v000523) with a seven-category variable, 

where 0 corresponds with strong Republican and 1 with strong Democrat.

8. Education is a seven-category measure of schooling (v000913), rescaled from 0 (less than 

nine years of schooling) to 1 (advanced degree).

9. Perception of threat is measured with v023118; 23.7 percent of respondents saw another 

attack as somewhat unlikely and 9.4 percent saw it as very unlikely. It is coded from 0 (very 

unlikely) to 1 (very likely).

10. All independent variables in the model are coded to range from 0 to 1.

The model we use to estimate the effect of ethnocentrism is actually a bit more complica­

ted than shown in the text. It includes a short list of control variables in addition to partisan­

ship, threat, and education: (1) political awareness, under the hypothesis that those Americans 

who pay the greatest attention to elite debate might be most prepared to follow the president’s 

lead in wartime (J. Mueller 1973, p. 122); (2) sex, on the idea that women are more wary than 

men about the deployment of violence for political purposes (e.g., Conover and Sapiro 1993; 

Shapiro and Mahajan 1986); (3) race, based on the empirical regularity that white Americans 

have generally been more enthusiastic in their support for U.S. military interventions than 

black Americans (Holsti 1996; J. Mueller 1973, 1994); and (4) in equations predicting support 

for President Bush, we add in standard survey measures of economic well-being, following the  

well-established result that a president’s popularity depends in an important way on economic 

conditions (e.g., Kinder 1981; Rosenstone 1983; Alesina, Londregan, and Rosenthal 1993).

Political awareness is an additive scale of four information items, following Zaller (1992), 

scaled from 0 (low) to 1 (high). Cronbach’s alpha is 0.64; the items are v001446a/b, v001449a/

b, v001452a/b, v001455a/b.

Sex is a dummy coded 1 for females and 0 for males.

Race and ethnicity are represented with a dummy for black (1 if black, 0 otherwise) and His­

panic (1 if Hispanic, 0 otherwise), with whites serving as the suppressed reference group.

Economic well-being is measured by assessments of change in the family’s economic  

condition as well as change in the country’s economic condition (Kinder and Kiewiet 1981). 
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Retrospective national economic evaluations are measured with v023028, scaled from 0 (nega­

tive evaluation of the performance of the national economy over the past year) to 1 (positive 

evaluation). Retrospective household economic evaluations are measured with v023026, scaled 

from 0 (negative evaluation of household economic conditions over the past year) to 1 (posi­

tive evaluation). Both variables appear in the 2002 survey.

These variables are included in the analysis, but their estimated effects are typically not pre­

sented in the tables that accompany the text. Nor are they discussed. Full results for all the ana­

lyses appear in the Web appendix.

11. In models of presidential approval, economic evaluations are also from the 2002  

interview.

12. Bartels (2006) has recently made this point as part of a broader argument on behalf of 

panel designs. According to Bartels, covariates measured in the prior time period “may more 

plausibly be considered ‘exogenous’ rather than ‘endogenous,’ making interpretations of their 

apparent effects a good deal more straightforward and compelling” (p. 148).

13. In the 2000 NES, Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for E = 0.88 among whites, 0.81 among 

blacks, and 0.77 among Hispanic Americans.

14. Because our dependent measures are categorical, we analyze the data using ordered pro­

bit, not ordinary least-squares (OLS) regression. Although OLS regression has excellent statis­

tical properties and is robust to departures from several of its assumptions, the ordinal nature 

of the observed measures argues against utilizing OLS. The primary objection to using OLS is 

that OLS assumes that the dependent measure is interval: that is, the categories in the scale are 

equally spaced from each other. We (and most public opinion scholars) believe this assump­

tion is untenable. For example, if a question contains four categories (strongly agree, agree, dis­

agree, and strongly disagree), OLS assumes that the distance from “strongly agree” to “agree” is 

exactly the same as the distance from “agree” to “disagree.” Ordered probit provides a different  

conceptualization of the response. Respondents’ opinions are seen as falling onto an under­

lying, latent continuous scale, and the survey question maps this underlying latent scale onto a 

set of categories. The response categories need not be equally spaced from each other; in fact, 

ordered probit (and its counterpart, ordered logit) estimates a series of cutpoints that estimate 

how far apart the response categories are. Ordered probit uses the cumulative normal distri­

bution to map the underlying continuous scale onto observable response categories (the more 

familiar probit and logit estimators can be thought of as special cases of these models, where 

there are only two response categories).

Interpretation of results typically proceeds by examining predicted probabilities: the  

probability that a given respondent with some set of characteristics would fall into a particular 

response category. OLS, in contrast, proceeds by examining predicted values, which can easily  

take on out-of-sample and substantively implausible values. By using a cumulative normal 

functional form, ordered probit assumes that a change in a particular X will induce relatively 

greater changes in the probabilities ranging at the midpoint (p = 0.5) and smaller changes at the 

tails (p = 0, p = 1), and this assumption substantively makes sense to us. Relatedly, the effect of 

a particular X will depend on the values of each of the other variables included in the model. 

Typical OLS models (when variables are entered linearly) assume uniform effects across all val­

ues of the dependent variable, regardless of the values of the other independent variables. OLS 

also assumes homoscedastic (constant variance) and normally distributed disturbances, and 

both assumptions are likely to be violated given that the dependent variable is categorical. One 

disadvantage of these models that we are quick to concede is that these results are not as im­

mediately interpretable as OLS coefficients. As a consequence, we will discuss predicted proba­
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bilities in the text and present results graphically at the end of the chapter, providing predicted 

probabilities that a respondent with a given set of characteristics would espouse a particular 

view. For more on ordered probit, we refer the reader to its original introduction to the social 

sciences by McKelvey and Zavoina (1975) and to a lucid exposition in Long (1997).

In table 4.1 as well as most of the others in the book, we have featured coefficients from 

some of the key variables in the model. The notes at the bottom of the table indicate the other 

variables that are controlled for in the model but that are not shown. Full results are available 

in the Web appendix.

15. We also analyzed feelings toward President Bush, as ascertained using the feeling ther­

mometer. Ethnocentrism significantly predicted warmth toward Bush as well.

16. Here we are following the logic and practice of simulation spelled out by Gary King and 

his colleagues (King, Tomz, and Wittenberg 2000). The simulations here and throughout set 

the values of the other variables as follows: white, female, Independent-leaning Democrat, and 

otherwise average in education, political awareness, sense of threat, and economic evaluations 

(where relevant).

17. In the aftermath of 9/11, George Bush made fighting terrorism the mission of his presi­

dency. So we expected and so we see that support for the president came disproportionately 

from ethnocentric Americans. What about support for prominent members of the Bush ad­

ministration other than the president?

As it turns out, ethnocentrism also predicts positive evaluations of Dick Cheney and Richard 

Ashcroft, though only among the relatively well informed—only among those, that is, most 

likely to be in command of the vital fact that Cheney and Ashcroft were principal architects of 

the war on terrorism.

In the standard model, the coefficient on ethnocentrism is 0.16 (se = 0.26) for evaluations 

of Cheney and 0.29 (se = 0.29) for evaluations of Ashcroft. When we include an interaction be­

tween ethnocentrism and political awareness, the coefficient on ethnocentrism is –0.20 (se =  

0.36) and –0.31 (se = 0.41). This means that the effect of ethnocentrism at the lowest level of 

political awareness is indistinguishable from zero. The estimated coefficient on the interaction 

term on political awareness and ethnocentrism is 1.55 (se = 1.06, p < 0.15, two-tailed ) and 2.29 

(se = 1.13, p < 0.05, two-tailed). Ethnocentrism has nothing to do with evaluations of prominent 

political figures outside the Bush team: not Bill Clinton (b = 0.37, se = 0.26); not Ralph Nader  

(b = 0.31, se = 0.27); not Jesse Jackson (b = –0.06, se = 0.26); not Al Gore (b = 0.22, se = 0.26); and  

not Hillary Clinton (b = 0.10, se = 0.26)—and this is so regardless of how much or little about 

politics a person knows. See Gilens (2001) for similar results from experimental studies.

18. The effects of partisanship shown in tables 4.1 to 4.3 are accentuated as political aware­

ness increases. The interaction between partisanship and political awareness is negative in  

every model, sizable in most, and statistically significant in over half. In all cases, the implica­

tion is that the gap between Democrats and Republicans grows with greater levels of political 

awareness. This means that among the most aware, the effect of partisanship is comparable to 

the effect due to ethnocentrism. See Kam and Kinder (2007).

19. The results on threat are generally consistent with those reported by Huddy et al. (2005). 

And in the full set of results (see the Web appendix), women wanted to spend more on defense 

and more on the war on terrorism than men did (presumably in order to keep the country 

safe), but they were less keen than men on using military force to eradicate the sources of ter­

rorism. Finally, compared to whites, African Americans supported military intervention less 

and criticized President Bush more.

20. This conclusion holds however we carry out the analysis.
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First, we reestimated our models relying on OLS rather than ordered probit, and found  

essentially the same results.

Second, we corrected for errors-in-variables. Measurement error is inevitable when using 

survey data. Comparing ethnocentrism and perception of threat, ethnocentrism is likely mea­

sured more reliably, given that it is comprised of a set of items and perception of threat is mea­

sured only with a single item. As a consequence, we may be underestimating the effect due to 

threat and overestimating the effect due to E. To address this possibility, we conducted errors-

in-variables regression. The amount of error in a survey item can be estimated with Cronbach’s 

alpha (which we have estimated for our E measure), when multiple items tapping the construct 

are available. When only one item is available, reliability can be measured with a test-retest cor­

relation (having the same individuals answer the question on two “identical” occasions and es­

timating the correlation between time 1 and time 2). Unfortunately, there are neither multiple 

items to tap threat nor multiple measures of the same threat item under identical conditions. 

So we have estimated errors-in-variables regression across a range of plausible reliability val­

ues for perceptions of threat (from 0.2 to 0.5) and for ethnocentrism (based on Cronbach’s al-

pha, we use a value of 0.8). These analyses suggest that (1) under reasonable assumptions about 

error, the estimates in tables 4.1 to 4.3 underestimate the real effect due to threat (the precise 

amount depends, of course, on how much error we assume is present in the threat variable); 

(2) but the effect attributed to ethnocentrism is for the most part unchanged. For more on re­

liability and errors-in-variables, see Bollen (1989).

And third, the results are robust across missing data algorithms. Our measure of ethno­

centrism relies on respondents’ ratings of their own group and out-groups. The stereotype 

measure, for example, is constructed from responses to twelve separate questions (three stereo­

type questions, across four groups). Occasionally, respondents decline to answer these ques­

tions. So long as respondents answer the majority of questions about each group, we have av­

eraged across their valid responses. Respondents who do not answer the majority of questions 

about each group are eliminated from the analysis. In this way, we have included respondents 

who have answered most, if not all, of the questions in the battery. We tested the robustness 

of this strategy in two ways. First, we used more stringent criteria for inclusion in the analyses. 

We ran the analyses with only respondents who provided valid answers to every single question 

in the battery. The results were no different in substantive or statistical significance. Second, 

we used more relaxed criteria for inclusion in the analyses. We used AMELIA (King, Honaker, 

Joseph, and Scheve 2001) to implement multiple imputation of missing data on all covariates. 

The results, again, were no different in substantive or statistical significance.

21. As described in more detail in chapter 3, we built the thermometer scale version of ethno­

centrism exactly as we did the stereotype-based measure. So it too ranges in principle from –1 

to 1. Measured by the thermometer score ratings, ethnocentrism is centered at 0.08 with sd = 

0.18 and Cronbach’s coefficient alpha = 0.89 for whites, 0.82 for blacks, and 0.82 for Hispanic 

Americans. The correlation between the two versions of ethnocentrism, one based on stereo­

types, the other based on feeling thermometer ratings, is 0.43.

22. These results appear in the Web appendix.

23. Full results appear in the Web appendix.

24. Moral traditionalism is a four-item scale, comprised of v001530–33, with a mean of 0.60, 

sd of 0.22, and Cronbach’s alpha = 0.64. Limited government is an additive scale consisting of 

responses to v001420–22, with a mean of 0.41, sd = 0.40, and Cronbach’s alpha = 0.74. Egali­

tarianism is comprised of v001521–26, with a mean of 0.60, sd = 0.20, and Cronbach’s alpha 
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= 0.68. Ideological identification is derived from v001370. The results of adding them into the 

standard model appear in the Web appendix.

We also considered adding measures of religious faith to the standard model, on the idea 

that some Americans see the conflict with terrorism in religious terms. To some, the Islamic 

world is engaged in a “holy war.” To others, the response of the United States to terrorism 

carried out by religious fanatics should be thought of as a “crusade.” As such, strength of re­

ligious faith may supply an additional motivation behind support for the war on terrorism. 

To test this claim, we developed a measure of strength of religious faith. Strength of religious 

faith consists of a three-item scale, all three items appearing in the 2000 NES: how much guid­

ance religion provides to the respondent (v000872, v000873), how often the respondent prays 

(v000874), and how regularly the respondent attends religious services (v000877, v000879, 

v000880). For the three-item scale, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87. It turns out that religious con­

viction did have occasional effects on support for the war on terrorism—on support for the 

president and for increased spending on defense—but whether this measure was included in 

the analysis made no difference to the estimated effect of ethnocentrism. These results also ap­

pear in the Web appendix.

25. On this point, see Altemeyer (1981); Hyman and Sheatsley (1954); and Stenner (2005). For 

the authoritarianism scale, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.60, using v001586–v001589.

26. Complete results appear in the Web appendix. The persistence of the effect of ethno­

centrism is not attributable to the more reliable measurement of ethnocentrism compared with 

authoritarianism. We estimated errors-in-variables regression, setting the reliability value for 

authoritarianism and ethnocentrism both to 0.8 (to put them on equal footing). Rerunning the 

analyses suggests that when we assume that ethnocentrism and authoritarianism are equally 

reliable, the estimates in tables 4.1 to 4.3 underestimate the real effect due to both variables, 

but the relative magnitudes of the effects are for the most part unchanged, as are the statistical 

significances of the variables.

27. Here are the exact wordings:

The United States should do everything it can to prevent the spread of communism to any 

other part of the world.

Some people feel it is important for us to cooperate more with Russia, while others believe 

we should be much tougher in our dealings with Russia. Where would you place yourself 

on this [seven-point] scale, or haven’t you thought much about this? [Try to cooperate 

more with Russia (1); Get much tougher with Russia (7).]

The United States and the Soviet Union have recently reached agreements to reduce the 

number of nuclear arms. Do you approve or disapprove of these agreements? Do you ap­

prove/disapprove strongly or not strongly?

28. In the 1988 NES, respondents were asked to report their feelings toward whites, blacks, 

and Hispanic Americans but not, unfortunately, Asian Americans. This means our measure 

of ethnocentrism is a bit thinner than we would like—and thinner than what we use in most 

of our other analyses.

Ethnocentrism is centered at 0.17 and has a standard deviation of 0.22. Cronbach’s alpha is 

0.86 for whites, 0.66 for blacks, and 0.66 for Hispanic Americans.

29. The effect of ethnocentrism is unchanged if we add to our standard model measures 

of religious conviction, to capture the likelihood that some Americans see the conflict with 

n o t e s  t o  p a g e s  8 8 – 9 1   277



the Soviet Union and communism in religious terms. It also withstands inclusion of standard 

measures of conservatism available in the 1988 study (moral conservatism, egalitarianism, and 

ideological identification).

30. In most respects, the model we use to estimate the effects presented in table 4.6 is iden­

tical to the model we used in estimating the impact of ethnocentrism on support for the war 

on terrorism. The one notable departure is that because the stereotype battery was present in 

the 1992 NES but not in the 1990 NES, here we are predicting “backward,” against time’s ar­

row: ethnocentrism as assessed in 1992 predicting opinions on Desert Storm expressed in the 

summer of 1991.

31. These three policy questions read:

Now, turning to the troubles in the Middle East. . . . Before the war in the Persian Gulf 

started, Congress debated whether to continue economic sanctions or to give President 

Bush the authority to use military forces to get Iraq out of Kuwait. At that time, were you 

for continuing to rely on sanctions, or were you in favor of authorizing the President to use 

military force, or didn’t you have an opinion on this?

Do you think we did the right thing in sending U.S. military forces to the Persian Gulf or 

should we have stayed out?

Some people think that the U.S. and its allies should have continued to fight Iraq until Sad­

dam Hussein was driven from power. Others think that the U.S. was right to stop fighting 

after Kuwait was liberated. What do you think? Should the war have continued or should 

it have stopped?

32. This boost in public support showed up vividly in all the polls, and it shows up as well 

in the NES Panel. In November 1990, less than 30 percent of the Americans who participated 

in the NES survey gave Bush their strong approval on his performance as president; in the 

summer of 1991, with memories of Desert Storm presumably still lingering, nearly 50 percent 

did so. The president’s ratings on the war itself were even more glowing. Fully two-thirds of 

Americans strongly approved of President Bush’s management of the Persian Gulf crisis in the 

summer of 1991, double the percentage from the preceding fall. Such increases are quite pre­

dictable, given what we know about the impact of sharply focused international crises on pres­

idential popularity (e.g., J. Mueller 1973; Kernell 1978; MacKuen 1983). And in the Gulf crisis 

in particular, once the fighting began, virtually no American of national importance dissented 

(Brody 1991, 1994). Furthermore, judged as a military operation, the war seemed at the time 

to be little short of miraculous. American military hardware appeared to work magnificently, 

while American losses were astonishingly light: fewer than 150 American troops died on the 

battlefield (J. Mueller 1994, p. 69).

33. These predictions set the values of the other variables as follows: white, female,  

Independent-leaning Democrat, and otherwise average in education, political awareness, sense 

of threat, and economic evaluations (where relevant). The dotted lines represent 95 percent 

confidence intervals.

34. To preserve cases, we combined respondents who received slightly different versions of 

the defense spending question in the 2000 NES (one version was formatted as a seven-point 

Likert question; the other as a five-point branch-stem question). Their responses were recoded 

into three categories, to correspond with 2002.

35. The increase in Bush’s ratings on the thermometer scale from 57 to 66 is substantial: 

for example, a nine-point difference in thermometer score ratings of major party presiden­
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tial candidates would signal a landslide of historic proportions (Kinder and McConnaughy  

2006). In both years, we average the pre- and post-election evaluations of Bush. We use the 

pre-election evaluation if the respondent did not complete the post-election interview. In table 

4.7, we recode the continuous measure into nine categories, to analyze it using ordered probit. 

OLS produced similar results.

36. Can we be sure that this is so? Are the effects of ethnocentrism in 2002 significantly greater 

than the effects of ethnocentrism in 2000? Pretty sure. Here’s how we conducted the test.

First of all, we converted the panel data into two stacked, independent cross-sections, by ar­

bitrarily splitting the sample in half. In one, the independent variables and dependent variable 

were all measured in the 2000 NES. In the other, the independent variables came from the 2000 

NES and the dependent variables from the 2002 NES. We then estimated a fully interactive  

model, where each predictor was multiplied by a dummy variable, coded 0 if the respondent 

belonged to the first “sample” and coded 1 if the respondent belonged to the second (the “2002 

sample”). To provide a sampling distribution for the coefficient interacting ethnocentrism 

with the 2002 sample, we split our original sample in half in multiple iterations. For each of 

the three opinions—border security, national defense, and evaluations of President Bush—we 

reran the model 50,000 times, dividing the sample a different way each time. The results of 

this test suggest that we can be quite certain that the increase in the effect of ethnocentrism is 

real in the case of ratings of President Bush (p < 0.10); a bit less certain for spending on defense  

(p < 0.16); and less certain still for tightening border security (p < 0.40), where the effect of  

ethnocentrism was already significant in 2000. See the Web appendix for more details.

37. We are interested in the activation of ethnocentrism as a consequence of 9/11; we focus 

on determining whether the effect of ethnocentrism rises between 2000 and 2002. A separate 

question concerns whether ethnocentrism plays a role in opinion change between 2000 and 

2002. One expectation is that in the post–9/11 world, ethnocentrism will drive foreign policy 

opinions in the conservative direction. Indeed, it does. To test this expectation, we reran our 

model predicting foreign policy opinions in 2002, with a lagged dependent variable meaÂ�sured  

in 2000. As predicted, ethnocentrism plays a significant role (p < 0.01 in all three cases) in 

shifting American support in favor of increased spending on defense, in favor of increased 

spending on patrolling the borders, and in support of the sitting president, above and beyond 

where individuals stood in the pre–9/11 era. In each of our three test cases, after controlling for 

opinion in 2000, ethnocentrism increases support for policies made relevant by the post–9/11 

environment.

38. The predictions set the values of the other variables as follows: white, female, an  

Independent-leaning Democrat, and otherwise average in political awareness, authoritarian­

ism, strength of religious faith, and economic evaluations.

39. To provide a statistical test of our claims, we repeated the process detailed in note 36. 

Each fully interactive model was reestimated 50,000 times. Throughout, we found that the ef­

fect of ethnocentrism was larger, on average, in 1991 than in 1990. We can be certain that this 

difference is nonzero when it comes to respondents’ preference for a military solution (p < 

0.07); a bit less certain when it comes to the view that sending the troops was right thing to do 

and approval of George Bush’s performance as president (p < 0.21 in both cases); and less cer­

tain still when it comes to respondents’ support for strengthening defense (p < 0.34).

All questions are asked identically in 1990, 1991, and 1992, with one exception. In 1990, when 

it comes to preference for a military solution, respondents were asked, “Which of the following 

do you think we should do now in the Persian Gulf: pull out U.S. forces entirely; try harder to 

find a diplomatic solution; tighten the economic embargo; or take tougher military action?” 
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Respondents were permitted to provide more than one answer. We have coded the answers 

such that a 1 corresponds with a sole mention of “take tougher military action” and a 0 corre­

sponds with all other possibilities.

In 1991, the question was asked a bit differently: “Now, turning to the troubles in the Middle 

East. . . . Before the war in the Persian Gulf started, Congress debated whether to continue eco­

nomic sanctions or to give President Bush the authority to use military forces to get Iraq out 

of Kuwait. At that time, were you for continuing to rely on sanctions, or were you in favor of 

authorizing the President to use military force, or didn’t you have an opinion on this?” Re­

spondents who were in favor of authorizing the President to use military force were coded a 1; 

those who responded with continuing sanctions were coded a 0; all others were set to missing 

(this was a very small number of respondents—less than 1.5 percent).

40. To determine whether the differences in effects from 1991 to 1992 are statistically signifi­

cant, we engaged in the same type of analysis as outlined in note 36. Throughout, we found 

that the effect of ethnocentrism in 1992 was, on average, less than it was in 1991. After 50,000 

simulations, we can conclude that the effect of ethnocentrism declined in 1992 with the follow­

ing levels of certainty: for whether sending the troops was the right thing to do (p < 0.31); for 

whether we should have carried the fight to Baghdad (p < 0.14); strengthen defense (p < 0.34); 

and approval of George Bush’s performance as president (p < 0.37).

41. The rise in the effect of national economic evaluations from 1991 to 1992 is statistically sig­

nificant at p < 0.001, based on 50,000 iterations of stacked panel data. In 50,000 iterations, not a 

single iteration suggested that national economic conditions became less important in 1992.

42. As noted earlier, because the stereotype battery was present in the 1992 NES but not in 

the 1990 NES, here we are sometimes predicting “backward”: ethnocentrism as assessed in 1992 

predicting opinions offered either in 1990, or in 1991, or in 1992. The 1991 versus 1992 compari­

son is impressive since the E measure appears on the 1992 interview—by that fact alone, we 

would expect to see bigger effects in 1992 than in 1991. But we do not.

Chapter Five

1. On the Rwandan genocide and the American “response” to Rwanda, see Gourevitch 

(1998); Melvern (2000); and Power (2002). Power argues that Rwanda is part of a general pat­

tern, that throughout the twentieth century, the United States has chosen to remain on the 

sidelines in the face of unambiguous evidence of genocide.

2. Quoted in an article written by James Bennet: “Clinton Declares U.S., with World, Failed 

Rwandans,” New York Times, March 26, 1998, pp. A6, A12. At another time and on a less pub­

lic occasion, Clinton also said that American voters cared more about the color of his tie than 

they did about what went on in a tiny African county (according to Samantha Power’s Tanner 

Lecture, delivered at the University of Michigan, March 9, 2007).

3. Figure 5.1 presents Lowess plots of the percentage of respondents saying the United States 

is spending “too little.” Lowess is the acronym for “locally weighted scatterplot smoother.” 

It is a technique for smoothing data, especially useful in time-series graphical presentations 

(Fox 1997).

4. Model specification is identical to what we used in chapter 4. The dependent variable 

is coded such that higher values indicate support for decreased spending on foreign aid. The 

shift in predicted probability refers to the probability that a respondent will support decreased 

spending on foreign aid.
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5. The results for limited government and equality appear in the Web appendix. Additional 

tests reinforce the robustness of the basic result.

The effect of ethnocentrism on opposition to foreign aid is completely unaffected if we add 

a measure of authoritarianism into the analysis (the estimated coefficient for ethnocentrism, 

holding constant authoritarianism, is 0.69 with standard error 0.30). These results also appear 

in the Web appendix.

The effect due to ethnocentrism is unaffected if we add perceptions of threat.

It is likewise unaffected if we add measures of moral conservatism and ideological identifi­

cation into the analysis.

The effect due to ethnocentrism is also maintained when the stereotype measure of ethno­

centrism is replaced by one based on thermometer scores (the estimated coefficient is 0.65, se =  

0.25, significant at p < 0.01).

If we partition the sample by race and carry out the analysis among white, black, and His­

panic respondents separately, the effect appears to be uniform across groups (though the lim­

ited number of cases in the black and the Hispanic subsamples reduces the sensitivity of the 

test).

Finally, the effect of ethnocentrism on opposition to foreign aid holds generally. It shows 

up in various National Election Studies (the 1990–1992 NES Panel, 1996 NES, and 2004 NES), 

and it comes through clearly in the 2000 General Social Survey as well, regardless of whether 

the program is described as “foreign aid” or as “assistance to other countries.”

6. These predictions are generated for a white, female Independent-leaning Democrat, with 

average political awareness and education.

7. Here is the exact wording of the two foreign aid questions:

Do you think the United States should give economic assistance to those countries in East­

ern Europe which have turned toward democracy, or not? (v912401).

Should federal spending be increased, decreased, or kept about the same on aid to countries 

of the former Soviet Union? (v923731)

8. Figure 5.2 is based on ordered probit results from a standard model (full results appear  

in the Web appendix). These predictions are generated for a white, female Independent- 

leaning Democrat, with average political awareness and education. Dashed lines represent the 

95 percent confidence intervals.

Does it matter whether authoritarianism is added to the analysis? No. The effect of authori­

tarianism is either small or statistically insignificant, and in neither case is the estimated effect 

due to ethnocentrism altered. Likewise, neither limited government nor egalitarianism pre­

dicts opposition to foreign aid in these two instances.

Finally, the question on whether the United States should give economic assistance to those 

countries in Eastern Europe that have turned toward democracy appeared in both the 1990 

and 1991 interviews. In figure 5.2 and the Web appendix, we present results for the latter only. 

The results for the 1990 version are virtually identical. Specifically, the estimated coefficient for  

ethnocentrism on opposition to economic assistance to Eastern Europe expressed in 1990 is 

0.72, with standard error of 0.36, p < 0.05.

9. We are drawing here on George M. Fredrickson’s Racism (2002) and especially on Leon­

ard Thompson’s A History of South Africa (2001).

10. Here is the exact wording of the two questions:
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Have you read or heard enough about what’s going on there to have an opinion about what 

US policy toward South Africa should be?

Some people think that the US should apply economic sanctions to get the South African 

government to change its racial laws. Others think that the US should not do this. What 

do you think—should the US apply economic pressure or not? Do you hold this opinion 

strongly or not strongly?

The 1990 question was preceded by a weaker preamble to filter out no opinions and was asked 

in one of two formats (seven-point scale versus branching). Either as:

Some people feel that the economic sanctions against South Africa should be decreased a 

lot in light of changes in the treatment of blacks that have taken place there recently. (Sup­

pose those people are at one end of the scale, at point number 1.) Other people feel that 

sanctions should be increased a lot in order to pressure the government to make further 

changes. (Suppose these people are at the other end at point 7. And, of course, other people 

have opinions in between at points 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6.) Where would you place yourself on this 

scale, or haven’t you thought much about this?

Or:

Some people feel that the economic sanctions against South Africa should be decreased a 

lot in light of changes in the treatment of blacks that have taken place there recently. Other 

people feel that sanctions should be increased in order to pressure the government to make 

further changes. And still others feel that the US should continue to impose about the same 

sanctions it imposes now. What about you? Do you feel that sanctions against South Africa 

should be decreased, should be increased, should be kept about the same, or haven’t you 

thought much about this?

(If increased or decreased:) Should sanctions be decreased/increased a lot or a little?

(If kept about the same:) Would you lean toward decreasing sanctions, increasing sanctions, 

or do you oppose any change in sanctions?

In the 1990 NES, the branching format seems to spreads out opinion a bit more than the 

seven-point scale does, and it elicits somewhat more “no opinions.” For our purposes, such 

differences are uninteresting, so we created a new composite variable, one that combines opin­

ion across the two formats.

11. On each question, blacks were less likely to say they had no opinion than whites were, re­

versing the usual race difference (e.g., Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). The percentage of blacks 

saying that they had no opinion on sanctions for South Africa was 56.2 percent in 1988 and 27.9 

percent in 1990; the corresponding figures for whites were 58.0 percent in 1988 and 35.3 percent 

in 1990. The racial difference in 1990 is statistically significant.

12. For the analysis of black Americans, we estimate the impact of ethnocentrism in the usual 

way (using ordered probit to estimate the standard model, which includes partisanship, educa­

tion, awareness, and sex). Here is the estimated effect of ethnocentrism on opposition to sanc­

tions among blacks: in 1988 (N = 75), b1 = –3.39, se = 1.53; in 1990 (N = 89), b1 = –0.31, se = 0.65. 

The small N makes the more complicated selection model less credible.

13. The results portrayed in figure 5.3 are based on a bivariate probit selection model, which 

corrects for the glaring fact that a substantial fraction of NES respondents claimed to have 

no opinion on apartheid and so were not asked what their opinion might be. In the equa­
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tion predicting who has an opinion and who does not, the estimated coefficient on ethno­

centrism is –0.72 with a standard error of 0.19 in 1988; in 1990, the values are –0.57 and 0.28,  

respectively.

Alternatively, we could have simply used listwise deletion, removing respondents who failed 

to give an opinion from the analysis entirely. Listwise deletion may be the most convenient so­

lution to missing data, but it assumes that the respondents who are missing on the particular 

covariate are missing at random. When missingness affects a small proportion of cases, listwise 

deletion may not be very dangerous to statistical estimates. However, in this case, a substantial 

proportion of respondents failed to provide an opinion on the issue. Further, we worried that 

simply dropping these individuals would lead to selection bias in who we analyze. One alterna­

tive solution would have been to retain these individuals and assign them a value in between 

those who support sanctions against the South African regime and those who oppose sanc­

tions. This missing data solution makes a strong assumption about what it means to be miss­

ing on (or to have refused to answer) the question: that these individuals should be located 

somewhere between the two valid responses. A better solution is to model the missingness: to 

estimate why some people express an opinion and others do not, and to take what we learn 

from that examination into account when we examine why some people support sanctions and 

others oppose sanctions. This is what selection models accomplish (for selection models gen­

erally, see Heckman 1979; for the bivariate probit selection model, Dubin and Rivers 1989; for 

an excellent application to public opinion, see Berinsky 2004).

We could have modeled this in a couple of different ways, and we did. First, we used a Heck­

man selection model, where the assignment equation (predicting whether respondents ex­

press an opinion) is dichotomous and the outcome equation is “continuous.” The Heckman 

model uses a probit in the first stage and ordinary least-squares (OLS) in the second stage. For 

all of the reasons discussed in the previous chapter, we disliked the OLS treatment of the de­

pendent variable (views on sanctions) in the second stage. Hence, we elected to use a bivari­

ate probit selection model, which differs from the Heckman in that it treats the second stage 

as a dichotomous variable. Because of the inconsistency across the years in question wordings, 

this seemed like a reasonable choice. We collapsed the views on sanctions into two categories: 

favor or oppose economic sanctions in 1988, and decrease/keep same or increase sanctions in 

1990. For the 1990 data, we experimented with grouping individuals who provided the mid­

point option with the liberal option and with the conservative option; those who elected the 

midpoint option seemed to cluster better with those providing more conservative responses, 

but the results are substantively and statistically similar when we omit those who were at the  

midpoint.

The Heckman model and the bivariate probit model provided substantively and statisti­

cally similar results.

For the bivariate probit model, we included in the “assignment equation” (predicting 

whether people express an opinion) variables that represent the conventional wisdom about 

who is interested in politics and who is not (Krosnick and Milburn 1990; Delli Carpini and 

Keeter 1996), plus a measure of ethnocentrism (E*, based on thermometer score ratings in 1988; 

E, based on stereotypes drawn from the 1992 interview, in 1990). In equation form:

Expressing an Opinion on South Africa = b0 + b1Ethnocentrism + b2Sex +

b3Ethnicity + b4Education + b5Awareness + b6Discuss Politics + b7Strength  

of Partisanship + b8 Refused to Report Income + b9Ideological Innocence +  

b10Race of Interviewer + e1
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Where Opinion on South Africa = 1 if yes and 0 if no; ethnocentrism is measured in the stan­

dard way and coded –1 to 1; sex = 1 if female and 0 if male; education is coded onto the 0–1 

interval, where 0 = 8 grades or fewer and 1 = postgraduate degree; awareness is a standard  

information scale, following Zaller (1990, 1992), coded 0–1 (with the proviso that the 1990 NES 

knowledge item asking people to identify Nelson Mandela was excluded from the scale in that 

year); discuss politics ranges from 0 (never) to 1 (every day); strength of partisanship is coded 

into four categories, ranging from 0 (pure independent) to 1 (strong partisan); refused to re­

port income = 1 if refused and 0 if reported; ideological innocence = 1 if “apolitical” or refused 

to say when asked to identify as a liberal or a conservative, and 0 otherwise; and race of inter­

viewer = 1 if black and 0 if white. Black respondents are excluded from this analysis.

The “outcome equation” (predicting whether people oppose sanctions) is the familiar 

standard model, except that parameters are estimated by bivariate probit selection (and black 

Americans, for reasons spelled out in the text, are excluded).

Full results, for both assignment and outcome, and for both surveys, are presented in the 

Web appendix.

The predictions in figure 5.3 are calculated for a white, female Independent-leaning Demo­

crat, of average education and political awareness. For the assignment equation, we also set 

political discussion to its mean, and income refusal, ideological innocence, and race of inter­

viewer to zero.

14. In 1988, b1 = 0.84, se = 0.39; in 1990, b1 = 1.05, se = 0.41.

15. If our story is right here, we should find that the inhibiting effect of ethnocentrism on 

opinion expression should not be general; in particular, it should not apply to prominent as­

pects of domestic U.S. policy. To see if this was so, we looked for cases in the 1990 NES of do­

mestic policy where a significant fraction of the public admitted that they had no opinion. 

We found three: spending more on national defense; government’s responsibility to provide 

a job and a decent standard of living for all Americans; and the tradeoff between cutting fed­

eral spending, on the one hand, and maintaining essential services, on the other. Does ethno­

centrism predict no opinion on these matters? Not really. We turn up a positive coefficient on 

ethnocentrism in all three instances, but the coefficient never reaches statistical significance: 

for defense, b1 = 0.15, se = 0.44; for employment, b1 = 0.49, se = 0.34; and for cuts in spending  

versus services, b1 = 0.52, se = 0.34. These results offer additional support for our account: that  

the relatively ethnocentric are more likely to say they have no opinion on applying sanctions 

on South Africa because ethnocentrism breeds an indifference to the suffering of faraway  

others.

16. Presidential address to the nation on U.S. policy in Central America, May 9, 1984.

17. What is surprising, perhaps, is that aid to the contras was no more unpopular than for­

eign aid in general. Here is the exact question:

Should federal spending on aid to the contras in Nicaragua be increased, decreased, or kept 

about the same?

18. These results come from the standard model, estimated in the standard way, except that 

because the 1988 NES does not carry the stereotype battery, we make do with E* (based on 

thermometer score ratings of whites, blacks, and Hispanic Americans). The dependent vari­

able is coded such that higher values indicate support for spending. As usual, complete results 

appear in the Web appendix.

19. A cautionary note: heteroscedastic probit results are not straightforward to interpret 

and may be sensitive to misspecification (Keele and Park 2004). On the other hand, the results 

presented here are quite robust across alternative specifications. Because the heteroscedastic 
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probit model seems less sensitive to misspecification than the heteroscedastic ordered probit, 

we use the former, recoding the dependent variable such that 0 corresponds with decreased 

spending and 1 corresponds with keeping spending the same or increasing it.

20. The results are based on the standard model, predicting opinions expressed in the sum­

mer of 1991 from ethnocentrism (E) measured in the 1992 NES. Full results appear in the Web 

appendix.

21. Gender differences in the expression of emotion is a general result. See Brody and Hall 

(2000).

22. Based on foreign aid opinion assessed in the 2000 NES, b1 =0.11, se = 0.30; with opinion 

assessed in 2002, b1 = 0.72, se = 0.30. To determine whether the effect of ethnocentrism in 2002 

is significantly greater than the effect of ethnocentrism in 2000, we carried out the same test de­

scribed in chapter 4. The result of the test suggests that we can be quite certain that the increase 

in the effect of ethnocentrism is real (p < 0.12). See the Web appendix for the details.

23. Emphasis added. Our account of the Marshall Plan and its politics relies on Patterson 

(1996). The Gallup poll results are cited in Holsti (1996).

Chapter Six

1. We take the title of this chapter from John Higham’s masterly history of American na­

tivism from the Civil War to the early decades of the twentieth century: Strangers in the Land: 

Patterns of American Nativism, 1860–1925 ([1955] 1988).

2. Noted by Nicolaus Mills (1994, p.15). A year after the act’s passage, the Commissioner of 

Immigration at Ellis Island was able to announce that “virtually all immigrants now looked 

exactly like Americans” (Higham [1955] 1988, p. 325).

3. Data for figure 6.1 come from Gibson and Lennon (1999, table 1), amended with Census  

data from 2000 and 2005. For state-level immigration data from 2000 to 2005, see U.S.  

Census Bureau (2005). On the causes of the new immigration, see Espenshade (1995); Massey 

and Espinosa (1997); and Massey et al. (1993, 1994).

4. Ronald Takaki titled his history of Asian Americans Strangers from a Different Shore 

(1989). As recently as 1960, three-quarters of American immigrants were European born and 

only 5 percent were born in Asia. By the 1990s, however, Asian immigrants outnumbered those 

of European descent, and Latin American immigrants nearly outnumbered both (Gibson and 

Lennon 1999). Between 1990 and 2000, the foreign-born population in the United States in­

creased by over 50 percent, from 19.8 million to 31.1 million. Of the 31.1 million foreign born, 

over one-half hailed from Latin American countries, about one-fourth from Asian countries, 

and 16 percent from Europe (Malone et al. 2003).

5. More than a decade ago, as we embarked on this project, we chose immigration as our 

first case. We figured that if we could not find effects of ethnocentrism in the domain of immi­

gration, then we should fold up our tent and go home. As it happened, we did find effects, and 

we presented them in a paper delivered at the annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science 

Association in April 1997: “Closing the Golden Door? Exploring the Foundations of American 

Opposition to Immigration” (Kinder and Deane 1997).

6. Asian and Hispanic are generic categories, convenient for some administrative purposes 

perhaps, but ones that conceal enormous diversity. Portes and Truelove (1987, p. 360) put this 

point well, writing about Hispanic Americans:

Under the same label [Hispanic], we find individuals whose ancestors lived in the coun­

try at least since the time of independence and others who arrived last year; we find  
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substantial numbers of professionals and entrepreneurs, along with humble farm laborers 

and unskilled factory workers; there are whites, blacks, mulattos, and mestizos; there are 

full-fledged citizens and unauthorized aliens; and finally, among the immigrants, there are 

those who came in search of employment and a better economic future and those who ar­

rived escaping death squads and political persecution at home.

7. Roughly half of those interviewed in the 1992 NES were also questioned first in the 1990 

NES and again in the 1991 NES Persian Gulf War study; the remainder constitutes a fresh cross-

section. A short form of the questionnaire was designed to be used over the telephone with re­

spondents first interviewed in 1990 who had since moved “out of range” of the NES interview­

ing staff. As a result, 6.2 percent were interviewed in the preelection period with a short-form 

questionnaire; 8.4 percent were taken through a short form in the postelection interview. A 

final wrinkle in the 1992 NES study design is that while the great majority of participants were 

interviewed in person, some were questioned over the phone: roughly 11 percent in the preelec­

tion interview and 21 percent in the post. Fortunately, differences in the quality of data sup­

plied by those interviewed over the telephone as against those interviewed in person are virtu­

ally impossible to find (Rosenstone, Petrella, and Kinder 1993), and so the various analyses we 

report here ignore mode of interviewing.

8. On the 1992 presidential campaign, see Arterton (1993), Frankovic (1993), and Pomper 

(1993). In our own analysis of presidential approval (in chapter 4), we found strong evidence 

for the activation of concerns about national economy in 1992 relative to 1991.

9. Here are the exact wordings for the four key policy questions:

Do you think the number of immigrants from foreign countries who are permitted to come 

to the United States to live should be increased a little, increased a lot, decreased a little, 

decreased a lot, or left the same as it is now?

Do you think that immigrants who come to the US should be eligible as soon as they come 

here for government services such as Medicaid, Food Stamps, welfare, or should they have 

to be here for a year or more?

There are several different ideas about how to teach children who don’t speak English when 

they enter our public schools. Which one of the following statements best describes how you 

feel? One, all classes should be conducted only in English so that children have to learn En­

glish right from the start. Two, children who don’t know English should have classes in their 

native language just for a year or two until they learn English. Three, there should be one  

set of classes in English and another set in Spanish or other languages all the way through 

high school so that children can keep up their native languages and culture if they choose.

Do you favor a law making English the official language of the United States, meaning gov­

ernment business would be conducted in English only, or do you oppose such a law?

Frequency distributions appear in the Web appendix, for the sample as a whole, and for whites 

and blacks and Hispanics taken separately.

Most Hispanic Americans are Mexican by descent: according to a March 1989 Current Popu­

lation Survey, 62.6 percent of Hispanics claim Mexican American heritage. (By comparison, 

11.6 percent are Puerto Rican, 5.3 percent are Cuban, and 12.7 percent trace their origins to a 

variety of Central and South American countries.) Roughly one-half of the Hispanics inter­

viewed in the 1992 NES are Mexican American, and their opinions on immigration resemble 

closely the views expressed by Hispanics in general, with a consistent but modest shift in the 

more generous direction.
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10. On the Massachusetts colony, see Kraut (1994). For a review of the evidence from pub­

lic opinion surveys, see Harwood (1986); R. J. Simon and Alexander (1993); and Lapinski et 

al. (1997).

11. Based on Rosenstone, Hansen, and Kinder (1986). For family economic conditions, the items 

are v923426 and v923430. We began with an eight-item scale that used v923426, v923430, v923433, 

v923434, v923435, v923437, v923438, and v923439, but the battery of questions from v923433 to 

v923439 was not asked on the short form of the questionnaire, resulting in missing data for about 

170 cases. To keep these cases in the analysis, we used an abbreviated, two-item scale. The corre­

lation between the abbreviated scale and the eight-item scale was 0.63. Analyses using the eight-

item scale and the abbreviated scale did not vary appreciably from each other. The measure is  

scaled from 0, indicating many economic difficulties, to 1, indicating few economic difficulties.

12. For evidence consistent with this proposition, see Citrin et al. (1990); Espenshade and 

Calhoun (1993); Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry (1996); R. J. Simon and Alexander (1993); and 

Quillian (1995). Political knowledge is based on a series of nine information items (for exam­

ple, who is William Rehnquist?), with responses averaged into a composite scale. The scale is  

approximately normally distributed and reasonably reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.81; scale 

items are v925915 to v925921, v925951, and v925952).

13. See, on this point, Abowd and Freeman (1991); and Borjas and Freeman (1992). For this 

purpose, we transformed the NES detailed coding of occupation (v923922) into three dummy 

variables: top of the occupation structure, bottom, and out of the labor market altogether, with 

those occupying middling positions serving as the omitted reference group. We also included 

a measure of weekly occupational wages, under the idea that workers who earn less will find 

themselves more vulnerable to being threatened by immigrant laborers (Scheve and Slaughter 

2001). When this variable was included without education, it had a significant effect such that 

low-wage workers were significantly more opposed to immigration policy. Once education was 

included, however, the effect of wages was indistinguishable from zero.

14. We relied here on 1990 Census data, taking the log value of the proportion of each state 

that is Hispanic and Asian. There is huge variation in these proportions. For example, Hispan­

ics and Asians constituted just 0.09 percent of the population of West Virginia in 1990, but 34.9 

percent of the population of California.

15. We represent such economic optimism through Americans’ assessments of recent 

changes in the national economy—so-called sociotropic assessments (Kinder and Kiewiet 

1981)—based on three questions, averaged into a single scale (alpha = 0.72; v923528, v923530, 

and v923532).

16. See Adorno et al. (1950); and Stenner (2005). To test this idea, we took advantage of a 

five-item moral traditionalism scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.66; v926115 to v926119), originally 

developed by Conover and Feldman (1986b).

17. For arguments and evidence on the importance of principles (or values) to public opin­

ion, see Feldman (1988); Feldman and Zaller (1992); Kinder (1998); Kinder and Sanders (1996); 

and Markus (2001). Equal opportunity is a six-item scale (v926024 to v926029; alpha = 0.71) 

developed and refined by Feldman (1988). Limited government, the conviction that market 

solutions trump governmental interventions, is a three-item scale (v925729 to v925731, alpha = 

0.71), based on Markus (1993, 2001).

18. Based on the pooled NES 1992–2004, we find that 87.7 percent of white Americans and 

their parents were born in the United States; 94.2 percent of black Americans; 46.6 percent of 

Hispanic Americans; and just 25.0 percent of Asian Americans.

19. Just thirty Asian Americans were questioned in the 1992 NES.
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We also investigated whether ethnocentrism might operate differently among black Ameri­

cans. Over several surveys and many policy questions, we mostly found no differences. When 

we did occasionally uncover a significant racial difference, the effect of ethnocentrism was 

sometimes greater among blacks; sometimes the effect was greater among whites. We con­

cluded that on matters of immigration, there was no good reason to treat whites and blacks 

separately. And so we do not.

20. Here’s the full equation:

y* = x’b+e
     = b0 + b1Ethnocentrism + b2[Ethnocentrism × Hispanic] + b3Family Economic 

Conditions + b4Unemployed + b5Divorced + b6Education + b7Political  

Awareness + b8Occupation + b9Proportion Hispanic and Asian + b10Beneficiary of 

Government Program + b11Economic Optimism + b12Moral Traditionalism +  

b13Egalitarianism + b14Limited Government + b15Partisanship + b16Black +  

b17Hispanic + b18Female + e
Pr(y = m) = Pr(tm − 1 < y*  < tm) = F(tm – x’b) – F(tm – 1 – x’Î²)

In the expressions above, y refers to opinion on immigration (in our analysis, each issue is 

taken up separately). The term y* represents the unobserved latent variable in each case. That 

is, we assume that the opinion expressed on any particular question arises from a latent, con­

tinuous opinion, and that our survey questions segment this continuum at a series of ordered 

thresholds (y* falls into one of m categories).

The “effect” of ethnocentrism among Hispanics is given by b1 + b2. Effect is used loosely here 

since the marginal effect of ethnocentrism in an ordered probit model would also entail dif­

ferentiating the normal cumulative density function.

21. All other right-hand side variables are coded on the 0–1 interval as well, with one excep­

tion: the measure of the logged proportion of each state’s population accounted for by Hispan­

ics and Asians, which ranges from –4.74 (West Virginia) to –1.05 (California).

22. The effect of a shift in ethnocentrism from –0.1 to +0.6 appears in the last row of table 

6.1 to illustrate the substantive effects of ethnocentrism. We generated these predicted proba­

bilities for a white, female, Independent-leaning Democrat, who has average (or modal, in the 

case of dummy variables) scores on all other variables.

23. Our analysis uncovered no effects of partisanship, no effects of personal troubles, and, 

perhaps surprisingly, no effects of threat.

Contrary to realistic group conflict theory, Americans working low-wage, low-skill jobs were 

not any more likely to take a hard stand on immigration policy. In their study of southern Cali­

fornians’ attitudes toward illegal immigration, Espenshade and Calhoun (1993) found little sup­

port for this hypothesis either. Nor did Citrin and colleagues (1997). For one study that does re­

port a link between occupation and opinion on immigration, see Scheve and Slaughter (2001).

Americans receiving government assistance were more likely, not less, to support the idea 

that immigrants should have immediate access to government aid, they were more supportive  

of bilingual education in the schools, and they were less enthusiastic about establishing En­

glishÂ€as an official language.

Finally, Americans living in states with comparatively high proportions of Hispanics and 

Asians were significantly more likely to push for establishing English as an official language, 

but were actually less negative in their views on other aspects of immigration. This surprised 

us. Group conflict theory has proven valuable in application to American race relations in a 
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line of empirical work that extends back to V. O. Key’s Southern Politics in State and Nation 

(1949). The basic result, relying for the most part on measures like the one we use here, is that 

as the nearby population becomes increasingly black, whites become more reactionary in their 

views on race (e.g., Giles and Evans 1986; Glaser 1994). Furthermore, Quillian (1995) found that 

aggregate differences among Western European publics in anti-immigrant prejudice could be 

traced to national variation in the sheer presence of immigrants: the larger the immigrant pop­

ulation, the stronger the prejudice. In light of these positive results, we pushed harder in our 

analysis to see if we could turn up some support for group conflict theory. We experimented 

with various formulations of this population variable, hoping to turn up more positive evi­

dence, but with no success. We added a set of terms to the analysis [Occupation × Proportion 

Hispanic and Asian] on the idea that real threat means working at the bottom of the occupa­

tional structure in states with large immigration populations. We found no support for this 

claim either. Finally, neither Occupation, nor Proportion Hispanic and Asian, nor their inter­

action, predicts ethnocentrism, so we were also unable to uncover an indirect route by which 

threat might influence immigration opinion.

24. Again, the effect, loosely speaking, of ethnocentrism among Hispanic Americans is given 

by b1 + b2; more precisely, the substantive effects (given by differences in predicted probabili­

ties) for non-Hispanic Americans and for Hispanic Americans appear in table 6.1.

25. Here are the questions:

Many different groups of people have come to the United States at different times in our 

history. In recent years, the population of the United States has been changing to include 

many more people of Hispanic and Asian background. I’m going to read a list of things that 

people say may happen because of the growing number of Hispanic people in the United 

States. For each of these things, please say how likely it is to happen.

How likely is it that the growing number of Hispanics will improve our culture with new 

ideas and customs?

(How likely is it) to cause higher taxes due to more demands for public services?

(How likely is it) to take away jobs from people already here?

How likely is it that the growing number of Asians will improve our culture with new ideas 

and customs?

(How likely is it) to cause higher taxes due to more demands for public services?

(How likely is it) to take away jobs from people already here?

Frequencies appear in the Web appendix. Hispanic Americans were much less alarmist about 

the harm done to American culture by Hispanic immigrants’ ideas and customs, but in other 

respects they were not much different from the rest of the American public.

26. These computations assume individuals who, apart from their scores on the ethno­

centrism scale, are typical of the population as a whole: moderate threat occupation, Inde­

pendent-leaning Democrat, female, and average (or modal) on all other predictor variables. 

We could have plotted the effects of ethnocentrism among whites or blacks; our statistical 

model combines them. Here, we have plotted the lines for whites. The lines for blacks are sim­

ilar, just with slightly different intercepts. The dashed lines represent 95 percent confidence  

intervals.
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27. This conclusion holds however we carry out the analysis. The effect of ethnocentrism is 

substantial whether estimated with cross-sectional or panel data (where ethnocentrism is mea­

sured four years before opinion). And it remains substantial when we replace the stereotype-based  

measure of ethnocentrism with the parallel measure created out of thermometer score ratings. 

This last result is reassuring in at least two respects. First, convergence between the two mea­

sures removes the worry that our findings turn on one particular and perhaps peculiar way of 

measuring ethnocentrism. Second, convergence erases a technical problem (or potential prob­

lem). It turns out that in the 1992 NES interview, the stereotype questions immediately precede 

the measures of opinion on immigration. Such placement might artificially enhance the rela­

tionship we report between opinion on matters of immigration and ethnocentrism, measured 

through group stereotypes. Relying instead on the thermometer ratings allows us to estimate 

the effect of ethnocentrism, free of this particular worry. Using the thermometer-based mea­

sure, we find consistent and large effects of ethnocentrism on white opinion, across every as­

pect of immigration policy. In raw terms, the ordered probit coefficients are somewhat smaller 

than those displayed in tables 6.1 and 6.2, but still sizable.

28. The 1992 NES included four questions designed to measure authoritarianism. Follow­

ing Stenner and Feldman, the questions ask about the values most important for parents to 

emphasize in the raising of their children, with each posing a choice between the authority of 

parents and the autonomy of children. The virtue of these questions is that they capture the 

conceptual core of authoritarianism while avoiding the problems that crippled the original 

measure. On this point, see Altemeyer (1981); Hyman and Sheatsley (1954); and Stenner (2005).  

For the authoritarianism scale as a whole, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.67, using v926019 to v926022.

29. When asked the general question, 44.3 percent of Americans favored a decrease inÂ€immi­

gration, as against just 9.6 percent who favored an increase. In the case of immigration from 

Latin America, 44.2 percent of Americans favored a decrease in immigration, as against just 

8.9 percent who favored an increase. In the case of immigration from Asia, 43.0 percent  

favored a decrease in immigration, while just 8.9 percent favored an increase. And as for  

Europe: 35.5 percent of Americans favored a decrease in immigration versus 9.9 percent who 

favored an increase.

30. Here are the relevant results (complete results appear in the Web appendix):

Ethnocentrism and opposition to immigration . . .

In general

From Latin  

America From Asia From Europe

Ethnocentrism 1.91*** 2.06*** 2.13*** 1.17***

 0.27 0.28 0.28 0.27

Source: 2000 GSS.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit coefficient with standard error below. Model includes 

measures of partisanship, education, employment status, household economic conditions, sex, 

and race.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.

31. This result replicates if we measure ethnocentrism through thermometer scores and 

when we analyze different surveys (including the 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES; the 1992–1996 and 

2000–2004 NES Panels; and the 2000 GSS).
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32. These results also replicate in the 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES and the 2000–2004 NES 

Panel.

33. For this section, we recoded the dependent variables such that higher values indicate 

support for immigration. On increasing immigration, the ordered probit coefficient on ethno­

centrism is estimated to be 1.38 (se = 0.43); on spending (less) on the borders, the estimate is 

= 1.11 (se = 0.59). Full results appear in the Web appendix. These effects are robust. They are 

unaffected by controlling on measures of immigrant status (whether the survey respondent or 

the survey respondent’s parents were born outside the United States), nation of origin, class, 

family economic conditions, and more.

34. Is this ethnocentrism at work, or is it group identification? The theory of group identifi­

cation contends that the political consequences of group membership are accentuated among 

those who belong to the group psychologically, not just objectively, who identify with their 

group for reasons of shared interests or common values (Conover 1988; Dawson 1994; Price 

1989; Tajfel 1982). In the particular case before us here, among Hispanic Americans, conven­

tional measures of group identification are correlated with the in-group component of ethno­

centrism, as one would expect, but the correlations are surprisingly weak. Moreover, when 

we add these conventional measures to our standard model, we find that group identification 

is generally irrelevant to Hispanic Americans’ opinions on immigration, and that the pres­

ence of group identification does nothing to the sizable effects we have previously assigned to  

ethnocentrism.

35. To provide a statistical test to determine whether the effects of ethnocentrism in 1996 

were significantly greater than the effects in 1992, we first converted the panel data into two 

stacked, independent cross-sections, by arbitrarily splitting the sample in half. In one cross- 

section, the dependent variable was measured in the 1992 NES. In the other, the dependent 

variable was measured in the 1996 NES. We then estimated a fully interactive model, where 

each predictor was multiplied by a dummy variable, coded 0 if the respondent belonged to 

the first “sample” and coded 1 if the respondent belonged to the second (the “1996 sample”). 

To provide a sampling distribution for the coefficient interacting ethnocentrism with the 1996 

sample, we split our original sample in half in multiple iterations. For the two dependent 

variables—decreasing the level of immigration and requiring immigrants to wait before be­

ing eligible for assistance—we reran the model 50,000 times, dividing the sample a different 

way each time.

For opinion on decreasing the level of immigration, the mean interaction term between  

E × 1996, produced by these 50,000 iterations, was 0.06 (sd = 0.76); nearly half of the analy­

ses produced a negative interaction term and nearly half of them produced a positive one. We 

cannot say with any certainty that the effect of ethnocentrism rises in 1996 for this dependent 

variable.

For opinion on requiring immigrants to wait, the results are a bit more promising, but they 

still did not meet conventional significance levels. We can reject the null hypothesis of no ef­

fect at p < 0.23 (one-tailed).

For more details, see the Web appendix.

36. According to a member of the state central Republican Party Committee, McCain’s  

weak position eliminated him as a serious contender: “When I go county to county visiting 

29 counties in my area, I believe almost without exception that immigration is that issue that 

puts fire in their eyes. They just really are livid that we have allowed this to happen to the point 

it has” (Nagourney 2007).

n o t e s  t o  p a g e s  1 4 2 – 1 4 7   291



That McCain was attacked on immigration in Iowa may actually not be that surprising. Pat­

terns of immigration settlement have shifted across the country in the past few decades, with 

immigrants settling in “New Destinations”—nontraditionally receiving states in the South 

and Midwest. Between 1990 and 2000, the Hispanic population grew at a rate of 300 percent or 

above in North Carolina, Arkansas, and Georgia (Kochhar, Suro, and Tafoya 2005). From 2000 

to 2005, 41,000 Iowans took up residence in other states; this population loss was not entirely 

offset by international in-migration of 30,000 residents (U.S. Census Bureau 2005). The state 

government in Iowa has tried (not without controversy) to encourage immigration in order 

to curtail its falling population.

37. The (one-sided) p-values are as follows: 0.15 (decreasing the level of immigration), 0.43 

(wait for benefits), 0.05 (English-only instruction), and 0.12 (English as official language).

38. We do not see this triggering effect of increasing immigration on opposition to immi­

gration in 2000—perhaps because by 2000, every state but Maine had experienced gains in 

foreign-born population.

39. We also analyzed Asian Americans, whose views on immigration seem harder to predict. 

On the one hand, like Hispanic Americans, many Asian Americans may find themselves “in be­

tween two nations.” On the other hand, for Asian Americans, “home” is further away geograph­

ically and may be so psychologically as well, and so the myth of return may be less compelling. 

We expect in-group pride to be a force for positive views on immigration among Asian Ameri­

cans, though perhaps not quite so one-sidedly as it appears to be for Hispanic Americans.

The practical problem for investigating this question is cases—more precisely, insufficient 

cases. The Asian American population in the United States is growing rapidly, but even large 

representative national samples of the sort carried out by NES or GSS scoop up so few Asians 

to make serious analysis impossible. We needed to find another source.

The best we managed to turn up is the Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality (MCSUI), 

which we put to use back in chapter 3. MCSUI, remember, was carried out between 1992 and 

1994 in four American cities: Atlanta, Boston, Detroit, and Los Angeles. In Los Angeles, the 

Asian population was deliberately oversampled. More than eight hundred Asians, mostly of 

Korean, Japanese, or Chinese descent, were interviewed. And each was asked, following our 

familiar format, to offer judgments about the character of four racial groups—whites, blacks, 

Hispanic Americans, and Asian Americans—with respect to each of five characteristics—intel­

ligent, friendly, fair, law-abiding, and independent. As we learned in chapter 3, Asian Ameri­

cans living in Los Angeles displayed considerable ethnocentrism: they regarded their group to 

be superior, on average, to all other groups on each of these characteristics.

Fortunately for our immediate purposes, the MCSUI also asked two questions on immigra­

tion. Neither one concerns policy per se, but each seems to capture sentiments that are close to, 

and perhaps even interchangeable with, support for immigration in general. Both begin from 

the same premise: that immigration to the United States continues at the same (high) rate into 

the foreseeable future. Respondents are then asked to guess what would happen under this con­

dition to their own group’s political power. In the second and exactly parallel question, they 

were asked what would happen to their group’s economic opportunity.

Here are the exact questions:

If immigration to this country continues at the present rate, how much political influence 

do you believe people like you, that is Asian American people, will have?

Much more than now

Some but not a lot more
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No more or less than now

Less than now

A lot less than now?

What about economic opportunity? If immigration to this country continues at the present 

rate, do you believe people like you, that is Asian American people, will probably have

Much more economic opportunity than before

Some but not a lot more

No more or less than now

Less than now

A lot less economic opportunity than now?

Keep in mind that the sample we are analyzing here is not intended to be representative of 

Asian Americans nationwide; nor is it necessarily a fully representative sample of Asian Ameri­

cans living in Los Angeles (see the MCSUI codebook for details on sampling).

Asian Americans were generally positive in their assessment of immigration’s consequences. 

On average, they thought that immigration would mean greater political power and expanded 

economic opportunity. More precisely, 17.4 percent of Asian Americans said that their politi­

cal influence would increase sharply with continuing high rates of immigration; another 56.6 

percent claimed that they would gain some influence; 14.2 percent said that economic oppor­

tunity for Asian Americans would expand dramatically if immigration continues; 45.8 percent 

said that their economic opportunity would expand somewhat. Hispanic Americans saw im­

migration in much the same way. In contrast, whites and blacks looked at immigration and saw 

trouble for their group: political influence diminished, economic opportunity narrowed.

The key question here is whether, as we expect, ethnocentrism among Asian Americans is 

associated with more favorable assessments of immigration. The answer is yes, as the top row 

of the following table demonstrates:

Ethnocentrism and immigration among Asian Americans

Political 

power

Economic 

opportunity

Political 

power

Economic 

opportunity

Ethnocentrism  0.71*** 1.01*** 

 0.27 0.27 

In-group  0.52 0.82***

pride  0.32  0.31

Out-group 1.17*** 1.29***

hostility  0.42  0.41

N 733 735  733 735

Source: Los Angeles component of the 1992–1994 MCSUI.

Note: Table entry is the ordered probit regression coefficient with standard errors below. In-

group pride is coded from 0 (negative) to 1 (positive assessments). Out-group hostility is coded 

from 0 (positive) to 1 (negative assessments). Dependent variables are coded such that higher 

values correspond with favorable views of immigration’s consequences. Models also control for 

ideological identification, partisanship, education, sex, family income, and employment status. 

Full results appear in the Web appendix.

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.
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Among Asian Americans, ethnocentrism generates positive views on immigration. The 

more Asian Americans regard their own group to be superior, the more likely they are to say 

that immigration is good—that it enhances their group’s political influence and expands their 

group’s economic opportunity.

On matters of immigration and ethnocentrism, then, Asians resemble Hispanics. The  

resemblance is strong but imperfect. Among Hispanic Americans, most of the power of ethno­

centrism to influence opinion on immigration arises from in-group pride. Among Asian 

Americans, both aspects of ethnocentrism are working. Both in-group pride and out-group 

hostility motivate Asian Americans toward a positive view of immigration.

Chapter Seven

1. In response to exit polls following the election, many journalists and political pundits de­

clared that the election turned decisively on moral issues (Seelye 2004). Some attributed Presi­

dent George W. Bush’s success in the presidential election to state-level ballot initiatives on 

same-sex marriage (Dao 2004). Senator John Kerry’s advisers blamed voters’ preoccupation 

with moral values for Kerry’s loss (Nagourney 2004). This seems largely mistaken. Although 

same-sex referenda seem to have increased turnout by two to three percentage points (Althaus 

2005; McDonald 2004), it is unclear whether this surge in voters actually benefited Bush. And 

while some political scientists have found that moral issues contributed to Bush’s victory (D. E.  

Campbell and Monson 2005; Lewis 2005), most seem skeptical (see, e.g., Abramowitz and 

Stone 2006; Ansolabehere and Stewart 2005; Burden 2004; Fiorina 2004; Hillygus and Shields 

2005).

2. Here is the text of the questions (distributions appear in the Web appendix):

Should same-sex couples be allowed to marry, or do you think they should not be allowed 

to marry?

Do you think gay or lesbian couples, in other words, homosexual couples, should be legally 

permitted to adopt children?

Do you think homosexuals should be allowed to serve in the United States Armed Forces 

or don’t you think so? (Strongly or not strongly?)

Do you favor or oppose laws to protect homosexuals against job discrimination? (Strongly 

or not strongly?)

3. Public opinion on this issue has become much more progressive in recent years. In 1992, as 

Clinton’s recommendation was being first discussed, Americans on balance favored the idea of  

gays being allowed to serve in the military, but by a narrow margin: 32.1 percent strongly fa­

vored military service for gays; 32.4 percent strongly opposed it. Twelve years later, opinion 

favored the idea of gays serving in the military overwhelmingly. On the evolution of policy in 

this domain, see D’Amico (2000); and Herek, Jobe, and Carney (1996).

4. On policy and opinion on employment discrimination against gays, see Button, Rienzo, 

and Wald (2000); Donovan, Wenzel, and Bowler (2000); Gamble (1997); Haider-Markel and 

Meier (1996); Lewis and Edelson (2000); and Wald, Button, and Rienzo (1996).

5. Here again we see a sharp and rapid shift in opinion. As recently as 1992, when the iden­

tical question was asked, the American public was much more divided. Then 32.4 percent of 

Americans said that they strongly supported laws that would protect gays and lesbians from  
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job discrimination, with 24.6 percent in strong opposition. This shift in opinion is part of a 

more general pattern. In the last twenty years, American public opinion on homosexuality and 

on policies addressing the rights of homosexuals has shifted dramatically to the left (e.g., Wil­

cox and Norrander 2002; P. Brewer 2003a; Loftus 2001).

6. Here is the coding of the variables in the standard model:

Partisanship. The political parties have taken distinct stands on homosexual rights, with the 

Christian conservatives steering the Republicans to the right and, for the most part, gay and les­

bian rights activists finding themselves under the big tent of the Democratic Party (Ellis 2005). 

Partisanship is coded from 0 (strong Republican) to 1 (strong Democrat), based on v043116.

Education is coded from 0 (<9 years) to 1 (advanced degree), using v043254.

Female is coded 1 for female and 0 for male, based on v043411.

Religion. Importance of Religion is an additive scale comprised of Guidance (v043220) and 

Attendance (v043223 to 043225). The scale ranges from 0 (low) to 1 (high), has a mean of 0.48, 

a standard deviation of 0.33, and Cronbach’s reliability of 0.74. Religious Doctrine consists of 

responses to v043222, ranging from 0 (“Word of man”) to 1 (“Word of God”). Religious De-

nomination consists of responses in v043247 and v043247a, coded into five dummy variables: 

Baptist/Fundamentalist; Catholic; Jewish; Other Religion; Agnostic/No Religion), with main­

line Protestants set as the baseline reference group.

Authoritarianism. Following Stenner (2005), we measure Authoritarianism with respon­

dents’ choices of the values that children should be encouraged to learn at home (an additive 

scale based on v045208 to v045211). Those who select “good manners” and “obedience” as pri­

mary virtues for children are authoritarian; those who choose “imagination” and “indepen­

dence” are not. The measure ranges from 0 (not authoritarian) to 1 (authoritarian), has a mean 

of 0.58, standard deviation of 0.29, and Cronbach’s reliability of 0.61.

Egalitarianism. While proponents of gay rights have often framed their cause as one of se­

curing equal rights, opponents use equality to argue against “special rights” (P. Brewer 2003b; 

Wilcox and Wolpert 2000). Hence, what to expect of the empirical relationship between egali­

tarianism and opinion on gay rights is unclear. Egalitarianism consists of an additive scale of 

items v045212 to v045217. The scale, bounded from 0 (less egalitarian) to 1 (highly egalitarian), 

has a mean of 0.63, a standard deviation of 0.20, and a Cronbach’s reliability of 0.72.

All dependent variables are coded such that higher values represent more conservative 

views.

7. These effects hold up in several national surveys in addition to the 2004 NES. For ex­

ample, here are the ordered probit coefficients (and standard errors) for ethnocentrism esti­

mated by the standard model. Identical dependent variables are available in the 1992 and 2000  

NES:

Adoption Military Employment

NES 1992 1.20*** 0.86*** 0.66***

0.24 0.20 0.19

NES 2000 0.93*** 0.24 0.59***

0.29 0.23 0.23

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10, two-tailed.

The effect of ethnocentrism is unaffected by various alternative specifications. Suppose, 

for example, we add a measure of moral traditionalism to the standard model. We have made 
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good use of moral traditionalism before, in our analysis of opposition to immigration in  

chapter 6. According to Pamela Conover and Stanley Feldman (1986b, p. 1), moral tradition­

alism reflects “a general dimension of traditional (conservative) to modern (liberal) moral 

values.” Conceived of in this way, moral traditionalism would seem to belong to the standard 

model for predicting public opinion on gay rights. But we have reservations about its opera­

tionalization (see Stoker 1987). In the NES measure of moral traditionalism, respondents are 

asked whether they agree or disagree with the following series of propositions:

The newer lifestyles are contributing to the breakdown of our society.

The world is always changing, and we should adjust our view of moral behavior to those 

changes.

This country would have many fewer problems if there were more emphasis on traditional 

family ties.

We should be more tolerant of people who choose to live according to their own standards, 

even if they are very different from our own.

Conover and Feldman offer these items as a general predisposition, a way to distinguish be­

tween the generally traditional and the generally modern. But in content the measure is not 

all that general. Two of the items in particular (the first and third) implicate, by our reading, a 

specific moral issue: namely, the challenge to traditional marriage and family posed by the gay 

rights movement. The “newer lifestyles” referenced in the first question and “traditional family 

ties” referenced in the third seem to us to be code. From this point of view, adding moral tradi­

tionalism to our analysis will certainly add predictive power to the standard model, but without 

adding appreciably to our understanding of the foundations of public opinion on gay rights.

For our analyses, Moral Traditionalism consists of an additive scale of items v045189 to 

v045192. The scale, bounded from 0 (less traditional) to 1 (highly traditional), has a mean of 

0.56, a standard deviation of 0.22, and a Cronbach’s reliability of 0.67.

When we add moral traditionalism to the standard model, we find, as expected, that it has 

substantial independent effects on opinion, especially in matters of marriage and adoption. 

Bringing moral traditionalism in, however, has no consequence for our assessment of the part 

played by ethnocentrism. When moral traditionalism is added to the standard model, the ef­

fects due to ethnocentrism decline ever so slightly or they increase ever so slightly. Differences 

between the two sets of estimates are negligible (as shown in the Web appendix).

What about class? Here we draw on Lipset’s (1959) argument that the precarious predicament 

of the working class “predisposes them to view politics as black and white, good and evil . . .  

a tendency to view politics and personal relationships in black-and-white terms, a desire for 

immediate action, an impatience with talk and discussion, a lack of interest in organizations 

which have a long-range perspective, and a readiness to follow leaders who offer a demonologi­

cal interpretation of the evil forces (either religious or political) which are conspiring against 

[them]” (pp. 90, 115). By this reasoning, we might expect the working class to enlist most avidly 

in initiatives that would reassert moral order. But when we add to our standard model a high-

performing measure of social class (Hout, Brooks, and Manza 1993, 1995, 1999), nothing in our 

results changes. Perhaps Lipset was wrong; perhaps we have applied his argument inappropri­

ately; or perhaps insofar as Lipset was onto something, the tendencies he identified as associ­

ated with working-class experience are measured more directly by ethnocentrism.
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We also investigated whether ethnocentrism might interact with other variables. Does ethno­

centrism here work differently for blacks and Hispanic Americans? Not so far as we could tell, 

though our tests were limited by the relatively small number of black and Hispanic Americans 

in NES samples.

Does ethnocentrism interact with limited government, on the idea that ethnocentrism 

would matter more in the moral domain among those Americans who thought government 

had an important role to play in society? No.

Finally, what about gender? In the 2004 NES, we find large and statistically significant inter­

actions between gender and ethnocentrism: big effects of ethnocentrism on gay rights among 

men; modest or negligible effects among women. There is independent evidence to suggest 

that straight men are especially agitated or threatened by gay men (Herek 2002), but before we 

head too far down this path we must report that the 2004 results do not replicate: not in the 

1992 NES, not in the 2000 NES, not in the 1990 GSS, and not, finally, in the 2000 GSS. The gen­

eral finding, then, is that ethnocentrism is as powerful a factor on issues of gay rights among 

women as among men.

8. Predicted probabilities are generated for a white female, Independent-leaning Democrat, 

who is a mainline Protestant, and is average on all other predictor variables. Dashed lines rep­

resent 95 percent confidence intervals.

9. From one perspective, the results presented in table 7.1 and displayed in figure 7.1 almost 

certainly underestimate the real effects of ethnocentrism. The coefficients shown there repre­

sent average effects; in particular, the standard model, as we have estimated it so far, assumes 

that ethnocentrism works the same way for gays and straights. This must be wrong. Among 

heterosexuals, ethnocentrism motivates opposition to policies meant to protect and extend 

civil rights for gay people; among homosexuals, we would expect ethnocentrism to work in 

the opposite direction. In-group favoritism—gay pride—should lead to support for same-sex 

marriage, the right of gays to serve in the military, and all the rest.

Unfortunately, the NES does not contain a measure of sexual orientation, so we cannot test 

this directly. We can, however, gain a sense of how much trouble this is likely to make for our 

estimates of ethnocentrism’s impact in the domain of gay rights. Return for a moment to the 

last chapter and role of ethnocentrism in public opinion on immigration. There we faced an 

analogous situation to the one we encounter here. In chapter 6 we found that ethnocentrism 

motivates opposition toward a more generous immigration policy among white and black 

Americans, but support for a more generous immigration policy among Hispanic Americans. 

The advantage in that analysis is that NES provided instrumentation that allowed us to dis­

tinguish among whites, blacks, and Hispanics. Among other things, this means that can see 

what difference it would make to our estimate of the effect of ethnocentrism on immigration 

if we were to run the standard model on the entire sample—that is, assuming that the effect of 

ethnoÂ�centrism on immigration policy is the same regardless of race. We also know (or think 

we know) from the Census and the National Health and Social Life Survey the proportion of 

the American adult population that is gay. Putting these two pieces of information together, 

we believe that the coefficients shown in table 7.1 underestimate the real effects due to ethno­

centrism among the heterosexual population by about 8 percent.

Technical details behind these calculations are spelled out in the Web appendix.

10. See C. Cohen (1999); Cook and Colby (1992); Shilts (1987); Rom (2000); and Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention (2006a).

11. See Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2006c).
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12. For the most part, this is what the government was doing—spending more (Rom 2000). 

Included in the 7.9 percent who wanted a decrease in funding is a tiny group who volunteered 

the idea that spending on AIDS should be cut out entirely.

13. This speculation suggests that ethnocentric Americans might be ambivalent toward 

spending federal dollars on AIDS research. However, using the method spelled out by Alvarez 

and Brehm (2002), we turned up no evidence for this.

14. Here’s the exact question from the 1993 NES Pilot Study:

Which comes closer to how you feel:

If I had a job working with a gay or lesbian, I would be worried about getting AIDS or some 

other disease.

I don’t worry that working with a homosexual would pose any special danger of disease.

A follow-up question asks how worried the respondent is of contracting the disease or how 

confident the respondent is of not catching AIDS. Frequencies appear in the Web appendix. 

For evidence on the public’s knowledge (ignorance) about AIDS, see Singer, Rodgers, and 

Corcoran (1987); and Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock (1991).

15. The questions read:

There’s been a lot of discussion about the way morals and attitudes about sex are changing 

in this country. If a man and woman have sex relations before marriage, do you think it is 

always wrong, almost always wrong, wrong only sometimes, or not wrong at all?

What if they are in their early teens, say 14 to 16 years old? In that case, do you think sex 

relations before marriage are always wrong, almost always wrong, wrong only sometimes, 

or not wrong at all?

What is your opinion about a married person having sexual relations with someone other 

than the marriage partner—is it always wrong, almost always wrong, wrong only some­

times, or not wrong at all?

What about sexual relations between two adults of the same sex—do you think it is always 

wrong, almost always wrong, wrong only sometimes, or not wrong at all?

Would you be for or against sex education in the public schools?

Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree that methods of birth con­

trol should be available to teenagers between the ages of 14 and 16 if their parents do not  

approve?

Frequencies appear in the Web appendix. In our analyses, the dependent variable is coded such 

that higher values represent more conservative responses.

16. When we carried out the identical analysis with the 1990 GSS, which included the same 

battery of questions, plus larger sample sizes, we found, once again, a significant and sizable 

effect of ethnocentrism on disapproval of gay sex but not, for the most part, elsewhere (results 

appear in the Web appendix).

17. On public opinion moving toward expert opinion, see Wilcox and Norrander (2002); 

Wilcox and Wolpert (1996).

18. Here are the exact questions:
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Do you think being homosexual is something people choose to be, or do you think it is 

something they cannot change?

Which of these statements comes closer to your view: One, homosexuality is unnatural. Or, 

Two, for some people, homosexuality is their natural sexuality?

19. See Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2006a). For an account of the politics 

of AIDS among black Americans, see C. Cohen (1999).

20. A national survey carried out by Kaiser Family Foundation/Harvard School of Public 

Health included a question asking whether the number of new AIDS infections among a series 

of groups (gay men under twenty-five, gay men twenty-five and older, women, intravenous 

drug users, people receiving blood transfusions, newborn babies, blacks, Hispanics, and teen­

agers) has “gone up,” “gone down,” or “stayed the same.” Among black respondents, 73 per­

cent said that the infection rate among blacks had “gone up” (compared with only 60 percent 

of whites). In contrast, blacks and whites were pretty similar in their views on the incidence  

rate among gay men under twenty-five (56 percent of blacks and 52 percent of whites say that 

it has gone up).

Blacks are also much more concerned about AIDS. When asked about how serious a prob­

lem it is “for people you know,” 63 percent of blacks think AIDS is a serious problem compared 

with 40 percent of whites. With respect to being concerned about personally getting AIDS, 56 

percent of blacks are “very concerned” whereas only 16 percent of whites are “very concerned.” 

Among those with children under the age of twenty-one, 71 percent of black respondents are 

“very concerned” about their child becoming infected, whereas 50 percent of white respon­

dents report the same.

21. In the 1992 NES, when we estimate the standard equation among black Americans alone, 

we find b1 = –1.16, se = 0.78, p < 0.15 (two-tailed). In the 2000 NES, when we estimate the 

standard equation among black Americans alone, we find b1 = –1.70, se = 0.88, p < 0.06 (two-

tailed). Full results are in the Web appendix. We would have liked to have analyzed the 2004 

NES as well, but the question on AIDS spending was not present on that study.

22. Consistent with these results, black Americans are also more inclined than the rest of 

the public to favor an increase in spending on AIDS. In the 1992 NES, 76.5 percent of black 

Americans said that federal spending on research on AIDS should be increased compared to 

60.2 percent of the rest of the American public. By the fall of 2000, with the epidemic now cen­

tered in Africa, the racial divide in opinion had widened: 74.4 percent of black Americans said 

that federal spending on research on AIDS should be increased compared to just 49.6 percent 

among the rest.

As of an August 2008 CDC report, black Americans were seven times more likely than whites 

to contract AIDS.

23. According to John D’Emilio, the founding director of the Policy Institute of the Na­

tional Gay and Lesbian Task Force, Scalia wrote his dissent not with the Court or constitutional 

scholars in mind. Rather, D’Emilio argues, Scalia intended “to sound an alarm, to mobilize the 

armies of the Christian right, to alert conservatives to a danger in [their] midst and to call them 

to action” (D’Emilio 2007, p. 44).

24. The eleven states are Arkansas, Georgia, Kentucky, Michigan, Mississippi, Montana, 

North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, and Utah. Two others—Louisiana and Missouri—

passed amendments banning same-sex marriage prior to Election Day (Wilcox, Merolla, and 

Beer 2006).
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25. Testing the statistical significance of the interaction term, t = 0.99, p < 0.17 (one-sided 

test).

26. We argue that the effect of ethnocentrism should be conditional upon both exposure to 

the campaign and the presence of a same-sex ballot initiative. To test these predictions, we es­

timated the standard model predicting opinion on same-sex marriage, plus four interaction 

terms: E × Same-Sex Ballot Initiative × Exposure; E × Same-Sex Ballot Initiative; E × Exposure; 

Same-Sex Ballot Initiative × Exposure. Exposure is coded from 0 (interviewed fifty-six days be­

fore Election Day) to 1 (interviewed the day before Election Day). If exposure to the campaign 

increases the effect of ethnocentrism within same-sex ballot initiative states, then the three-

way interaction term should be positive and significant. The coefficient on E × Same-Sex Bal-

lot Initiative × Exposure was 4.50, with standard error of 3.79, one-tailed p < 0.12. Full results 

appear in the Web appendix.

27. In the six states with gay marriage on the ballot that fell within the NES sample, the es­

timated effect of ethnocentrism is b = 0.67; in states without gay marriage on the ballot, b = 

–0.67. The interaction term testing for the difference between the two effects borders on statis­

tical significance (t = 1.45, p < 0.08, one-sided test). Full results appear in the Web appendix.

28. We find a roughly 8 percentage point increase among those scoring in the highest quar­

tile of E, and a slight decline—about 2.5 percentage points—among the least ethnocentric. To 

arrive at these estimates, we first apportioned our sample respondents into four quartiles: those 

who were more ethnocentric, mildly ethnocentric, indifferent between the in-group and out-

groups, and those who favored out-groups over the in-group. We estimated each respondent’s 

predicted probability of turning out, using each respondent’s own sample values for each of the 

covariates in the model. Then we estimated an average predicted turnout level for each quar­

tile. This provides us with a baseline set of values. To determine the “effect” of the same-sex 

marriage initiative for a given individual, we generated a new predicted probability for each re­

spondent who lived in a same-sex marriage initiative state—by assigning them a value of 0 on 

E × Same-Sex Marriage Initiative and Same-Sex Marriage Initiative. The effect of the same-sex 

marriage initiative is thus the difference between the predicted probability, given that a same-

sex marriage initiative was present, and the predicted probability, given that a same-sex mar­

riage initiative was not present. For more details, see the Web appendix.

29. For general discussions of morality and politics in the United States from a variety of per­

spectives, see Hofstadter (1955); Gusfield (1963); Lakoff (1996); and Stoker (1992).

Chapter Eight

1. On these points, see Freeman (1975); Klein (1987); Mansbridge (1986); C. Mueller (1987); 

and Wolbrecht (2000).

2. The question text reads:

There has been some discussion about abortion during recent years. Which one of the 

opinions on this page best agrees with your view? You can just tell me the number of the 

opinion you choose.

1. By law, abortion should never be permitted.

2. �The law should permit abortion only in case of rape, incest, or when the woman’s life 

is in danger.

3. �The law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape, incest, or danger to the 

woman’s life, but only after the need for the abortion has been clearly established.
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4. �By law, a woman should always be able to obtain an abortion as a matter of personal 

choice.

There has been discussion recently about a law to ban certain types of late-term abortions, 

sometimes called partial birth abortions. Do you favor or oppose a law that makes these 

types of abortions illegal? (Strongly or not strongly?)

Would you favor or oppose a law in your state that would allow the use of government 

funds to help pay for the costs of abortion for women who cannot afford them? (Strongly 

or not strongly?)

Would you favor or oppose a law in your state that would require a married woman to 

notify her husband before she can have an abortion? (Strongly or not strongly?)

Would you favor or oppose a law in your state that would require a teenage girl under age 

18 to receive her parent’s permission before she could obtain an abortion? (Strongly or not 

strongly?)

Distributions appear in the Web appendix. In our regression analyses, the dependent variable 

is scaled such that higher values indicate more restrictive views on abortion.

3. For opinion on abortion, the standard model must take into account the possible impact 

of religion. We represent religion in three aspects. Religious Denomination is coded into five 

dummy variables (Catholic; Baptist/Fundamentalist; Jewish; Other Religion; Agnostic/No Re­

ligion), with mainline Protestants set as the baseline reference group. Importance of Religion is 

an additive scale comprised of the extent to which people say that their religion provides them 

guidance and the frequency with which they attend religious services. And Religious Doctrine 

distinguishes between those who believe that the Bible consists of the inerrant and infallible 

“Word of God” from those who do not.

4. Effect is used loosely here since the marginal effect of ethnocentrism in an ordered probit 

model would also entail differentiating the normal cumulative density function.

5. In all five cases, b2 , the coefficient testing for sex differences, was substantively small and 

statistically indistinguishable from zero.

Incidentally, differences between men and women in their opinion on these issues ranged 

from negligible to small. The largest difference shows up on the question of government sub­

sidy, where women were a bit more likely to be strongly opposed to the government providing 

financial assistance to poor women who want to have abortions (51.5 percent of the women 

versus 43.4 percent of the men in strong opposition; the difference is significant at p < 0.01). 

But by and large, a gender gap on abortion policy is hard to find.

6. Here is the GSS question:

Please tell me whether or not you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to 

obtain a legal abortion:

If there is a strong chance of serious defect in the baby?

If she is married and does not want any more children?

If the woman’s own health is seriously endangered by the pregnancy?

If the family has a very low income and cannot afford any more children?

If she became pregnant as a result of rape?

If she is not married and does not want to marry the man?

If the woman wants it for any reason?
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7. For this analysis, we constructed a dependent variable that counted the number of cir­

cumstances where abortion should not be legal. The variable ranges from 0 (in all seven cir­

cumstances it should be legal) to 1 (in no circumstance should it be legal). For the additive 

scales, a = 0.88 in the 1990 GSS; a = 0.89 in the 2000 GSS. The effect of ethnocentrism is esti­

mated by least-squares regression, controlling on partisanship, education, sex, race, ethnicity, 

authoritarianism, egalitarianism, age, and religious attendance.

GSS 1990 GSS 2000

Ethnocentrism –0.05 0.18

0.08 0.18

N    580     227

Note: Table entry is the estimated OLS regression coefficient with standard error below.

To determine whether ethnocentrism worked differently for women and men, we included an 

interaction between ethnocentrism and sex of the respondent. It did not. The estimated coef­

ficients for the interaction terms were b = 0.14 (se = 0.15, p ~ 0.32) in 1990 and b = –0.01 (se =  

0.34, p ~ 0.98) in 2000.

8. Here, we are drawing from Carroll (1985) and Wolbrecht (2000).

9. These questions read:

Some people feel that if women are not getting equal treatment in jobs, the government in 

Washington ought to see to it that they do. Others feel that this is not the federal govern­

ment’s business. Have you had enough interest in this question to favor one side over 

the other? How do you feel? Should the government in Washington see to it that women 

get equal treatment in jobs or is this not the federal government’s business? Do you feel 

strongly or not strongly (that the government in Washington should see to it that women 

get equal treatment in jobs/that this is not the federal government’s business)?

Because of past discrimination, employers should make special efforts to hire and promote 

qualified women. (Do you strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, or 

strongly disagree?)

Do you think enough is being done to protect women from being sexually harassed in the 

workplace, is too much being done, or too little being done?

Should federal spending be increased, decreased, or kept about the same on child care?

Do you think the government should require companies to allow up to six months unpaid 

leave for parents to spend time with their newborn or newly adopted children, or is this 

something that should be left to the individual employer?

10. Americans are generally more favorably disposed toward affirmative action programs 

designed to help women than they are toward comparable programs that are designed to help 

blacks. The differences run ten to twenty percentage points and show up for different kinds of 

programs and across differently formulated survey questions. The difference can be made to 

disappear by placing the question about affirmative action for women immediately before the 

question about affirmative action for blacks, which apparently activates a norm of reciprocity 

(Steeh and Krysan 1996; Schuman and Presser 1981).

11. For an excellent account of the Thomas nomination and confirmation, see Mayer and 

Abramson (1994).
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12. On all of these “women’s issues,” women were more likely than men to favor the liberal 

position. The differences were consistent, statistically significant, and modest in size. The larg­

est gap occurred on federal spending on child care: 56.7 percent of the women, compared to 

43.7 percent of the men, favored increased federal spending on child care in 1992 (p < 0.01).

13. Some modifications were made for the GSS model. Authoritarianism was dropped to 

preserve cases. Religious attendance is used instead of religious importance.

14. Recall that the employment discrimination item included a filter question. In the results 

we present, we set those who said they were not interested in the issue to the midpoint. Explic­

itly addressing selection bias using a Heckman model produced substantively identical results: 

ethnocentrism is not a significant predictor of opinion on whether government should ensure 

equal treatment for women.

15. The interaction between ethnocentrism and sex of the respondent was insignificant in 

four of five cases. The one exception was on whether the government should see to it that 

women receive equal treatment in jobs. There the coefficient on ethnocentrism was 0.28 (se =  

0.44, p ~ 0.52), while the interaction coefficient [E × Female] was –0.99 (se = 0.57, p ~ 0.08, 

two-tailed). These results suggest that ethnocentrism works differently for men and women: 

that ethnocentrism motivates men to oppose and women to support government’s stepping 

in to make sure that women are not discriminated on the job.

16. In the standard model, b1 = 1.29, se = 0.28, p < 0.01.

17. From Mill’s point in his famous essay on the subjection of women ([1869] 1998). Also see 

Glick and Fiske (1996, 1997); Jackman (1994); and Luker (1984).

Chapter Nine

1. Quoted in Katz (1986). On American attitudes toward poverty and work viewed histori­

cally, see Katz (1986) and Rodgers (1974).

2. Emerson (1841, p. 43).

3. Here we are following Burtless’s (1994) helpful analysis of the American welfare state.

4. According to the Government Printing Office (2007, p. 227).

5. Social Security Administration (2007).

6. U.S. Bureau of the Census (2007, table 462, p. 309). http://www.census.gov/compendia/

statab/tables/07s0462.xls.

7. To measure American opinion on welfare, we drew opportunistically from recent install­

ments of the NES and GSS. As always, distributions appear in the Web appendix.

Means-tested welfare programs are very unpopular. In the 2000 NES, respondents were 

asked their opinion on federal spending across thirteen items. In 2000, the least popular spend­

ing item was foreign aid. Not far behind were welfare programs and food stamps. When asked 

about welfare programs, 37.9 percent of respondents wanted spending decreased or cut out en­

tirely; 32.2 percent said so for food stamps. Less than half of respondents (45.0 percent) wanted 

spending maintained on welfare programs; slightly more (51.6 percent) favored maintaining 

spending for food stamps. In contrast, the item garnering the greatest support was spending 

on public schools: 76.5 percent of respondents wanted spending to be increased, 18.5 percent 

wanted it maintained, and only 5.0 percent wanted it decreased or cut out entirely. Social Se­

curity was almost as popular: 64.7 percent of respondents wanted increased spending; about a 

third (31.0 percent) wanted spending maintained, and only 4.2 percent wanted it decreased or 

cut out entirely. For more on the relative unpopularity of means-tested programs, see Cook 

and Barrett (1992) and Gilens (1999).
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8. The questions read as follows:

Should federal spending on social security be increased, decreased, or kept about the 

same?

Do you favor or oppose expanding Medicare to pay for nursing home care and long hospi­

tal stays for the elderly? Strongly or not strongly?

Do you favor or oppose taxes on social security retirement benefits? Strongly or not 

strongly?

Some people have proposed that most of the expected federal budget surplus should go to 

protecting social security and Medicare. Do you approve or disapprove of this proposal? 

Strongly or not strongly?

9. The questions read as follows:

Should federal spending on public schools be increased, decreased, or kept about the same?

Should federal spending on pre-school and early education for poor children be increased, 

decreased, or kept about the same?

In the GSS, the series of questions is preceded with the following:

Here are several things that the government in Washington might do to deal with the prob­

lems of poverty and unemployment. I would like you to tell me if you favor or oppose 

them. Would you say that you strongly favor it, favor it, neither favor nor oppose it, oppose 

it, or strongly oppose it?

Spending more money on the schools in poor neighborhoods especially for pre-school and 

early education programs.

Provide special college scholarships for children from economically disadvantaged back­

grounds who maintain good grades.

Here are some other areas of government spending. Please indicate whether you would like 

to see more or less government spending in each area. Remember that if you say “much 

more,” it might require a tax increase to pay for it. . . . Preschool programs like Head Start 

for poor children.

10. Views within these categories of means-tested transfer programs, social insurance pro­

grams, and human capital programs are reasonably coherent. Using all available items in the 

1992, 1996, 2000, and 2002 NES, and 1990 GSS, the average intra-category correlations between 

available means-tested opinion items is 0.39; the average intra-category correlation for social 

insurance items is 0.25, and it is 0.26 for human-capital opinion items. There is more coher­

ence among items within categories than across categories: the average inter-category correla­

tions between policy items are 0.12 (means-tested to social-insurance), 0.12 (means-tested to 

human-capital, and 0.14 (social-insurance to human-capital).

11. We use ordered probit regression, with all opinion measures coded such that higher val­

ues indicate more economically liberal views (typically, a preference for increased spending).

12. On principles and opinion on welfare, see Feldman and Zaller (1992); Feldman (1988); T. 

Smith (1987); Kinder and Sanders (1996); and Hasenfeld and Rafferty (1989). In our analysis, 

belief in limited government is a three-item scale (v961144–6, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.75), based 
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on Markus (1993, 2001); egalitarianism is a six-item scale (v961229–34, Cronbach’s alpha =  

0.71), the measure developed and refined by Feldman (1988).

13. Assessments of family economic conditions are measured with v960338, with 0 indicating 

the household is “much worse offâ•›” than it was a year ago and 1 indicating that the household is 

“much better offâ•›” than it was a year ago. Occupational status is measured as it is in chapter 6: 

we transformed the NES detailed coding of occupation (v960665) into three dummy variables: 

top of the occupation structure, bottom, and out of the labor market altogether, with those oc­

cupying middling positions serving as the omitted reference group.

14. These results replicate in several other datasets. The 1990 GSS provides an excellent site 

for replication—for all the usual reasons and also because the 1990 GSS includes a related but 

distinct set of questions on welfare. The estimated ordered probit coefficients on ethnocen­

trism in models for welfare program spending, imposing work requirements, and reducing 

benefits to encourage work were, respectively: –0.72 (se = 0.51, significant at p < 0.08, one-

tailed); b1 = –1.25 (se = 0.35, p < 0.01); and b1 = –1.75 (se = 0.34, p < 0.01). Significance is harder 

to achieve for the welfare spending item because it was administered to half as many respon­

dents (N = 252 compared with N = 520). All models control for the covariates featured in table 

9.1 (with the exception of concerns about job security and political awareness, which were not 

available in the GSS, and homeownership, which was half-sampled in the GSS).

In the 2004 NES, 33.7 percent of white Americans said that spending on welfare should be 

decreased or cut out altogether. In an augmented standard model (usual factors plus measures 

of class, moral conservatism, and the belief that government wastes a lot of taxes [the latter two 

have sizable effects]), the estimated coefficient on ethnocentrism is –0.75 (se = 0.36, p < 0.05; 

with the thermometer score measure, the estimate is –0.78, se = 0.29, p < 0.01).

The effect of ethnocentrism on opinion on means-tested assistance is robust to alternative 

specifications. The 1992 NES is interesting for our purposes because it included measures of 

whether the respondent’s family was on the receiving end of government welfare programs: 

means-tested programs (food stamps, AFDC, and Medicaid) and social insurance programs 

(Social Security, Medicare, unemployment compensation, and worker’s compensation). In 

our analysis, we found Americans in households currently receiving food stamps, AFDC, or 

Medicaid were much more likely to be supportive of increased government spending on food 

stamps and AFDC. These are big effects, though of course they are limited to the relatively 

small handful of people who are receiving assistance. Moreover, ethnocentrism was still a sig­

nificant predictor of opinion even controlling for benefit receipt (these results appear in the 

Web appendix).

Means-tested benefits are not randomly assigned, and to the extent that the process of be­

coming a recipient of such benefits is correlated with opinion on social welfare programs, these 

estimates may be biased. As a check on this possibility, we ran supplementary analyses on the 

1992 NES data, as suggested in Achen (1986), to take into account nonrandom assignment. 

These analyses yield similar results and in particular do not alter the estimates of the effects 

due to ethnocentrism. Finally, omitting these variables had virtually no effect on the estimated 

coefficients for ethnocentrism (for spending on welfare, b1 = –0.74, se = 0.22; for spending on 

food stamps, b1 = –0.69, se = 0.21, p < 0.01 in both cases).

15. The estimated ordered probit coefficients giving the effect of ethnocentrism for spend­

ing on Social Security, helping the elderly, and increasing retirement benefits in the 1990 GSS 

were, respectively: 0.71 (se = 0.36); b1 = 0.71 (se = 0.38); and b1=0.58 (se = 0.34), all significant 

at p < 0.1.
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The estimated ordered probit coefficients on ethnocentrism in the models in the 1996, 2000, 

and 2004 NES were, respectively: 0.50 (se = 0.25, p < 0.05); 1.49 (se = 0.30, p < 0.01); and 0.71 

(se = 0.41, p < 0.1).

Essentially the same result shows up in a panel test: ethnocentrism measured in the 2000 

NES predicts support for spending more on Social Security two years later (as assessed in the 

2002 NES reinterview). The estimated ordered probit coefficient when we predict opinion in 

2002 using ethnocentrism measured in 2000 is 1.79 (se = 0.39, p < 0.01).

All these models control for the covariates featured in table 9.2 with these exceptions: in the 

1990 GSS, homeownership was omitted because it was half-sampled; anxiety about job secu­

rity was not measured; and political awareness was not available. In the 2000–2002 NES Panel 

analysis, economic variables (employment status, household economic evaluations, income, 

and homeownership) were measured in 2002.

16. Here’s some evidence consistent with this conjecture. On the human capital programs 

listed in table 9.4, we find consistent and sizable differences by race. Whites are the most con­

servative, Hispanics the most liberal, with blacks in between. That’s the general pattern, but 

there is one striking exception: on funding for Head Start, black Americans are far and away 

the most liberal: 43.0 percent of blacks say spend much more on Head Start, compared to  

28.6 perÂ�cent of Hispanics and just 14.4 percent of whites.

17. All four differences are significant by the c2 test (p < 0.01).

18. To determine whether the effect of ethnocentrism depends on how the question frames 

the beneficiaries of the policy, we estimated fully interactive models. This means that we 

added to our standard model a complete set of interaction terms: each covariate multiplied 

by a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent received a racialized version of the 

question or not. These models essentially uncover the same information as through separate- 

sample estimation, which we present for simplicity’s sake in table 9.5, but they allow us to test 

precisely whether the effect of ethnocentrism is significantly greater in the racialized frame. 

The coefficient on the interaction between ethnocentrism and question frame for early educa­

tion for poor children versus black children is –1.03 (se = 0.72, p < 0.1, one-tailed). For college 

scholarships for poor versus black children, the estimated coefficient for the interaction is –0.34 

(se = 0.66, ns). For investing more in early education in schools in poor versus black neigh­

borhoods, the relevant coefficient is –0.92 (se = 0.66, p < 0.1, one-tailed). And for spending on 

public schools versus big city schools, it is –0.78 (se = 0.72, p < 0.15, one-tailed).

19. Our analysis of welfare among black and Hispanic Americans is based on combining 

NES surveys from 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004. Pooling the datasets is possible because each 

survey carries our standard measures of ethnocentrism, each includes the identical set of cru­

cial control variables, and each includes two measures of social welfare policy: one from the 

domain of means-tested programs—opinion on federal spending on welfare—and one from 

the domain of social insurance—opinion on spending on Social Security. The results, estimat­

ing the effects of ethnocentrism for separate samples of blacks and Hispanics, are presented 

in the Web appendix.

The results from estimating an interactive model that estimates whether the effect of ethno­

centrism is significantly different for whites as opposed to blacks and Hispanics also appear in 

the Web appendix; there, we see that the interactions between E and Black and between E and 

Hispanic are statistically significant, suggesting that not only is ethnocentrism statistically sig­

nificant for whites, but also its effect is statistically different for whites versus blacks and whites 

versus Hispanics. This pattern—a strong effect of ethnocentrism for whites, no effect at all for 

blacks and Hispanics—shows up in no other policy domain that we have analyzed.
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Chapter Ten

1. On this point, see Clotfelter (2004); Farley and Allen (1987); Jaynes and Williams (1989); 

and Massey and Denton (1993).

2. In this chapter we set aside the opinions of Hispanic Americans. We do this for two rea­

sons. First, our expectations for how ethnocentrism might operate among Hispanic Americans 

on matters of race are far from clear. On the one hand, in-group favoritism among Hispanic 

Americans should encourage opposition to government help targeted specifically on blacks. 

On the other hand, insofar as such policies imply governmental intervention as a remedy for 

discrimination and inequality in general, ethnocentrism might encourage support for racial 

liberalism. In fact, among Hispanic Americans, ethnocentrism and opinion on matters of race 

turn out to be utterly unrelated. Second, setting Hispanic Americans to one side allows us to 

concentrate on the pressing analytic questions raised by blacks and whites—the relationship 

between ethnocentrism and group identification, which comes up as a point of urgency among 

blacks; and the relationship between ethnocentrism and prejudice, which arises as a point of 

urgency among whites.

3. Here are the exact question wordings (distributions are given in the Web appendix):

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 this is not the government’s 

business. Have you been interested enough in this question to favor one side over the 

other? [IF YES] 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 government’s business?

Some people say that the government in Washington should see to it that white and black 

children go to the same schools. Others claim that this is not the government’s business. 

Have you been interested enough in this question to favor one side over the other? [IF YES] 

Do you think the government in Washington should see to it that white and black children 

go to the same schools or stay out of this area as it is not the government’s business?

Some people say that because of past discrimination against blacks, preference in hiring 

and promotion should be given to blacks. Others say preferential hiring and promotion of 

blacks is wrong because it gives blacks advantages they haven’t earned. What about your 

opinion—are you for or against preferential hiring and promotion of blacks?

Some people think that if a company has a history of discriminating against blacks when 

making hiring decisions, then they should be required to have an affirmative action pro­

gram that gives blacks preference in hiring. What do you think? Should companies that 

have discriminated against blacks have to have an affirmative action program [or should 

companies not have to have an affirmative action program]?

Some people say that because of past discrimination, it is sometimes necessary for colleges 

and universities to reserve openings for black students. Others oppose quotas because they 

say quotas give blacks advantages they haven’t earned. What about your opinion—are you 

for or against quotas to admit black students?

Should federal spending on aid to blacks be increased, decreased, or kept about the same?

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 a scale, 

at point 1.) Others feel that the government should not make any special effort to help 
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blacks because they should help themselves. (Suppose these people are at the other end, 

at point 7.) And, of course, some other people have opinions somewhere in between, at 

points 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6. Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven’t you thought 

much about this?

No single NES carries all seven questions. From the 1992 NES, we take school integration, 

affirmative action in hiring, and college quotas; from the 2000 NES, affirmative action for com­

panies that discriminate, federal spending on blacks, and fair employment; and from the 2004 

NES, whether the government in Washington is obliged to help blacks.

4. For additional evidence on racial differences on policy, see Jackman (1994); Kinder and 

Winter (2001); Kluegel and Smith (1986); and Sigelman and Welch (1991).

5. To accommodate differences in question format across and within surveys, the govern­

ment assistance item is coded into three categories: respondents in favor of government help, 

those who are at the midpoint or offer no response, and respondents opposed to government 

help. Each dependent variable in this set of analyses is scored such that higher values indicate 

racially liberal responses. To preserve cases, we coded “don’t know” responses into the middle 

(rather than estimate separate selection and outcome equations).

6. The emergence of a black middle class after World War II generated considerable interest 

in the possibility that class position would begin to compete with and eventually overcome ra­

cial identity as a force in politics (e.g., W. Wilson 1973, 1987). Class divisions in politics among 

the black rank and file have generally proven difficult to find, however (e.g., Dawson 1994; 

Kinder and Winter 2001), and the same turns out to be true here. Adding in measures of in­

come, occupation, and homeownership to the standard model produces almost no significant 

effects, and even when significant effects do appear, they have absolutely no consequence for 

the estimated effect assigned to ethnocentrism.

7. These results appear in the Web appendix.

8. The Principal Investigator for the 1996 NBES was Katherine Tate. The study was sup­

ported by Ohio State University and the National Science Foundation, with field work carried 

out by Market Strategies. A probability sample of 1216 voting-eligible black Americans was in­

terviewed over the telephone prior to the fall presidential election; 854 of these same respon­

dents were successfully questioned again after the election, also by phone. Additional details 

on NBES can be obtained through the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social 

Research (http://www.icpsr.umich.edu).

9. Cronbach’s alpha = 0.56. Here are the relevant questions from the 1996 NBES:

What happens to black people in this country has a lot to do with what happens to me.

Being black determines a lot how you are treated in this country, more than how much 

money a person earns.

In this country, people treat you more on the content of your character than on your race.

Do you think what happens generally to black people in this country will have something 

to do with what happens in your life?

10. The model includes measures of political engagement, education, and sex, in addition 

to ethnocentrism.

11. Indeed, in the 1996 NBES, common fate and ethnocentrism were only weakly related 

(Pearson r = 0.11).
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We find very much the same results in a parallel analysis of NES surveys, based on a differ­

ent (and arguably weaker) measure of group attachment. Once again, adding in a measure of 

group attachment does nothing to our estimate of ethnocentrism’s effects. Once again, ethno­

centrism and group attachment are barely related (Pearson r = 0.05).

12. Mathematically, the standard model can be expressed as

y* 	 = x’b+e
= �b0 + b1Ethnocentrism + b2Partisanship + b3Education + β4Female + b5Political 

Awareness + b6Limited Government + b7Egalitarianism + e
Pr (y = m) = Pr (tm – 1 < y* < tm) = F(tm – x’b) – F(tm – 1 − x’b)

where y refers to opinion on race policy (falling into one of m categories); y* represents the 

unobserved latent variable.

We introduce one modification into the standard model in order to correct for selection 

bias for the two policies that elicited large numbers of “don’t knows.” When asked directly, a 

sizable number of people said that they had not really thought about school integration (30.3 

percent); likewise for fair employment (36.7 percent). Having no opinion on these matters 

is no doubt partly a straightforward expression of ignorance and uncertainty. Citizens sim­

ply don’t know enough to know what they think. But some of those who say, for example, 

they have no opinion on school segregation may in fact have an opinion but feel reluctant 

to share it. In particular, whites who oppose the government’s stepping in to integrate pub­

lic schools may decide to keep their opinions to themselves, for fear of being thought a rac­

ist. Berinsky (2004) has made a strong case that this in fact is so, and if he is right—that many 

people deny they have an opinion in response to the school integration questions for reasons 

that are systematically related to their views on race—then our estimation strategy must take 

this into account. One way to correct for selection bias is through the bivariate probit selec­

tion model (Berinsky 2004; Dubin and Rivers 1989). This is what we have done for the two de­

pendent variables that feature sizable nonresponse. The Web appendix presents the complete  

results.

13. As before, dependent variables are coded such that higher values indicate a racially lib­

eral response. These effects hold up under a variety of alternative specifications. They remain 

when we replace the measure of ethnocentrism based on stereotypes with one based on ther­

mometer ratings. They also withstand the addition of measures of self-interest to our analysis. 

From the perspective of self-interest, white parents of teenage children who command middle-

class resources should be most opposed to college quotas for blacks. But when we augment the 

standard model to take this and other such possibilities into account, we find, first of all, that 

self-interest rarely makes a detectable difference to opinion; and second, even when signifi­

cant effects due to self-interest appear, they take nothing away from ethnocentrism. All these  

auxiliary results can be found in the Web appendix.

14. For discussions of the meaning of prejudice and racism (we will use the terms inter­

changeably), see Blumer (1958); W. Wilson (1973); Pettigrew (1982); Kinder and Sanders (1996); 

and Fredrickson (2002).

15. These auxiliary results can be found in the Web appendix.

16. The standard model is somewhat attenuated, in that no measures of limited government, 

equality, and political awareness were carried on the MCSUI survey. In partial compensation, 

we were able to include measures of ideological identification, family income, and employment 

status, in addition to the usual standbys of partisanship, education, and sex.
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To see what difference this omission likely made, we went back to the NES surveys and re­

estimated the results summarized in table 10.4, first deleting both limited government and 

equality. What happens? Sometimes nothing; more often, the effect of ethnocentrism increases 

somewhat—roughly 10 to 30 percent. The implication is that we are overestimating, but not 

egregiously, the effect due to ethnocentrism in the MCSUI data.

Finally, results shown in table 10.5 are virtually identical if we discard “law abiding” as a  

stereotyped feature of the standard measure of ethnocentrism (on the grounds that such be­

liefs might be too close in content to some of the opinions we wish to explain). The same holds 

when we analyze public opinion among black or Hispanic or Asian Americans—in all cases, 

whether law abiding is included in the measure of ethnocentrism is utterly innocuous.

17. The standard NES measure of prejudice—also known as “racial resentment” (Kinder and 

Sanders 1996), “symbolic racism” (Sears 1988), “modern racism” (McConahay 1982, 1986), and 

“laissez faire racism” (Bobo and Smith 1998)—consists of responses to four propositions:

Irish, Italian, Jewish and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their way 

up. Blacks should do the same without any special favors.

Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult for 

blacks to work their way out of the lower class.

It’s really a matter of some people not trying hard enough; if blacks would only try harder 

they could be just as well off as whites.

Over the past few years, blacks have gotten less than they deserve.

White Americans respond to these various propositions consistently, as they should, if the 

propositions are in fact getting at the same thing. To create an overall scale of prejudice, we 

simply averaged each person’s response to the four individual propositions, with each response 

weighted equally. Confirmatory factor analysis shows that a one-factor model fits the structure 

of responses to the four questions very well (Kinder 2009; Henry and Sears 2002). Averaging 

over the four responses, the reliability of the overall scale, given by Cronbach’s coefficient al-

pha, is about 0.77 (a bit higher in some NES surveys and a bit lower in others).

18. Essentially the same estimate is given both by the simple correction due to attenuation 

(r = 0.47) and by confirmatory factor analysis (r = 0.53).

19. The same pattern of results shows up time and again, across different surveys carried out 

in different years, in cross-sectional and panel tests. It also shows up on racialized aspects of 

foreign policy. Recall that back in chapter 5, we analyzed opinion on whether the United States 

should apply economic pressure on the South African government to change its racial laws, 

as part of a broader analysis of the role ethnocentrism might play in suppressing support for 

humanitarian intervention abroad. We predicted that ethnocentrism would be a force against 

support for sanctions on South Africa, and that is what we found. Now, when we add prejudice 

into the analysis, the results look exactly like what we saw for school integration, fair employ­

ment, affirmative action in hiring, and all the rest: prejudice matters enormously, and the effect 

of ethnocentrism diminishes dramatically. These results appear in the Web appendix.

20. On welfare policy, adding prejudice to the standard model does occasionally make a no­

ticeable dent in the effect due to ethnocentrism, especially on means-tested transfer programs. 

This makes sense: such programs are assumed to go disproportionately to blacks, recipients 

of such programs are commonly represented in racially stereotyped ways, and elite discus­

sions of welfare policy and its reform traffic routinely in racial code (Gilens 1999; Kinder and  

Sanders 1996; Mendelberg 2001; and Peffley, Hurwitz, and Sniderman 1997).
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21. On these points see, among others, Ayres (2001); Clotfelter (2004); Farley and Allen 

(1987); Jaynes and Williams (1989); Kellstedt (2003); Kinder and Sanders (1996); Massey and 

Denton (1993); Rhode (2004); Ross and Yinger (2002); Schuman et al. (1997); and Thernstrom 

and Thernstrom (1997).

Conclusion

1. Ethnocentrism and partisanship are virtually uncorrelated with each other (Pearson r = 

–0.06, shown in table 3.4) and so constitute independent explanations for public opinion.

2. A sample of these comparisons appears in the Web appendix.

3. These results appear in the Web appendix.

4. Zaller prefers the phrase “political awareness.”

Zaller’s model highlights three key elements: (1) a small set of stable political predispo­

sitions that citizens bring to politics (partisanship, ideology, core values); (2) elite dis­

course: the constantly changing flow of ideas, symbols, stereotypes, frames, and so forth 

that are made available to citizens through a variety of more or less public channels—tele­

vision, newspapers, radio, magazines, the Internet, and more; and (3) the attention citizens 

pay to this ongoing stream of information and advice. Zaller’s model recognizes that people  

differ from one another in their partisan and ideological predispositions. But at least as im­

portant to the model is the assumption that people differ from one another in the care and 

attention they invest in politics. This difference is crucial to the process of opinion change. 

People are more likely to receive a communication as a direct function of their level of 

general engagement in politics, where “receiving” entails both exposure to and compre­

hension of the given communication (the so-called Reception Axiom). And they resist 

communications that are inconsistent with their political predispositions—but only in­

sofar as they command sufficient information to detect such inconsistency (the Resistance  

Axiom).

The model works: that is, it can account for a wide array of empirical cases. Shifts in opinion 

on school desegregation and on the Vietnam War, the dynamics of presidential primary elec­

tion campaigns, the electoral advantages enjoyed by congressional incumbents, popular sup­

port for Ross Perot during his $73 million presidential adventure of 1992: all these (and more) 

can be accounted for within a common theoretical vocabulary (Zaller 1989, 1991, 1992; Zaller 

and Hunt 1994, 1995).

5. Zaller has compared the performance of political knowledge against a variety of standard 

measures of attention and interest—including education, media exposure, self-report, partici­

pation in politics, and professed interest in politics. Across a variety of empirical tests, politi­

cal knowledge emerges as the decisive winner. See Zaller (1990, 1992 appendix); Luskin (1987); 

Price and Zaller (1993).

6. Based on an extensive series of independent tests, Zaller (1986, 1990, 1992 appendix) and 

Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) reach the same conclusion: political knowledge should be 

thought of as a general trait.

7. Knowledge questions have been asked in all NES presidential-year studies since 1992. 

To create a scale, we simply counted the number of correct answers and divided by the 

number of questions. The scale is constrained to range in principle from 0 to 1. The actual 

range is 0 to 1 as well. The average score varies across studies as a function of the difficulty 

of the test items. The reliability of the overall scale varies as a function of the number of test  

items (k).
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Number of  

observations Mean 

Standard  

deviation k

Cronbach’s  

alpha

1992 2249 0.51 0.29 9 0.81

1996 988 0.60 0.27 6 0.69

2000 1555 0.27 0.28 4 0.64

2004 1066 0.48 0.29 4 0.66

As expected, engagement is negatively correlated with ethnocentrism—more knowledge 

goes with less ethnocentrism—but the relationship is slight: Pearson r = –0.08. (The correla­

tion is based on combining the 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES.) The weak relationship is sta­

tistically convenient in that it enhances our power to detect interactions between the two if 

such interactions actually exist.

For more on the measurement of political knowledge, see Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996, 

appendix 2) and Zaller (1990, 1992). For an argument that knowledge scales of the sort we have 

created here substantially underestimate the actual variance in mass publics, see Converse 

(2000, pp. 333–35). For problems with the measure, see Mondak (1999, 2001); Sturgis, Allum, 

and Smith (2008); and Krosnick et al. (2008).

8. These analyses exclude chapter 8, where no “average” ethnocentrism effect was found.

9. We undertook a parallel analysis with an alternative measure of engagement, one empha­

sizing motivational commitment as opposed to intellectual mastery.

Motivational commitment to politics crops up regularly as an explanatory factor in the lit­

erature on political participation. Way back in The Voter Decides (1954), Campbell, Gurin, and 

Miller pointed to differences in motivation as the principal reason why some people turn out and 

others stay home. This theme was picked up and elaborated on in The American Voter ([1960] 

1980). There, Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes argued that variation in electoral participa­

tion from one person to the next was largely a matter of motivation. Those who were highly in­

volved in politics—who expressed interest in the campaign and concern over its outcome—were 

much more likely to vote and otherwise participate. Essentially the same point is made by Verba, 

Schlozman, and Brady in Voice and Equality (1995). Verba, Schlozman, and Brady are usually 

cited for demonstrating the importance to participation of resources—time, money, and espe­

cially civic skills—as well as communication and organizational abilities developed at work or in 

religious or voluntary organizations. Fair enough, but Verba, Schlozman, and Brady also con­

sider political involvement as a factor in participation. They conclude that involvement signals 

and supplies the desire that draws people to politics, while time, money, and civic skills provide 

the wherewithal to act, to turn interest into action (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995, p. 354).

These studies establish the importance of political involvement and offer guidance on how 

it should be measured. Looking over recent National Election Studies, we identified eight ques­

tions as good candidates for a general measure of political involvement: the extent to which 

people follow public affairs; claim to be interested in the current campaign; care who wins the 

presidential election; are paying attention to the campaign on television, on television news, 

in newspapers, and on radio (in separate questions); and are discussing politics with family 

and friends. In a principal components analysis, each of the eight questions loads strongly on a 

single dominant factor. Equally weighting each response and averaging them all together gen­

erates a reliable scale of political involvement (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.79).

The two components of engagement—involvement and knowledge—are positively cor­

related (as well they should be), but not so correlated that they can be taken as equivalent or 

interchangeable: r = 0.43.

312  n o t e s  t o  p a g e  2 2 3



And we tested our proposition about engagement in three rounds: first, with engagement 

measured as political involvement; second, with engagement measured as political knowledge; 

and third, with engagement measured as the combination of involvement and knowledge.

Not surprisingly, results across the three rounds of estimation were similar. What was sur­

prising, at least to us, is that the results were strongest and most precise when engagement 

was measured as political knowledge: stronger and more precise than when engagement was 

measured as political involvement, and stronger and more precise even when engagement was 

measured as political involvement and political knowledge.

10. Here and immediately following, statistical significance set at p < 0.10, two-sided.

11. These findings are consistent with those reported by Goren (2003).

12. The best single source on this point is Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996). But also see Bartels 

(1988); Fiske and Kinder (1981); Fiske, Lau, and Smith (1990); Gilens (2001); Iyengar (1990); Lau 

and Redlawsk (2001); Mondak (2001); Price and Zaller (1993); and Zaller (1990, 1992).

13. Moreover, when we looked for evidence of threat triggering ethnocentrism, we were un­

able to find any. The effect of ethnocentrism on support for the war on terrorism was not any 

greater among those who said that another major attack on the United States was imminent. 

The effect of ethnocentrism on opposition to immigration was not any greater among those 

most likely to be personally harmed by increases in immigration, measured by such character­

istics as occupation and state of residence.

14. Equally disconcerting, on theoretical grounds, would be evidence that ethnocentrism 

was sharply increasing.

15. First allegiance, but not one’s only allegiance, according to Nussbaum: “We need not give 

up our special affections and identifications, whether ethnic or gender-based or religious. We 

need not think of them as superficial, and we may think of our identity as constituted partly by 

them. But we should also work to make all human beings part of our community of dialogue 

and concern, base our political deliberations on that interlocking communality, and give the 

circle that defines our humanity special attention and respect” (Nussbaum 1996, p. 9).

Kristen Monroe’s (1998) conceptualization of altruism is relevant here as well. Monroe finds 

that individuals who are willing to engage in uncommon acts of altruism express a sense of 

universalism in viewing the human condition. Instead of viewing an individual (and the self, 

in particular) as tied to specific social groupings, altruists “share a view of the world in which 

all people are one” (p. 198).

16. Using the NES feeling thermometer instrumentation, we developed measures of ethno­

centrism grounded in differences other than race: religion, age, gender, and political party. In 

general, what we found with race (white, black, Hispanic, Asian), we found with most other 

cleavages: that is, in-group favoritism. We see this most clearly for religion (Protestant, Catholic,  

Jewish) and partisanship (Republican, Democrat). And measures of ethnocentrism based on 

these alternative criteria are generally positively—but weakly—correlated with our primary 

measures of ethnocentrism based on race.

17. This conception follows Posner (2005). By excluding markets and norms, it is narrower 

than the definitions offered by Bates (1988) or by North (1990). Quoted passages come from 

March and Olsen (1989, p. 16).

18. For more work in this tradition, see Chhibber and Kollman (1998); Lijphart (1999); Pos­

ner (2004, 2005); Varshney (2002); and Weingast (1998).

19. For a time—quite a long time—it seemed that the commotion would never end. At the 

annual meeting of the American Political Science Association in Denver in 1982, one of us (the 

one not in elementary school at the time) presented a paper under the title “Enough Already 
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about Ideology” (Kinder 1982). It had no effect: the avalanche of papers and books dedicated 

to determining whether Converse had got the story right continued unabated.

20. For readings of the evidence supporting this conclusion, see Kinder (1983, 1998, 2006).

21. Lightly paraphrasing Converse (1964, p. 227).

22. Tilly (1978) develops the idea of a political action repertoire.

23. The participation scale (following Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995) consists of an ad­

ditive index of the following acts: voting in the most recent election, wearing a campaign but­

ton, attending campaign meetings/rallies, volunteering in campaigns, donating to campaigns, 

and working on local issues in the community. Cronbach’s alpha = 0.55.

24. And we see it for ethnocentrism measured by thermometer score ratings as well as the 

standard measure based on stereotyping. These results appear in the Web appendix.

25. Pooling across 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 NES surveys, we modeled participation as a 

function of ethnocentrism using ordered probit. In the bivariate regression, the estimated co­

efficient on ethnocentrism is –0.66 (se = 0.09), p < 0.01.

26. Elected officials are, in part, delegates, and they are required in that part to act in accor­

dance with the views of the people who elected them. In extreme form, the delegate conception 

of representation demands that instruction from home always preempts other considerations. 

Here we are borrowing from Pitkin’s (1967) well-known analysis of the idea of representa­

tion. The polar opposite to this position was given classic expression by Edmund Burke in his 

famous speech to the electors of Bristol. Burke argued for representative independence; that 

once elected, representatives should exercise their own considered judgment, taking into ac­

count the arguments advanced during the assembly deliberation. For Burke, the obligation of 

a representative was to discover and enact what was best for the nation, not serve as an errand 

boy for particular interests. Those drawn to the Burkean persuasion argue that representatives 

are selected to play the role of experts by voters who themselves possess neither the time nor 

the inclination to immerse themselves in the details and complications that naturally arise in 

deliberation over public policy.

27. For key studies in the realm of representation, see Achen (1978); Bartels (1991b, 2008); 

Burstein (1985); Converse and Pierce (1986); Erikson (1978); Fenno (1978); Fiorina (1974); Jack­

son (1974); Jackson and King (1989); Kingdon (1973); Miller and Stokes (1963); Page and Sha­

piro (1992); Rosenstone and Hansen (1993); Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson (1995); Verba, 

Schlozman, and Brady (1995); and Weissberg (1978).

Evidence for representation comes disproportionately from high-profile cases, instances of 

legislative breakthroughs: the Civil Rights Act of 1964, major tax reform in 1978, the Reagan 

defense buildup of 1981. Such cases are important to understand, of course, but they may give 

a skewed picture of representation on average. Citizens no doubt have less voice, and probably 

less influence, on the many routine but consequential matters that come before government 

assemblies unaccompanied by public commotion.

28. See Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2006b, 2006c). Here’s a case where 

opinion and policy seem to diverge. President George W. Bush pledged substantial U.S. sup­

port for fighting AIDS in Africa; he did this quietly, in the absence of public pressure.

29. For recent efforts to estimate directly the link between social division and policy out­

comes, see Alesina and Glaeser (2004); and Roemer, Lee, and Van Der Straeten (2007).
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