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Abstract 

 

The United States currently finds itself in a situation of strident polarization. The population is 

divided along several conflicting lines and this is further increasing tensions in politics. In this 

thesis, I try to make sense of the polarization of contemporary U.S. politics. Furthermore, I 

look at the effects polarization has on the functioning of the political system. To do so, I 

examine reasons for polarization in contemporary America, as well as during the 1960s, 

which was another era characterized by upheaval and polarization, in order to understand 

what underlying reasons have caused the polarized situation of today. 

 By looking at how divisions within the population were revealed and intensified 

during the 1960s, one can see how the American public has been divided ever since. This 

translated to the political sphere once the voters became better sorted into the political parties, 

and as a result, political polarization has been ever increasing. Today, the political class is the 

driving force of polarization in America. Political candidates are now more concerned with 

attacking opponents in order to seem ideologically principled to their activist bases. At the 

same time, they neglect to govern the country they serve. Thus, the contemporary U.S. 

political system has become one characterized by gridlock and ineffectiveness.  
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1. Political Polarization in the United States 

 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

James Madison wrote in the Federalist papers, “as long as the reason of man continues 

fallible, and he is at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed.”1 In other words, 

there will always be different opinions whether it is in politics or society, and thus the 

potential for political polarization is always present. Political polarization can be defined as 

the conflict over political perspectives organized along ideological lines.2 In terms of 

American politics specifically, this can briefly be defined as the division of politics into a 

conservative and a liberal side.3 

This thesis will be a study concerned with the polarization of contemporary U.S. 

politics, a topic that has been a highly engaging one for the last decade and has been closely 

studied by several scholars. However, as the polarized nature of U.S. politics seems to 

increase rather than decrease, it is still highly relevant and interesting to look into the reasons 

and causes for this, in order to make sense of the situation contemporary America finds itself 

in.  

At the time this thesis is written, the United States is facing serious challenges. Firstly, 

the nation was hit by the outbreak of COVID-19. Early on, attempts were made to make 

movement toward bi-partisanship in order to handle this crisis. However, the will to cooperate 

seems to have been short-lived among the politicians in Washington D.C. 

Secondly, demonstrations and protests addressing police brutality and racism have 

turned into riots, and to some extent street warfare in cities across America. This continues to 

divide the nation and thus significantly contributes to the polarization of American society 

and politics. 

Many people claim that contemporary U.S. politics is more polarized than ever. Over 

the course of the last decade the political climate in America has become increasingly 

polarized, as seen in the run up to the 2016 Presidential election, as well as throughout the 

 
1 Clinton Rossiter, The Federalist Papers; Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, John Jay. (New York: New 

American Library, 1961), 78. 
2 James E. Campbell, Polarized: Making Sense of a Divided America (Princeton; Oxford: Princeton University 

Press, 2016), 16. 
3 Nolan M. McCarty, Keith T. Poole, and Howard Rosenthal, Polarized America: The Dance of Ideology and 

Unequal Riches, The Walras-Pareto Lectures (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2016), 4. 
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first term of President Donald J. Trump. In addition to the rise of Trump within the 

Republican Party, it also seems that the candidates and politicians on the other side of the 

aisle have gone further to the opposite side of the political spectrum. This means that the 

political discourse in Washington D.C. has become increasingly partisan, and to some degree 

blatantly hostile between the political parties. This can be seen in the impeachment trial of 

President Trump, as well as in several instances where politicians lash out against the other 

side.  

However, polarization is not a new phenomenon in American politics. Throughout the 

history of the U.S there have been several examples of polarization, both in the political and 

social spheres of life, the Civil War being the most catastrophic and severe outcome to date. 

Another era in which American life was thrown into turmoil was the 1960s, an era 

characterized by the struggle for civil rights, anti-war protests, and a growing counterculture 

that opposed the traditional values held by the majority of Americans. 

 By looking back to the 1960s, this paper will attempt to draw lines from the 1960s to 

contemporary America, and examine if there are any comparable factors that can be found in 

order to make sense of polarization in today’s America. 

 

 

1.2 Thesis Statement 

 

This thesis aims to examine and explain the polarization of politics in contemporary America. 

In doing so I will look back to the 1960s to see if the polarization of that era is comparable to 

the contemporary situation. Political polarization creates huge problems in contemporary U.S. 

politics and society. Political polarization is a serious matter. As Thurber and Yoshinaka tell 

us, it “discourages compromise, produces gridlock, fosters mistrust, and ultimately hinders the 

functioning of governmental institutions.”4 By examining underlying causes of polarization it 

will hopefully be possible to make sense of these problems and the chaos that we see in 

today’s America. Important questions that this thesis will try to answer in order to make sense 

of polarization are: what has caused polarization in U.S. politics, what effects does 

polarization have on the political system and the society as a whole, and is the population as 

polarized as the political situation suggests? In order to answer these questions, it will be of 

 
4 James A. Thurber and Antoine Yoshinaka, American Gridlock: The Sources, Character, and Impact of 

Political Polarization (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1. 
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interest to look into why people during the 1960s, as well as people in contemporary America, 

have grown discontented with the political system of their respective time periods. In doing so 

it might be possible to trace some of the same reasons all the way from the 1960s until today. 

While some scholars argue that polarization has taken on a kind of mythic dimension, 

my thesis suggests the opposite. Polarization is very real. Evidence shows that there have 

been significant social differences and divides in the population for a long time, and that this 

has gradually translated to the political sphere as the population has become more neatly 

sorted into the political parties. But today, the political class is more polarized than the 

electorate and acts as the driving force of polarization in the United States. While social 

polarization continues to reinforce the emergence of a divided society, political polarization 

has taken on a life of its own, with significant impacts on the functioning of the political 

system. 

 

 

1.3 Polarization – Theories and Views 

 

To understand the situation in contemporary American politics, it is of paramount importance 

to understand what polarization really is and what it entails. Polarization, as defined by James 

Campbell, is “the condition of substantial and intense conflict over political perspectives 

arrayed along a single dimension – generally along political lines.”5 In American politics, this 

can be viewed as the division between the liberal and the conservative side of politics. When 

the situation is highly polarized, as one can argue is the case in contemporary America, the 

opposite sides of the political spectrum are aligned along conflicting views on a range of 

issues, and there is not much of a possibility for the two sides coming together. Conflict is 

more likely than consensus. However, it is important to acknowledge that polarization in 

contemporary America is not a condition of all or nothing, it is a matter of degree.6 In politics 

you will always have diverging views and policies that are opposite from one side of the aisle 

to the other. However, when the middle ground is nowhere to be found, there will in effect be 

more conflict than consensus.  

Furthermore, polarization can be categorized into two broad categories. First-order 

polarization, and second-order polarization. First-order polarization describes the polarization 

 
5 Campbell, Polarized, 16. 
6 Campbell, 16. 
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in the general public, the electorate. Second-order polarization, on the other hand, describes 

the polarization between the political parties.7 

 There are several ways to interpret the polarization in contemporary America. James 

Campbell outlines three theories. First, the Emerging Polarization Theory. This theory is 

based on the belief that the political parties, from top to bottom, have become increasingly 

polarized and the electorate has simply followed this trajectory.8 As Campbell notes, “the 

political parties are much more polarized now than they had been, both at the elite or 

leadership level and at the mass or party identifier level.”9 This indicates that each political 

party, from top to bottom, has become more homogenous. There is little or no room for 

diverging opinions within the party blocs. The increasing polarization can also to some extent 

be seen among the electorate. As pointed out by Campbell, the values and beliefs of 

Americans are now more polarized along the partisan divide than at any other time in the past 

quarter century.10 Thus, this theory argues that the extent of polarization in contemporary 

America is high. Furthermore, polarization has been increasing for the past several decades, 

and is closely connected to partisanship, in that way exposing the conflicting views held by 

the American people.11 As Campbell notes, this theory is in line with most people’s beliefs 

about polarization in America, and therefore it should be taken into consideration when 

examining the issue. 

  Second, the No Polarization Theory. This theory argues that most of the American 

populace is based in the center of politics, and that even though the political parties are more 

polarized, the belief of a divided and polarized America is to a large extent a myth.12 This 

theory is supported by Morris Fiorina in Culture War. He argues that “what we call the 

political class in America definitively is polarized and probably has become more so in recent 

decades. But it is a mistake to assume that what is true of a fraction of Americans who are 

politically active also holds true for the great preponderance of us. In general, normal 

Americans are busy earning their livings and raising their families. They are not very well-

informed about politics and public affairs, do not care a great deal about politics, do not hold 

many of their views very strongly, and are not ideological.”13 This theory takes an interesting 

approach as it does not consider the American populace to be polarized in comparison to the 

 
7 Campbell, 16. 
8 Campbell, 40. 
9 Campbell, 24. 
10 Campbell, 29. 
11 Campbell, 49. 
12 Campbell, 40. 
13 Morris P. Fiorina, Culture War?: The Myth of a Polarized America (New York: Pearson Longman, 2005), 19. 
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political class. James Campbell explains that “the sorting of ideologues into more 

homogeneous parties, along with the increased party polarization of elites that forced voters to 

choose between more extreme alternatives, fostered the false impression that the public was 

itself polarized when it was not.”14 However, this theory does not explain why, in fact, the 

political parties and their elites have become more polarized when the electorate as a whole is 

supposedly not polarized. If this indeed is the case, there is a divide between the polarization 

of political elites and the general public.  

Third, the Revealed Polarization Theory. This theory argues that the polarization of 

today in reality started during the late 1960s. As Campbell outlines, “the upheaval of the mid- 

to late 1960s created deep divisions in values and political orientations. These differences did 

not fade away. They grew. They were less evident and more muted than they might have been 

because they were not well reflected in the heterogeneous political parties of that time.”15 The 

divide has thus been present in America for half a century, but it has not been fully revealed 

before the past couple of decades. Both the Democrats and the Republicans were rather 

heterogenous parties during the 1950s and 1960s, and one could find conservative Democrats, 

and liberal Republicans. As a result of the polarization of the electorate during the 1960s, the 

1970s saw the electorate rejecting these heterogeneous parties. The 1980s marked a shift 

where the political parties became more homogenous in order to cater to the polarized 

electorate.16 When the deeper divide in American politics started becoming more evident 

during the late 1990s and early 2000s, polarization was ever increasing both among the parties 

as well as in the electorate.17 These theories will be helpful when trying to explain the divide 

in contemporary America.  

Polarization is in fact not purely a negative matter. Voters can see the clear differences 

between the parties and their candidates, and extreme opinions can in one way or another be 

seen to grasp more of the electorates’ opinions. However, the problem one encounters is when 

choice leads to unwillingness to compromise, arguably a necessary component in a political 

system. The ‘art of the deal’ is for most intents and purposes dead, and this is greatly 

hampering any form of dynamic democratic process and cooperation between the political 

parties. Although one has recently seen both parties coming together and compromising in 

response to the corona virus crisis, there is not much hope for that cooperation to continue 

 
14 Campbell, Polarized, 51. 
15 Campbell, 53. 
16 Campbell, 54. 
17 Campbell, 41. 
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once the crisis is over. As Amy Gutmann points out, the politicians of today seek consensus 

on common ground rather than a classic compromise, and by doing so the politicians try to 

reach their goals without giving up anything to the other political side.18 However, as 

Gutmann argues, “in the polarized politics of our time, the prospects for consensual 

agreements based solely on common ground or containing only common goods are 

increasingly bleak.”19 In the polarized situation of contemporary American politics, it is hard 

to find common ground between the parties. There is a lack of political will to work together 

and compromise in order to lead the way on important, and necessary reforms. As pointed out 

by Gutmann and Thompson, “Governing a democracy without compromise is impossible. To 

restrict political agreements to common ground or common goods, especially in a polarized 

partisan environment, is to privilege the status quo, even when all parties agree that reform is 

needed.”20 The will to work together with the opposition is just not there, and this is a huge 

problem in today’s America. 

Why, then, do politicians avoid compromise, and when did the art of compromise 

become a sign of weakness? One reason for this is the increasing importance of political 

campaigning. Campaigning is to a higher degree entering the governing halls of American 

democracy. Thus, political leaders are more concerned with winning office than governing.21 

This is clearly reflected in the way they try to govern. Making a deal with the opposition can 

be seen as abandoning principles and therefore as a sign of weakness to their base of support. 

Thus, politicians on both sides of the aisle stick to their principles and are unwilling to cross 

the partisan line in order to compromise with the opposition. Gutmann argues that “a 

successful campaign strategy requires an uncompromising mindset. It favors candidates who 

stand firmly on their principles and condemn their opponents’ positions at every turn.”22 This 

shows how problematic it is when campaigning enters the sphere of governing.  

Although polarization in itself is not purely negative, one can argue that the 

contemporary situation is spiraling in a negative direction where it becomes increasingly 

difficult to find solutions to the problems facing the United States. In order to end the gridlock 

that is the result of polarization, the political leaders will have to try to focus on working 

together and compromising rather than simply rejecting the views held by the other side out of 

 
18 Amy Gutmann and Dennis F. Thompson, “Valuing Compromise for the Common Good,” Daedalus 142, no. 2 

(2013): 186. 
19 Gutmann and Thompson, 187. 
20 Gutmann and Thompson, 188. 
21 Gutmann and Thompson, 188. 
22 Gutmann and Thompson, 194. 
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partisan reasons. However, in order to be elected they have to resonate with the activist 

groups that create their base. As Gutmann notes, “the favorable attitude toward compromise 

erodes when the political landscape shifts dramatically, especially when insurgent groups on 

the left or right gain in popularity and political power.”23 Thus, a state of conflict and gridlock 

is much more likely than one of cooperation in today’s political climate because of the activist 

bases that currently exert control over the parties.  

When looking at the gridlock American politics finds itself in, it is also of value to 

consider consensus theory. Consensus theory holds the view that consensus is a necessity to 

uphold the social structure. Without consensus there is chaos and conflict.24 For decades, 

American politicians sought to build consensus by finding common ground and thus 

following the blueprint of consensus theory. However, as Irving Horowitz notes, consensus 

theory is “not for reaching agreements, but one which states that harmony is intrinsic to the 

organization of the bureaucratic life: a harmony which exists over and above the actual 

accords reached by men.”25 Conflict, on the other hand, can in some circumstances lead to 

reform and positive change of a society. As argued by Horowitz, “internal social conflicts 

which concern goals, values or interest that do not contradict the basic assumptions upon 

which the relationship is founded tend to be positively functional for the social structure.”26 

Conflict can act as a revealing agent for issues that need to be dealt with in society and 

politics. In an ideal scenario it initiates a negotiation between the conflicting parties and leads 

to an agreement or compromise. As Horowitz notes, “cooperation concerns toleration of 

differences, while consensus demands abolition of these same differences.”27 This notion 

capsulate the situation in contemporary American politics. There is little or no will to 

cooperate and work across differences, but instead there is an all or nothing attitude that either 

you share all our beliefs, or we will not work with you. There is no room for differences and 

compromise, and in an atmosphere like that, conflict does not lead to any positive reform or 

change, it ends in gridlock.  

 

 

 
23 Gutmann and Thompson, 189. 
24 Irving Louis Horowitz, “Consensus, Conflict and Cooperation: A Sociological Inventory,” Social Forces 41, 

no. 2 (1962): 179. 
25 Horowitz, 182. 
26 Horowitz, 180. 
27 Horowitz, 187. 
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1.4 Historical Context 

 

The context of this research paper will be contemporary America, as well as 1960s America. 

Why these two eras? The contemporary situation is presumably highly polarized, and in order 

to explain what is causing the divide in America it is of interest to look back to another era 

which was characterized by turmoil and polarization. The 1960s was clearly a decade where 

the U.S. experienced difficulties and faced serious challenges, and to some degree one can 

recognize the same in contemporary America. Historian Mark Hamilton Lytle described the 

1960s as “the most deeply factionalized period in American history since the Civil War. Once 

Vietnam turned the cold war hot, the level of public vitriol rose."28 This resonates with the 

contemptuous atmosphere that characterizes today’s relationship between the political parties, 

and also their supporters. 

It will also be interesting to look at what caused polarization in the 1960s. As James 

Campbell notes, “from the late 1940s to the early 1960s, both the parties and the electorate 

were not highly polarized. This changed in the mid-1960s. With a growing civil rights 

movement, intensifying anti-war protests, and an emerging counterculture, the nation divided. 

The electorate became highly polarized and not just on fleeting issues and passing leaders. 

The parties, on the other hand, remained heterogenous, muddled, and not very polarized.”29 

Taking this into consideration, the 1960s will be an interesting time period to examine in 

order to find underlying causes for polarization in American society and politics that can be 

connected to the current situation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
28 Mark Hamilton Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars: The Sixties Era from Elvis to the Fall of Richard Nixon (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 1. 
29 Campbell, Polarized, 40. 
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1.5 Chapter Outline 

 

In the first of the two main chapters, Chapter Two, I examine polarization in 1960s America. 

The Civil Rights movement, the counterculture, and the anti-war protests did in many ways 

reveal significant differences and create a social divide in American life, both in the political 

and public sphere. In this chapter I will examine this divide to see if some of the factors 

behind it can be translated and connected to the contemporary situation. 

In Chapter Three, I look into polarization in contemporary politics in the United States 

and the effects it has on the functioning of the political system. In order to do this, I will 

examine why and how the political system has become increasingly polarized. In doing so, 

looking at the impact of polarization both in the public and the political class will be of 

importance. 

In the final chapter, Chapter Four, I will present the findings of this thesis and present 

the concluding remarks. In addition, a look at what the future holds for a polarized political 

system will be outlined.  
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2. Polarization in 1960s America 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

The 1960s was a time of upheaval and general unrest in America. It was a period of strident 

polarization. As historian Mark Hamilton Lytle notes, “within that period, American society 

fractured more completely than it had at any time since the Civil War era. That fracturing 

seemed almost infinitely compound, as society broke along generational, racial, class, ethnic, 

regional, ideological, aesthetic, and gender lines. Upheaval of one kind or another touched 

almost every aspect of private and public life.”30 This view is supported by the comment 

made in the early 1970s by New York Times political columnist James Reston, that the 

United States over the past decade had experienced “the longest and most divisive conflict 

since the War Between the States.”31 

In this chapter I will look into what made 1960s America susceptible for polarization. 

In order to do so, the focus will be on three main factors: the counterculture, the anti-war 

movement, and the civil rights movement. These factors significantly contributed to the 

divide of American society and politics during the 1960s and revealed lines of deep 

polarization in the United States. A divide that has ever since proved difficult to heal. As 

James Campbell notes, “the upheaval of the mid- to late 1960s, however, created deep 

divisions in values and political orientations. These differences did not fade away. They 

grew.”32 Thus, one can argue that the divide of the 1960s polarized the United States in such a 

severe way that it is still having an effect on contemporary America. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
30  Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars, x. 
31 Maurice Isserman, America Divided: The Civil War of the 1960’s (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 

4. 
32 Campbell, Polarized, 53. 
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2.2 Counterculture 

 

Attacks and challenges to the predominant culture was not a new phenomenon during the 

1960s. Younger generations have to some extent always challenged the older generations’ 

beliefs and values, and in that way, generational conflict can be seen as a fact of life. As 

historian Theodore Roszak noted in his work The Making of a Counter Culture  

the struggle of the generations is one of the obvious constants of human affairs. 

One stands in peril of some presumption, therefore, to suggest that the rivalry 

between young and adult in Western society during the current decade is uniquely 

critical. And yet it is necessary to risk such presumption if one is not to lose sight 

of our most important contemporary source of radical dissent and cultural 

innovation.33 

 

As the 1960s unfolded, it became clear that the generational conflict of the era went way 

beyond the norm. It was uniquely critical in the way that it took the conflict level between the 

generations to heights that had not been experienced before. The counterculture was a force 

that challenged the establishment and the values and beliefs of 1960s America, and it was 

arguably a force that created a divide that polarized the population.  

The counterculture of the 1960s can be traced back to the beat writers of the 1950s, 

and their promotion of an alternative lifestyle. It became counter to the values and ideas of 

mainstream America. Historian Mark Lytle argues that “whether a person rejected the 

counterculture, embraced it, or fell somewhere in between, it had become by then a central 

fact of American life. It polarized the country every bit as much as the civil rights and antiwar 

movements.”34 Thus, the social division created by the counterculture also had political 

significance. 

As the phenomenon of the counterculture grew, it became more and more an attack on 

politeness and civility.35 Therefore, one can say that it was an attack on the predominant 

values of the American middle-class of the post WWII era. Civility was a predominant feature 

of American life as the 1960s started.36 There was a notion of civility in the ways the country 

functioned. People treated each other with respect and behaved in a well-mannered way, both 

in society and in politics. It was a key element in the functioning of the country on all levels. 

 
33 Theodore Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture: Reflections on the Technocratic Society and Its Youthful 

Opposition (London: Faber and Faber, 1970), 1. 
34 Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars, 218. 
35 David R. Farber, The Sixties: From Memory to History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1994), 269. 
36 Farber, 263. 
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In that way one can view civility as a symbol of post-WWII America itself. However, as the 

sixties continued, the notion of civility came under attack. As historian Kenneth Cmiel notes, 

“one part of the contentious politics of the sixties, however, was a fight over this notion. From 

a number of perspectives, prevailing attitudes toward social etiquette were attacked. African 

Americans argued that civil society as constructed by whites helped structure racial 

inequality. Counterculturalists insisted that civil politeness suppressed more authentic social 

relations. Some student radicals infused the strategic disruption of civility with political 

meaning.”37 Thus, the attack on civility was an attack on both American society and culture, 

and in effect the political system itself which was founded on these values.  

The Yippies was an offshoot group within the counterculture who took a more 

political stance and infused political meaning into the disruption of civility. As described in 

Jerry Rubin’s book Do It!, they viewed the values of corporate America and capitalism as 

disruptive to their lives. Thus, the only option was for them to drop out of the America they 

lived in and fight a revolution to gain true freedom.38 American values of production and 

business were the enemy as they limited the younger generations’ freedom. As argued by 

Jerry Rubin, “the main strategy for destroying the free spirit is Business.”39 With this in mind, 

it is easy to see how ‘main street’ viewed these subversive elements as a threat to the 

American culture and society.  

The counterculture reached its peak years in 1967 and 1968. By that time, it had 

become a phenomenon in the mass media and received significant attention.40 This made the 

older generations more aware of the young rebellion. As Lytle points out “many parents and 

politicians began to see young Americans, certainly those under thirty, as a discreet political 

and cultural force. Whether marching for civil rights, protesting the Vietnam War, or 

engaging in outrageous behaviors, the young seemed increasingly determined to challenge 

authority and convention across a broad front.”41 However, it is important to point out that 

what was deemed to be a unified movement by the older generations in fact was a fragmented 

youth generation that contained several subgroups. Lytle notes that “most adults lumped all 

the rebels together into something they loosely identified as a counterculture, often mistaking 

a common preference for long hair, beards, outlandish clothes, and other badges of difference 

 
37 Farber, 263. 
38 Jerry Rubin, DO IT!: Scenarios of the Revolution (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1970), 13. 
39 Rubin, 233. 
40 Farber, The Sixties, 269. 
41 Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars, 198. 
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as the uniform of a coherent movement.”42 However, even though there was no uniform youth 

movement, it was perceived by the general public as a threat to the consensus culture of 

America, and a threat to American values.43 Thus, one can argue that the counterculture was 

presented and perceived as a more significant societal challenge than it in effect was. 

Although the counterculture might have been perceived as a greater threat than it really was, 

one should still consider the impact it had on American society. Whereas American society 

was based on a consensus culture where uniformity and shared beliefs and values were the 

cornerstones, the counterculture rejected these notions. The counterculture stood for 

something completely opposite to the mainstream beliefs of capitalist America. It was “the 

psychedelic vs. the linear, free vs. fixed, spontaneous vs. uptight.”44 The non-conformity, and 

rejection of the competitive nature of corporate America was something that clearly 

threatened large parts of American society. 

The average participants of the counterculture itself were in most instances not 

focused on attacking the establishment through violent means, but rather wanted to sustain an 

interest for finding an alternative way of life. However, for those that did not embrace these 

ideals it seemed to be an attack on the predominant lifestyle of Americans. As Cmiel notes, 

“to those with no respect for the counterculture, the alternative decorum was gross. There was 

just too much dirt. Hippies did not have the discipline to hold a job. The sex was too loose. 

The drugs too destructive.”45 This shows that the distance between the counterculture and 

mainstream culture and core values was significant. One of the core values in America was to 

hold a job and provide for the family. The proponents of the counterculture rejected these 

notions. Although the goal in itself of many of the proponents of the counterculture was to 

live a free life and express themselves, the result was that a significant part of America felt 

resentment toward them, as well as felt threatened by their alternative lifestyle choices. This 

was due to the fact that they rejected the ideals that so many Americans believed in and lived 

by. And in this way the counterculture created a clear divide in America, one that polarized a 

large part of the population. But the social divide in itself was not the cause of a politically 

polarized society. What it did, however, was to reveal social differences and conflicts between 

generations and groups in American society, which in turn significantly heightened tensions. 
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2.3 Anti-War Movement 

 

The anti-war movement of the 1960s was closely connected to the counterculture, and just 

like the counterculture, most of the elements within the anti-war movement were peaceful. 

However, whereas the counterculture had been more focused on creating an alternative to the 

establishment, the anti-war movement had a different, and in some ways more radical and, to 

some extent violent, impact on America. It was more about protest and resistance. This is 

markedly different than the peace-loving hippies of the counterculture. By the mid-1960s 

there was a change in what was viewed as appropriate measures. As Kenneth Cmiel notes, 

“by 1965, as the counterculture was coming to national consciousness, there was another 

debate going on about the civil society. At least some radical activists had moved beyond the 

talking stage. Violent behavior became a considered option.”46 The fact that some anti-war 

activists were willing to use violence as a tool to fight for their cause scared a significant 

number of Americans.  

As the United States got further involved in the war in Vietnam, the anti-war 

movement saw its numbers increase significantly. Mark Hamilton Lytle argues that, “the 

uncivil wars began symbolically, on June 30. 1967, when President Johnson issued an 

executive order placing nineteen-year-olds at the top of the draft list. That decision guaranteed 

that baby boomers would bear the major burden of fighting the war in Vietnam. It also 

enlisted the energy of more young Americans in the antiwar and draft resistance 

movements.”47 With this in mind, the policies pursued by the U.S. government played its part 

in reinforcing the tensions in America, and helped expand the divide that polarized the 

population, in addition to the extreme measures taken by the anti-war movement.  

The rhetoric of the anti-war movement also played an important role in dividing the 

public. As the movement shifted its attention from dissent to resistance there was a marked 

change in rhetoric.48 The rhetoric became more incendiary as the tensions rose. This can be 

seen in the statement of anti-war figure Jerry Rubin in 1967: “We’re now in the business of 

wholesale disruption and widespread resistance and dislocation of the American society.”49 

Within this statement, one can see an increased willingness to take the fight to a new level. As 

argued by Kenneth Cmiel, “to be sure, not all white radicals accepted this, but some did, and 
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the thought of disruption scared Middle America, whose more conservative press responded 

with almost breathless reports about imminent revolution. The heightened rhetoric, on both 

sides, contributed to the sense that the center might not hold.”50 This significantly contributed 

to the polarization of America. It can also be connected to the general notion of a loss of 

civility, which in many ways was an important theme throughout the 1960s. As Cmiel notes, 

“real violence, against property or person, however, was actually rare. Far more important 

was the talk about violence. The escalation of rhetoric, the easy use of hard words made more 

centrists very nervous. It reflected, in their eyes, a lack of faith in civil politics.”51 The very 

foundation of post WWII-American society was in the eyes of a significant number of 

Americans threatened by the disrespect these activists showed toward American values. As 

the protests and the general resistance toward government policies grew, so did the divide in 

American society and politics. Mark Hamilton Lytle points out that, “as public debate 

devolved into anger, confrontation, and recrimination, civility was lost. Protestors called 

Johnson and Nixon fascists, murderers, pigs, and worse. Government officials dismissed the 

protestors as traitors, cowards, and Communists. Such intolerance produced a spirit of 

recrimination that provoked America’s uncivil wars.”52 The Vietnam War, and the anti-war 

movement that sprung up as a response to the US involvement in Southeast Asia served as 

catalysts for the heightening of tensions in a country that already saw many of its beliefs and 

values being challenged by new influences. In many ways, there are many similarities to the 

current situation. Rhetoric is becoming harder, the language that opponents use when 

describing each other is highly incendiary, and both the public and political spheres are 

becoming more polarized as a result of it. 

 The anti-war movement clearly contributed to widening the social divide of 1960s 

America. The rhetoric and means that they used were so different from what mainstream 

society thought of as acceptable and even American, thus leading to growing resentment 

toward these groups that mainstream America deemed unpatriotic.  
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2.4 Civil Rights Movement 

 

The Civil Rights movement brought forward important changes to American society during 

the 1960s. As David Steigerwald notes, “in the course of fifteen years, the southern civil 

rights movement profoundly altered a large region of the nation, reshaped United States 

history, mobilized the country’s most oppressed group, forced the nation to reckon with 

racism, its original sin, and exposed the great gap between national myth and promise on the 

one hand and reality on the other.”53 However, in doing so, it stirred up racial tensions which 

resulted in even more polarization during a testing decade for the United States. In some ways 

it dealt with a remnant of unfinished business from the Civil War. As Maurice Isserman 

argues, “to its northern and southern supporters, the civil rights movement was a ‘second 

Civil War,’ or a ‘second Reconstruction.’ To its southern opponents, it was a second ‘war of 

northern aggression.’ Civil rights demonstrators in the South carried the stars and stripes on 

their marches; counter-demonstrators waved the Confederate stars and bars.”54 

The unrest and demand for equal rights for African Americans came partly as a result 

of modernization in the South, just like modernization and new influences had brought with it 

changes to American society in general during the 1960s. During WWII and in the post-war 

era the South underwent industrialization and greater urbanization, and this contributed to the 

conditions from which the civil rights movement sprang.55 One of the main reasons for the 

civil rights movement’s success was that it to a significant extent was based on grass roots 

organizations. Through the support of local organizations, churches and their congregations, 

and other supporters, the movement created significant upheaval in the South.56 It was the 

fight and support of the grass roots movement that made the major victories, such as the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, possible. These laws brought with 

them changes to American society, but it was the grass roots that in reality created lasting 

change through their actions.57 Being part of a grass roots movement that could achieve its 

goals of implementing real change in American society was something that appealed to the 

younger generations. As Lytle notes, it “appealed most to alienated young Americans while 

provoking puzzlement or hostility among their elders.”58 Furthermore, this was not only 
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Southern black youths. It appealed to youths throughout the United States. As Lytle argues, 

television played a role in spreading the commitment to the civil rights cause. “Viewers saw 

images of unruly white mobs, vicious dogs, and police with billy clubs and high-pressure fire 

hoses attacking nonviolent demonstrators who had crossed some arbitrary line. Stirred by 

such sickening sights, more Northerners, especially idealistic college students, took up the 

civil rights cause.”59 

 Although there was widespread support for the civil rights movement among the white 

population, there is no denying that the sit-ins and protests that the movement conducted 

contributed to the polarization of race relations. Even though the protestors and demonstrators 

acted in organized and non-violent manners, the segregationists of the South increasingly used 

violence and terrorism to uphold white supremacy.60  

The passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 did not 

end racism in the United States. As historian Maurice Isserman argues, “instead it seemed to 

be growing stronger and more widespread. No longer was racism seen by New Leftists as 

merely a regional problem to be dealt with in the South, but as central to the identity and 

values of the nation as a whole.”61 As the New Left regarded racism as a key feature of 

America itself, the only way to end systematic racism was to change the entire system which 

the United States had been founded upon. Thus, the civil rights struggle revealed a divide 

across the entire nation on both a cultural and political scale, and contributed to the 

increasingly polarized atmosphere. The same can be seen in the current situation, where the 

United States is polarized along the same divide.  

Just like America as a whole, the Civil Rights movement also experienced 

fragmentation and polarization during the 1960s. As the civil rights movement reached its 

peak in 1964, the movement started to fracture as radical elements took the fight further in 

hope of additional victories.62 This was clearly shown through the calls of Black Power and 

the increased violence by groups such as the Black Panthers. As Steigerwald notes, “black 

power was based on a cultural gap as well as a generational gap within the movement and 

demonstrated a shifting scene of racial issues from southern common folk to urban young 

people.”63 Not only did some of these groups hurt the greater cause, they scared many whites. 

This, in turn, resulted in a violent backlash from white supremacist groups. 

 
59 Lytle, 119. 
60 Lytle, 120–21. 
61 Isserman, America Divided, 177. 
62 Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars, 143. 
63 Steigerwald, The Sixties and the End of Modern America, 61. 



19 

 

Even though the Civil Rights movement experienced fragmentation, most African 

Americans still viewed integration as the best path forward to an equal society in the United 

States, even at the height of the Black Power movement. However, the significant riots that 

took place during the summers of 1966 and 1967 created fear among many Americans and 

made them believe that there was an urban war going on.64 Thus, although most African 

Americans believed in a peaceful way forward where integration was the key feature, the 

extremes of urban riots contributed to the polarized atmosphere. 

The effect of fear among the white population can be seen in the declining support for 

the civil rights struggle as the 1960s continued. As Isserman notes, “the prospects for liberal 

reform were worsened by declining white support for the civil rights struggle.”65 In 1964, 

northern whites supported the civil rights initiatives made by the government by a solid 68%. 

Two years later, in 1966, the majority of northern whites believed that integration happened 

too fast.66 The change in attitude can be attributed to several riots during that time period, as 

well as the civil rights struggle becoming more than a regional issue. As Isserman argues, “as 

long as ‘civil rights’ had been seen as a regional problem, a battle fought between white and 

black citizens of distant states like Alabama and Mississippi, white ethnic voters in northern 

cities were prone to support or at least tolerate the liberal politicians who voted for legislation 

banning racial discrimination. But when confrontations broke out in northern cities between 

whites and blacks over issues of immediate local concern – housing, jobs, schools, political 

clout – and when nonviolent demonstrations gave way to or were accompanied by black 

rioting the equation changed.”67 

 The civil rights movement was a key element of the upheaval of the 1960s. Through 

the power of being a grass roots movement it reached all corners of the United States and 

brought lasting change. It also revealed significant differences in sets of values and beliefs in 

America, and in that way, it did fuel the growing tensions of the era. 
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2.5 Divided Public 

 

The three factors, the counterculture, anti-war movement, and civil rights movement, that 

have been examined in this chapter, show in what ways the United States were divided and 

polarized during the 1960s. What were the underlying causes, “how and why did civility give 

way to confrontation, moderation to the radicalism of Left and Right, and conformity to a 

proliferation of lifestyles?”68 By looking at the three factors stated, it would seem as the 

polarization of the 1960s to a large extent was a result of a division on generational and racial 

grounds rather than ideology and politics. Differences in ways of life and values served as 

catalysts in the disruption of American society, in turn contributing to polarization as values 

were conjoined to different political orientations. Therefore, the divide that was created in the 

public along lines of social differences, eventually transferred to the political sphere and 

caused political polarization. 

 Many historians have tried to explain the underlying causes of the social upheaval of 

the 1960s. One common explanation is that the nation was preoccupied with the burgeoning 

of the Cold War, as well as the government’s failure to address significant domestic problems 

such as the struggle for rights of African Americans in addition to other groups who were 

disenfranchised in American society. Thus, the failure to acknowledge and address domestic 

issues resulted in the rise of several cultural, social, and political movements. However, as 

pointed out by Lytle, this explanation is too simplistic in order to explain a complex reality.69 

As he continues to argue, “neither the consensus nor conformity of the 1950s was ever as 

entrenched as the conventional wisdom assumed. Dissent and discontent were widespread, 

though muted.”70 Although there had been dissent and discontent in America before the 

1960s, the attitude changed during the decade and the discontent became voiced in a manner 

that was unequal to that which had been seen before. This can be connected to the expansion 

of boundaries and laws during that period of time. The Supreme Court extended civil liberties, 

and women gained the rights that gave them more control over their own bodies. As Lytle 

notes, “many Americans welcomed these new boundaries as a sign of a more tolerant society. 

Others condemned them as subversion of traditional authority and standards of acceptable 

behavior.”71 This divided the nation in a struggle over fundamental values, and this greatly 
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increased the hostility between groups. Lytle argues, “the combatants became increasingly 

unrestrained in condemning each other. Rising incidences of intolerance, disrespect, and 

violence produced America’s uncivil wars.”72 

 Important to note when explaining the upheaval of the 1960s is also the reach of 

dissent and protest. The movements were grass roots movements, where the activism sprung 

out of local groups.73 It was the people of America that challenged the norms and boundaries 

of the nation. This can to some extent explain how the upheaval of the 1960s could become so 

widespread and significant, and how it could reveal and expand existing divides in the 

population on such a large scale. 

In fact, although the public was divided, the party politics of the 1960s was not bitter. 

The parties, in fact, overlapped to some extent. The two candidates for the 1960 Presidential 

Elect, John F. Kennedy, and Richard Nixon, seemed to have more similarities than 

differences. As Lytle notes, “that the two candidates could arouse deeply partisan responses 

from the voters is somewhat surprising. For all their efforts to construct opposing images, 

Kennedy and Nixon were not so very different.”74 However, although they themselves were 

not so different, their bases of support indicated that the population was divided. “Kennedy 

attracted those Americans who saw themselves outside the political mainstream: Catholics, 

Jews, ethnics, Latinos, and African Americans. Nixon linked his politics with quite another 

America, one more traditional, small town, white, Protestant, and middle class.”75 In addition 

to this, the popular vote was incredibly close during the 1960 election. If 60.000 people had 

changed their votes, Nixon would have won instead of Kennedy.76 Thus, when looking at the 

respective candidates’ bases of support, it is evident that the nation to some extent already 

was divided as the United States entered the 1960s. This is consistent with the revealed 

polarization theory presented by James Campbell, arguing that “Americans in the 1950s had 

their differences but they were not highly polarized. The upheaval of the mid- to late 1960s 

created deep divisions in values and political orientations.”77 In other words, the upheaval of 

the 1960s revealed existing divisions, and created and expanded new lines of conflict. This, in 

turn, led to a reordering of the political landscape, and contributed to political polarization. 
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2.6 Polarized Politics – Legacy of the 1960s 

 

Before, and to some extent during, the 1960s the level of political polarization in the United 

States was rather low. The post-WWII period from the late 1940s to the early 1960s was in 

many ways a calm before the storm. This era saw the political parties overlap on several 

issues, and there were numbers of liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats.78 Thus, 

the political landscape in many ways reflected the public in the way that polarization was a 

non-issue. This started to change during the 1960s. As noted by Campbell, “turmoil replaced 

tranquility. Americans experienced social and political upheaval. Conflict over civil rights and 

then the Vietnam War left the nation deeply divided.”79 During this period of time the 

American people became more issue-oriented and more ideological. This left the United 

States more politically divided with a higher degree of polarization.80  

As a number of grass roots movements rose up to be forces to reckon with, the 

establishment was significantly challenged. As Campbell notes, the establishment was taken 

on by the New Left, and at the same time the conservative movement quietly grew.81 In a 

way, it was the perfect storm where the upheaval eventually would lead to conflict and 

political polarization not just in the public, but also in the political sphere. There was, indeed, 

a backlash against the forces that challenged traditional values and the American 

establishment. Many people did not appreciate the changes that the United States were going 

through, thus it is easy to understand that they defended traditions and the notion of civility in 

American society. Vice President Spiro Agnew voiced this when he urged the silent majority 

to defend law and order, and traditional American values.82 As Maurice Isserman argues, “as 

it seemed by 1966-1967, that the real political choice of the United States faced was between 

constructing a Great Society or maintaining an orderly one, it is not surprising that so many 

would choose the latter over the former.”83 When the public found itself in a time of upheaval, 

it was for many an easy decision to choose the known over the unknown. The civility of an 

orderly society was still something that many Americans viewed as paramount for the United 

States. This issue divided the public significantly and contributed to a widening gap between 

groups. 
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Although the population became more ideologically polarized, the parties did not 

follow the same trajectory at the same speed. As Campbell argues, the polarization of the 

political parties was slowed by several factors, although there was significant pressure from 

the growing ideological wings of the parties to follow the electorate.84 The parties were to a 

large extent centrist in their views, and congressional incumbency reinforced this through a 

lack, or to some extent, unwillingness to change. Furthermore, the lack of a viable Republican 

Party in the Southern states also contributed to a slowing of the polarization of the parties. In 

addition to this, as Campbell notes, “the centrist establishment of both parties also resisted, 

with varying degrees of success, the more polarizing influences of their newly strengthened 

insurgent wings.”85 However, as the political parties did not follow the electorates degree of 

polarization, it was bound to happen at a later stage.   

As the 1960s turned into the 1970s, the civil rights movement, the counterculture, and 

the massive anti-war protests faded away, but it did not mark the end of what these factors 

had created and revealed in American society. As James Campbell notes, “the upheaval of the 

mid- to late 1960s, however, created deep divisions in values and political orientations. These 

differences did not fade away. They grew. They were less evident and more muted than they 

might have been because they were not well reflected in the heterogeneous political parties of 

the time.”86 These factors played an important part in creating and revealing a divide in 

American society and politics that have grown and intensified to the point where we still see it 

in the contemporary situation.  

The polarization of the 1960s started a process wherein the population became more 

polarized than the political parties. However, as time went on, the political parties followed 

suit in order to better represent the polarized opinions of the population. This did not happen 

during the 1960s, but the seed was planted by the social and political conflicts in America 

during that decade. Since that decade, the Democrats have generally pursued issues 

concerning civil rights and racial matters. This has attracted significant support from 

minorities and liberal whites. The Republicans, on the other hand, have pursued issues that 

appeal to white conservatives, and have to some degree opposed the minority rights’ issues 

that the Democrats have pursued.87 Thus, the divide that was evident on a societal level in the 

public during the 1960s has become increasingly transferred to the political sphere. As argued 
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by Campbell, the polarization of the political parties developed and increased during the 

1970s and into the 1980s.88 This is a process that has continued. As Isserman notes, the 

rhetoric used by American leaders during the 1990s indicated that some of the key issues of 

the 1960s had not been solved or healed, and that “so powerful were – are – the energies let 

loose in the sixties that there cannot now be, and may never be, anything like a final 

summing-up.”89 The attack on the establishment of the 1960s can thus to some extent be 

compared to the contemporary situation, where the establishment finds itself under attack 

from both left and right of the political spectrum. 

In the following chapter, I will take a closer look at the polarization in contemporary 

America and how it is having an effect on the functioning of American politics. 
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3. The Effects of Political Polarization on Contemporary U.S. Politics 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

As I write, polarization seems to have entered a dangerous new stage. The death of George 

Floyd at the hands of the Minneapolis police has exploded in a series of street demonstrations, 

looting, and violent clashes throughout the U.S. The population is seemingly divided along 

racial and social divides, the Democrats and Republicans are attacking each other over most 

issues, and little promise of reconciliation and cooperation can be seen. This is having a grave 

impact on the American political system as a whole. 

In this chapter I will look into how American politics have been polarized and what 

effect polarization has on the functioning of the contemporary U.S. political system. In order 

to do so, I will first examine polarization in the electorate. It is clear that extensive 

polarization exists, but beyond party activists and politically motivated citizens, how deeply 

has polarization of attitudes penetrated the voting public as a whole? Furthermore, what 

effects does increased polarization in the American population have on the functioning of the 

political system? 

 Secondly, polarization of the political class will be examined. In what ways do the 

political actors, from the grass roots level all the way up to the political level, influence the 

political system and contribute to the polarization of it? 

Thirdly, the impact of polarization on campaigning and governing will be looked at. 

As American politics have become increasingly polarized, campaigning has followed suit. In 

what ways have this had an effect on governing, and thus the functioning of the political 

system? 

Finally, I will look at in what ways political polarization has contributed to the 

gridlock of the American political system, and thus to a situation of status quo where the 

government is unable to cooperate and compromise to the good of the United States as a 

whole. 
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3.2 Electorate: Polarized or Not? 

 

The United States has recently been thrown into turmoil by demonstrations and protests that 

have turned into riots and even situations resembling street warfare. The population is 

seemingly divided along racial, social, and political divides, differences between groups are 

reinforced, and thus polarization is increased. However, is the American populace as 

polarized as recent events suggest?  

 The American population has often been believed to be relatively moderate. This is 

echoed by Morris Fiorina who notes that “contrary to the implicit assumptions of most 

democratic political theorists, the typical American does not wish to devote very much of his 

or her free time to politics.”90 This suggests that the ordinary American is not driven by 

ideology and has a rather pragmatic outlook on life and politics. Fiorina argues that the 

American population, which is largely centrist, view the political parties as more extreme than 

the population itself.91 This would suggest that there is a higher degree of second-order 

polarization in the United States, compared to first-order polarization. First-order polarization 

describes the polarization in the general public, the electorate. Second-order polarization, on 

the other hand, describes the polarization between the political parties.92 Because the public is 

less interested in politics than the political class, a consequence is that they have less 

knowledge about politics and hold views less adamantly than those who are activists and 

politically engaged, who hold stronger views.93 As Fiorina notes, “even moderate voters will 

make polarized choices if that is all that they are offered.”94 Thus, it is, in his view, the 

political class that makes the public appear to be more polarized than it in fact is. 

 Other scholars argue that the American population has, in fact, become more polarized 

during recent decades. James Campbell argues that there has been a steady increase in 

polarization among the population since the 1960s. During that era, significant divisions in the 

population were revealed along lines of values and political beliefs.95 These divisions have 

been present all the time since then but have been reinforced in the last decades. Thus, the 

population has become more ideologically driven than earlier. 
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James Campbell outlines three categories to measure polarization in the electorate. 

Changes in voter turnout, in partisanship, and in split-ticket voting.96 A moderate public 

would react differently to these than a highly polarized one. Therefore, these measures are 

useful when determining the level of polarization in the American public. 

  The first point examined is changes in voter turnout. As outlined by Campbell, 

whereas a moderate public would be expected to turn out in lower numbers when faced with 

the choice of candidates of more polarized parties, a highly polarized public would turn out in 

greater numbers when there is an increase in political polarization.97 The numbers, however, 

suggest that there at most has been a 10% increase in voter turnout since the mid-1990s, and 

that voter turnout has decreased by roughly 5% since 2008.98 Thus, although many argue that 

the public has become significantly more polarized, the numbers in voter turnout suggest that 

there is not a significant change in polarization levels for the last two decades. 

The second point Campbell outlines to measure polarization among the public is 

changes in partisanship. In a scenario where the political parties drift to the extremes while 

the public remains moderate, there should be a decline in the number of people professing 

strong party identification. In contrast, a highly polarized public would result in increased 

partisanship.99 The rate of partisanship and people strongly identifying with the political 

parties has indeed increased over the last few decades. From 26% around 1980, to 33% in 

2012.100 A survey on political typology done by Pew Research Center in 2017 shows that 

these numbers have further increased, now being between 45% and 50%.101 This suggest that 

American voters have become more polarized over the course of the last decades, and even 

more so during the last few years. Furthermore, when more voters express themselves as 

strong identifiers, it encourages the parties to follow their polarizing policy lines and continue 

using divisive rhetoric. Thus, one can argue that it has a negative effect on the functioning of 

the political system. 

The third point discussed by Campbell is changes in split-ticket voting. A moderate 

public would be likely to split their ticket to balance out the policies of liberals and 

conservatives when faced with political parties which offer polarizing choices. In the case of a 
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highly polarized public, on the other hand, there would most likely be an increase in straight-

ticket voting.102 As noted by Campbell, split-ticket voting has significantly declined over the 

last decades. From close to 30% in 1988, to as little as 10% in 2012.103 This is also supported 

by Alan Abramowitz, arguing that there has been a significant increase in party loyalty and 

straight-ticket voting over the last three decades, and that this largely comes from the voters 

dislike of the opposing party.104 Thus, this would suggest that the public has become more 

polarized. With split-ticket voting now at such low levels, there is little reason for the 

politicians to try to appeal to a broader range of the public than merely their base. Therefore, 

the public’s rejection of candidates from other parties also has an effect on the political 

system in that it promotes and supports candidates with narrow bases of support. This is likely 

to be reflected in the actions they take while in a governing position.  

When taking these three measurements into account, the numbers clearly suggest that 

the American public has become more polarized, which is also reflected in the current 

situation. This is not to say that the public is the driving force of polarization in America, but 

that the levels of first-order polarization is, as the current situation shows, dangerously high. 

As Campbell notes, “polarization in America has reached the point that its effects go beyond 

people holding sharply divergent political views. Many on both sides now find it difficult to 

fathom how reasonably intelligent people can reside at the other end of the ideological 

spectrum. Those on the other side are often dismissed as insincere, misinformed, stupid, 

delusional, or worse. Their views are derided as impervious to evidence and immune to 

reason.”105 When polarization has become so strident, and there is such a significant divide 

between opposing sides, it is easy to understand why the debate has become so uncivil. People 

on both sides simply do not want to see, or try to understand, where people with differing 

views are coming from. 

The negativity toward the opposing side is translated to another indicator of increased 

polarization in the American population, which is what has come to be known as negative 

partisanship. This is what Alan Abramowitz describes as “voting against the opposing party 

rather than for your own.”106 The supporters of the political parties have increasingly negative 

opinions about the opposing party, and this is a growing problem. As Abramowitz notes, 

“voting based on hostility toward the opposing party may have reached an all-time high in 
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2016, but that doesn’t mean we can expect it to diminish anytime soon.”107 During the 2016 

presidential campaign, and Donald J. Trump’s first term as president, the resentment and 

negativity between the opposing sides clearly have increased. The negativity among the 

public has a significant influence on the political system in that it contributes, and reinforces, 

the negative opinions elected officials hold of each other. This, in turn, impairs the smooth 

functioning of a political system that desperately needs to bring about compromise and proper 

governing.  

 Negative partisanship can be seen as a result of growing resentment between groups in 

the American population. In some ways, this can be seen as an expression of the culture war 

that Pat Buchanan addressed in his speech at the 1992 Republican National Convention: 

“There is a religious war going on in this country, a cultural war as critical to the kind of 

nation we shall be as the Cold War itself, for this war is for the soul of America.”108 The 

cultural and political divide has been reinforced over the last decades and has led to groups 

being pitted against each other. As Bill McInturff noted, “we have two massive colliding 

forces. One is rural, Christian, religiously conservative. The other is socially tolerant, pro-

choice, secular, living in New England and the Pacific coast.”109 The divide between these 

groups have been evident for a long while, but has grown significantly with time. As 

Campbell argues, “the public has been polarized since the late 1960s, polarization of the 

public became more clearly evident with the polarization of the parties, and the public’s 

polarization increased further in recent decades as the polarized parties organized along more 

clearly ideological lines.”110 As noted in Chapter 2, the different political lines taken by the 

Democrats and Republicans since the 1960s has reinforced the polarization in the public. As 

Abramowitz argues, “the result has been a growing racial, religious, and ideological divide 

between the electoral bases of the two major parties. In the twenty-first century, to a large and 

growing degree, the Democrats have become the party of nonwhites and white liberals while 

the Republicans have become the party of white conservatives.”111 By subscribing to totally 

different sets of values and political beliefs, it is easy to see how Democrats and Republicans 

have become increasingly negative about their opponents as the divide between them has 

widened. This goes for the political class, but also for the electorate and the general public. 
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Even though there is significant evidence pointing to the fact that the electorate indeed 

is more polarized than in the past, it is still fair to say that the population in general is not as 

polarized as the political class. This is underlined by the relatively low numbers for voter 

turnout in the latest elections. In the presidential elections since 2000, voter turnout has 

roughly been between 50% and 60%.112 This shows that a significant part of the eligible 

voters in fact do not vote. This can be attributed to several reasons, with one possibly being a 

lack of interest in politics and ideology. As Fiorina notes, “barely more than half of the age-

eligible electorate went to the polls in 2000, and it is well known that partisanship and 

ideology are correlate of who votes: more intense partisans and more extreme ideologues are 

more likely to vote.”113 However, the people who do use their vote tend to be more partisan 

than earlier. This means that one to a larger extent can see first-order polarization in the 

United States today than have been the case for a long while, and this has a significant effect 

on the political system as a whole. 

The American public has always been vastly diverse and consisted of several different 

groups, whether it comes to ethnicity, religion, or political views. However, for much of 

American history, there has been a common fabric in society that has knitted these groups 

together. During the last few decades, this fabric has seemingly become thinner, and there is 

now more resentment between groups in U.S. society. This has, in turn, also translated to the 

political sphere. Just as the 1960s had an influence on all Americans, one can argue that the 

upheaval of the contemporary era also is influencing the lives of most Americans in one way 

or another whether they are interested in politics or not. No one is left unaffected by the 

strident polarization of today. However, even though the evidence suggests that the public in 

general has become more polarized, one should not disregard the fact that a large proportion 

of the American public still can be located as moderates on a left-right political scale. As 

Abramowitz notes, “while the term ‘culture wars’ is overused, it is clear that divisions over 

cultural issues have become much more prominent and have had a big impact on party 

politics.”114 Furthermore, it is important to point out that the polarization of the political class 

may play a part in reinforcing the public’s image as increasingly polarized. As Morris Fiorina 

notes, “a polarized political class makes the citizenry appear polarized.”115 Thus, although 
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polarization in the public in fact has increased, one can argue that the polarization of the 

political class makes it look even worse than it really is. 

In the following section, I will look into how the political class is polarized and how it 

influences the political system.  

 

 

3.3 Polarization of the Political Class 

 

In order to determine if the political class has become more polarized, we have to define what 

is meant by the term. The political class includes the political candidates, campaign staff, 

advocacy groups, and party activists.116 Compared to the American general public, this group 

is rather small. However, even though this group is relatively small in pure numbers, it is of 

significant importance, and has a substantial impact on the rest of society, as well as the 

political system. It is through the lens of the political class that the public perceives politics, 

simply because this is what the media portrays as the realities of the political sphere. As 

Morris Fiorina points out, “their rhetoric, strategies, and behavior, underlie the reality of 

national polarization.”117 

So, is polarization in politics necessarily a problem? As Brady and Nivola note, “in 

some sense, political parties exist in order to be polarized. So what is all the fuss?”118 Political 

parties exist to differentiate themselves from one another. When differentiation becomes 

acute, we have polarization, which effects the functioning of the political system. The 

situation in contemporary America is that second-order polarization, polarization between the 

political parties, is having a substantial effect on the functioning of politics, to the point where 

it is significantly detrimental to the governing of the nation. But how did this happen? As 

noted in Chapter 2, several divides in the American population were revealed during the 

1960s. This led to the population becoming increasingly polarized, something that later has 

translated to the political sphere. Campbell notes that “a realignment started in the 1960s, the 

electorate was better sorted into the political parties and thus the parties became more 

polarized.”119 This phenomenon is termed party-sorting. This means that Americans have 
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become better sorted into the political parties in a way that reflects their ideology. 

Abramowitz notes that, “as the American electorate has become increasingly sorted by party, 

the distribution of ideological positions, policy preferences, and even candidate evaluations 

have become increasingly polarized, with fewer Democrats and Republicans found near the 

center and more near the opposing attitudinal poles.”120 Thus, the more accurate sorting of the 

electorate into the political parties has contributed and directly led to the parties being more 

polarized. James Campbell argues that party-sorting influenced the parties in a way that 

“better reflected the polarization of the electorate. Rather than masking and muting that 

polarization, the polarized parties now reveal and accentuate polarization in the electorate. 

Polarization in the electorate begot polarization of the parties and polarization of the parties 

begot more polarization in the electorate.”121Thus, one can argue that polarization of one 

reinforces polarization of the other, and in that way it is likely to spiral into a situation where 

the environment is highly polarized. This is what we are seeing in contemporary American 

politics. 

 As Abramowitz notes, “in the twenty-first century, the United States entered a new 

age of partisanship. Sharp party divisions now characterize all of the nation’s major political 

institutions. In Congress, the ideological divide between Democrats and Republicans in both 

the House and Senate is larger than at any time in the past century.”122 This was also pointed 

out by political scientist Marc Hetherington, who noted that “in fact, in the 109th Congress 

(2005-06), every Republican scored more conservative than even the most conservative 

Democrat, and the distance between the average Republican and Democratic member reached 

its highest point in 100 years.”123 This is now 15 years ago, and by all accounts, the two 

parties have moved further to the opposite poles, rather than coming together. The Democrats 

are now undoubtedly the liberal party, and the Republicans are undoubtedly the conservative 

party. This includes the whole party hierarchy from top to bottom, from leaders to voters. 

There are no longer many liberal Republicans or conservative Democrats.124 

 Democrats and Republicans now see each other as complete opposites with little or 

nothing in common. Abramowitz notes that “to a much greater extent than thirty or forty 

years ago, Democrats and Republicans today see those who support the other party as very 
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different from themselves, not only in their social characteristics and policy preferences but in 

their fundamental values.”125 This is underlined by a 2014 survey done by Pew Research 

Center which held that 27% of Democratic identifiers, and 36% of Republican identifiers 

considered the opposing party to be a threat to the United States.126 The fact that a significant 

percentage of politicians, as well as of the general public, believes that the opposing side have 

motives that would hurt the country, is discomforting. Furthermore, it explains why the two 

sides are unwilling to cooperate, thus throwing the political system into a state of conflict and 

gridlock. As both parties have drifted to the opposite side of the political spectrum, there is 

little or no hope of the two resolving their differences and working together, and as the 

resentment between the two sides continues to grow, there are no indications that good things 

will follow. This is highlighted by the current situation where a lack of will to cooperate for 

the good of the nation has led to catastrophic results.  

Many scholars argue that the Republican Party has drifted further to the right of center 

than the Democratic Party has drifted to the left. This is known as asymmetric polarization.127 

The ideological bases of the parties draw them to the opposing sides of the political spectrum. 

As Campbell notes, “the more ideological bases of the parties have a good deal of leverage 

over their parties – not only in the nomination of candidates, but in general elections as 

well.”128 Thus, it is suggested that interest groups and activists have drawn the Republican 

Party far to the right of center. The lack of liberal Republicans in government surely 

underlines this. However, with the emergence of Bernie Sanders, as well as other vocal left-

wing supporters, as significantly influential voices within the Democratic Party, it is fair to 

say that also the Democratic Party in recent years has moved significantly to the left of center. 

Thus, both parties find themselves moving to more extreme poles in order to satisfy their 

activist bases. This is severely worrisome when considering the functioning of the political 

system as a whole. More extreme meanings and policy stances means that there is a decreased 

chance of cooperation and compromise for the betterment of the American people as a whole. 

The fact that the Democrats and Republicans at their core are different is also 

reinforcing the polarized nature of the political system. As Grossmann and Hopkins outline, 

“while the Democratic Party is fundamentally a group coalition, the Republican Party can be 
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most accurately characterized as the vehicle of an ideological movement.”129 Just through 

being so differently organized, the political parties have a disadvantage when it comes to 

understanding the other’s perspective. This often leads to conflict instead of cooperation, 

purely because the two do not understand each other. Grossmann argues that “a significant 

share of this reciprocal animosity gains its force from a lack of widespread recognition of the 

fundamental asymmetry between the parties, with partisans on each side misunderstanding the 

nature of the opposing party and the basis of its mass support.”130 

The differences in the parties have also led to them representing different groups. As 

Grossmann notes, “whereas the organization of activists within the Democratic Party has 

tended to be divided into multiple social groups and issue areas – the labor movement, the 

civil rights movement, the anti-war movement, the feminist movement, the gay rights 

movement, the environmental movement, and so forth – the conservative ascendancy in the 

Republican Party occurred via a broad mobilization of ideologically motivated activists who 

promoted an alternative philosophy that applied across a broad spectrum of policy 

domains.”131 However, one can argue that also the Democratic Party has become more of an 

ideological vehicle, while still representing a number of social groups and movements. And in 

that way, they have placed themselves as more of an ideological opposite in the political 

spectrum to the conservatism of the Republican Party. Thus, the political parties have come to 

represent two dramatically different groups within the United States, which can be seen in the 

policies they pursue, and the increase in political polarization that follows as an effect of it. 

By focusing adamantly on group interests, instead of policies focusing on all 

Americans, both political parties have contributed to the rise of identity politics. This is a 

significant factor contributing to the polarization of the political class of contemporary 

America. As Fiorina notes, “for most of American history, the political parties were broad 

coalitions that appealed to the common interests of their members. Today, the parties have 

reinvented themselves as holding companies for a host of identity, affinity, and special 

interest groups. Controlling neither nominations nor patronage as their forerunners did, the 

parties today must work through allied or associated groups that are both incomplete and 

inaccurate representations of the broader public.”132 Identity politics caters to group interests, 

and thus it tends to be divisive rather than inclusive. Thus, it easily leads to tribalism where 
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different groups are set up to oppose one another, and in that way becoming hostile toward the 

opposing side. This is true for both the political class, and the American public. The group 

think that this results in is severely counterproductive to the functioning of a political system 

comprised of several different groups whose best alternative for proper government is to work 

together. 

 The political class has become significantly polarized over the course of the last few 

decades. This is having a pronounced influence on the political system, but also on the 

American people. Through being the face of American politics, the political class portrays the 

picture of strident polarization which contributes to fuel the fire of general polarization of the 

United States. One can argue that the politicians themselves have the responsibility and power 

to heal the system. However, as their bases of support increasingly look at attempts of 

reconcilement as a betrayal to the party line, it is becoming increasingly difficult to break out 

of the negative spiral, to the point where such attempts can severely damage a candidates’ 

hopes of reelection. In the next section, polarization in campaigning and governing will be 

examined, exactly to look at this issue, which is becoming an important characteristic 

contributing to political polarization in the United States. 

 

 

3.4 Polarization in Campaigning and Governing 

 

The 2016 Presidential campaign was perhaps one of the most polarizing political campaigns 

in recent American history, and most evidence suggest that the 2020 campaign also will 

reflect the divisions in American society and politics, and further reinforce them. On one 

hand, one can argue that polarization in campaigning is necessary to a certain degree, in order 

to highlight differences between parties and candidates. On the other hand, it is severely 

detrimental when it reinforces divides in the population and leads to hostility among political 

parties to the point where they are unwilling to cooperate. In this way, increased polarization 

in campaigning has its effects on the sphere of governing. More and more, we are seeing 

campaigning and governing becoming interchangeable. This is not a sign of an environment 

of functional governing. As Amy Gutmann notes, “increasingly, campaigning is intruding into 

governing, where it is often counterproductive. The means of winning office are subverting 

the ends of governing once in office.”133 The realities of a political campaign are often the 
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opposite of what one would encounter in government, at least from an ideal point of view. 

Once in government, politicians should strive to serve all people through reaching agreements 

and making compromises with their political opponents. However, the mindset of 

campaigning is having a negative effect on this in the polarized environment of contemporary 

politics in the United States. Gutmann argues that “the resistance to democratic compromise 

is anchored in an uncompromising mindset, a cluster of attitudes and arguments that 

encourage principled tenacity and mutual mistrust. This mindset is conducive to campaigning 

but inimical to governing.”134 With campaigning becoming such an important feature of 

politics, politicians often pay more attention to their reelection campaign than to effectively 

govern. Abramowitz argues that “with control of both chambers at stake every two years, 

party leaders in Congress often seem more concerned with posturing and positioning for the 

next election than with addressing pressing national problems.”135 

 An important factor that has a significant influence on the polarization of political 

campaigning is the rise of interest groups and activists as influences on the political agenda in 

both the Democratic and Republican Parties. Rather than the politicians themselves setting the 

agenda, they have to adhere to the interest groups and activists that provide their base of 

support. Grossmann notes that, “each party is instead governed by an ‘extended party 

network’ that includes activists and interest groups located outside as well as within the 

formal structures of government institutions and national, state, and local committees.”136 

These forces that pressure the political parties and their candidates to take uncompromising 

policy positions further increase the polarized nature of politics and thus, they reinforce the 

ineffectiveness of the contemporary political system. Amy Gutmann notes that “a successful 

campaign strategy requires an uncompromising mindset. It favors candidates who stand 

firmly on their principles and condemn their opponents’ positions at every turn.”137 The 

respective parties’ electoral base is prone to replace moderate candidates with candidates 

expressing more ideological or principled stances. Grossmann notes that “Republican primary 

voters have repeatedly proved to be quite open to being persuaded that their sitting 

representatives – even those with decades of service and broad appeal to general electorates – 

have betrayed the conservative cause and deserve to be replaced by more principled 

challengers.”138 This is also happening in the Democratic Party. Candidates that are perceived 
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to be too moderate are challenged and replaced with politicians that are deemed to be 

uncompromising and firm in their political stances.  

The voters also share the responsibility for the increased polarization in political 

campaigns. While having the power to elect candidates, voters also have the power to reject 

candidates. As Gutmann argues, “if legislators themselves do not recognize the value of 

compromise, then voters need to use elections to show that they do. Voters must choose 

representatives who care enough about governing to take the risks of compromising.”139 In 

this way, one can argue that it is the voters themselves that have the responsibility to make 

sure that the candidates they elect will contribute to a functional political system. However, as 

evidence suggest that the population increasingly has become polarized, the prospect of a 

return to politics of cooperation and compromise is rather bleak. The ‘art of the deal’ is for 

most intents and purposes dead, and this is greatly hampering any form of dynamic 

democratic process and cooperation between the political parties. This is reinforced by the 

uniformity in ideas and meanings within the political parties and their bases of support. As 

Thomas Mann argues, “similar patterns are apparent among party activists of all sorts – 

delegates to national party conventions, local opinion leaders, issue advocates, donors, and 

participants in nominating caucuses and primaries. All increasingly share the ideological 

perspectives and issue positions of their party’s elected officials.”140 The uniformity of 

opinion in the political parties is clearly reflected by Congress. A study of roll call voting in 

the 111th Congress made by the National Journal shows that the most conservative Democrat 

is slightly more liberal than the most liberal Republican.141 Both the Democratic Party and the 

Republican Party used to be more diverse in opinions, and it was normal to find moderates in 

both parties who were willing to cooperate with the other side. In contemporary American 

politics, it is highly unlikely to see coalitions in Congress that includes significant numbers of 

members from both parties. The argument can be made that the political parties to a large 

extent have no overlapping ideas and values anymore, and in such an environment there is 

little hope for the political system to function effectively as long as neither party controls both 

the executive and legislative branch of government. 

 Most members in the current Congress represent safe districts.142 Thus, they do not 

have to worry about opponents from the other party in reelection campaigns. This leaves them 
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with no incentive to cooperate with the other side in order to appeal to voters from the 

opposing party. The only challenges they get, if they are challenged at all, are candidates from 

the same party, often trying to appear as more principled. It also reinforces the sentiment that 

there is no room for diverging views within the party. Thomas Mann argues that “there is no 

doubt that greater ideological agreement among members in both parties was a prerequisite to 

an increase in partisanship in Congress. Like-minded party members representing more 

homogenous constituencies are willing to delegate authority to their leaders to advance their 

collective electoral interest, putting a premium on strategic partisan team play.”143 As a result, 

there is an increase in polarization and party differences are reinforced. The importance of 

being true to the tribe is reflected in the political choices elected officeholders make. As Mann 

notes, “building and maintaining each party’s reputation dictate against splitting the 

difference in policy terms. It’s better to have an issue than a bill, to shape the party’s brand 

name and highlight party differences. The extent of change towards tribalism is clear when 

party line voting spills over to issues with no discernable ideological content and where 

liberal and conservative positions are impossible to identify.”144 

 The strident polarization in campaigning clearly has translated to governing, and thus 

has a significant influence on the functioning of the American political system. As 

Abramowitz argues, “polarization and negative partisanship will remain major obstacles to 

any politician seeking support across party lines. Candidates must win their party’s 

nomination by running a gauntlet of primaries and caucuses dominated by voters who are 

even more ideologically extreme and more hostile to the opposing party than their party’s 

general election voters.”145 Both Republicans and Democrats in Congress will be under 

pressure to oppose, and work against the other side in order to appeal to their electoral bases. 

If they will not, they will be challenged, and most likely be replaced by a candidate that 

satisfies the demands of the activist base of the party. Politicians have to be elected and that 

means, increasingly today, satisfying activists and entrenched interests specific to the parties. 

This has a severe effect on the functioning of the political system as all attempts to work 

together are met with suspicion and hostility. As Gutmann notes, “while the uncompromising 

mindset serves a useful democratic purpose in the domain of campaigns, it is detrimental 
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when it dominates in the domain of governance. To govern, elected leaders have to adopt a 

compromising mindset.”146  

In the next section, I will address the gridlock that is a result of unwillingness and 

inability to compromise and communicate to those who hold a different set of opinions. 

 

 

3.5 Gridlock in American Politics 

 

Political polarization is a severe problem in contemporary U.S. politics. As argued by Thurber 

and Yoshinaka, it “discourages compromise, produces gridlock, fosters mistrust, and 

ultimately hinders the functioning of governmental institutions.”147 In essence, gridlock is a  

telling characteristic of contemporary U.S. politics. The unwillingness to work together for 

the American people as a whole is a significant problem, one that both sides of the aisle are 

responsible for. 

 The resentment between the parties is to a great extent halting any purposeful 

legislation in a country with several issues that needs addressing. Rather than working 

together, both parties are working against each other. On the Republican side, the resentment 

against the Democrats has significantly grown since the 1990s. Political scientist Mark Lilla 

argues that “the moment Bill Clinton was elected president, the conservative movement fell 

into a fit of hysteria reminiscent of the 1950s and which has yet to pass. It didn’t matter that 

Clinton had fought to move the Democratic Party to the center. Congressional Republicans 

wanted to stymie him no matter what it took.”148 It simply did not matter if they agreed on 

some issues. The mentality was one of non-cooperation with the opposition. Today, we see 

the same from the Democratic Party. They are not interested in working together with the 

Republicans, even though they could find common ground on some issues. Lilla notes that 

“Donald J. Trump is president of the United States. And his surprise victory has finally 

energized American liberals and progressives. They are busy organizing what they call a 

‘resistance’ to everything he stands for.”149 To any neutral observer, it would be obvious that 

the stances taken by both parties are severely counterproductive from a governing perspective. 
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By refusing to explore avenues of cooperation, both parties are contributing to the stand-still 

and gridlock that today is the key feature of the political system. 

So, how did it come to the point where compromise and cooperation is not an option 

anymore? Alan Abramowitz notes that, “in Washington, partisan polarization combined with 

divided party control has led to a politics of confrontation and gridlock.”150 As the parties 

have become more uniform, difference of opinion and constructive debate have become non-

existing. Abramowitz argues that, “during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, it was much easier to 

build bipartisan coalitions to pass legislation. There were enough moderate-to-liberal 

Republicans and moderate-to-conservative Democrats to enable cross-party coalitions on 

some major issues. Today, however, there are almost no members in the middle in either 

chamber, and divided party control almost inevitably leads to confrontation and gridlock.”151 

Thus, when the center of a political system breaks, there are few overlapping opinions 

remaining. This leads to two distinct blocks opposing each other. This has now become the 

reality of the American political system. In contemporary American politics, Morris Fiorina 

notes, “partisans on each side attack their counterparts on the other as ignorant, stupid, 

corrupt, and unpatriotic. Reasonable compromises are sell-outs and those who arrange them 

are defectors or traitors.”152 

One important factor that has contributed to the gridlock is the difference in party 

organization. There are key differences in the two parties’ structures and bases of support. 

The Democratic Party is a coalition of a number of single-issue interest groups and social 

movements, while the Republican Party is a broad ideological conservative movement.153 

These differences contribute to the unwillingness to see the other side’s ideas and values as 

valuable, and thus worthy of consideration in political debates. As Grossmann notes, “the 

persistence of party differences also contributes to the frequent inability of partisans on each 

side to comprehend the positions and actions of their counterparts in the opposite camp, 

further eroding the mutual understanding that is often a necessary condition for compromise 

and accomplishments within the American political system.”154 

 Most evidence points to the American political system as not being healthy. Mark 

Lilla argues that, “the forces at work in healthy party politics are centripetal; they encourage 

factions and interest to come together to work out common goals and strategies. They oblige 
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everyone to think, or at least speak, about the common good.”155 However, this is not how 

contemporary American politics is functioning. In contemporary American politics, the forces 

at work are rather centrifugal. This means that single factions are bound to form and break out 

along single issues, following principled ideological stances.156 Thus, Congress, and the 

American political system in general, is characterized by gridlock and divisions, instead of 

governing for the common good of the American people. 

What happens when compromise and cooperation is not an option anymore? The 

current political system is characterized by viewing the opposite side as the enemy. This is the 

exact opposite of Ronald Reagan’s saying that “someone who agrees with me 80 percent of 

the time is my 80 percent friend, not my 20 percent enemy.”157 Rather than seeing 

opportunities, the current emphasis is on differences. This is rooted in the parties’ inability to 

understand the opposite side of an issue. Grossmann notes that, “though often producing 

gridlock, party asymmetry also fundamentally affects public policies that do manage to be 

enacted.”158 When one side manages to pass any legislation, the chances are that the other side 

will repeal it once they attain the majority again. This is the result when both sides harbor 

such strong resentment toward each other and are unwilling to come together and 

compromise. Two parties bickering over differences when they actually have an opportunity 

to compromise for the goal of the common good. As Mann notes, “the single-minded focus on 

scoring political points over solving problems, escalating over the last several decades, has 

reached a level of such intensity and bitterness that the government seems incapable of taking 

and sustaining public decisions responsive to the existential challenges facing the country.”159 

By not being willing to give any ground in order to reach compromises, both the Democrats 

and the Republicans continually have a negative effect on the functioning of American 

politics. As Gutmann argues, “faced with the challenge of bridging polarized partisan divides 

on pressing issues such as tax reform, health care, and immigration policy, American 

politicians regularly claim to seek consensus on the common ground. They in effect deny the 

need to reach compromises that would require them to sacrifice something valuable to their 

opponents.”160 However, when there is no common ground to be found, which is mostly the 

case in contemporary American politics, nothing will get done. The notion of one group or 
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party giving a bit of ground to another in order to reach an agreement is non-existent. The 

compromise, or ‘art of the deal’, is for all intents and purposes dead. This is a severe 

development since this is an instrument of paramount importance in any functioning 

democracy. As Gutmann notes, “governing a democracy without common promise is 

impossible. To restrict political agreements to common ground or common goods, especially 

in a polarized partisan environment, is to privilege the status quo, even when all parties agree 

that reform is needed.”161 

The gridlock in Congress is contributing to a further increase in polarization in the 

U.S. as a whole. Political polarization reinforces polarization in the public sphere. Thus, the 

United States finds itself in a carousel where polarization and resentment are ever increasing 

and spinning out of control. This could have grave consequences for the American political 

system, and the nation as a whole. As Grossmann points out, “in today’s heavily partisan and 

polarized era, Democrats and Republicans are not merely separated by philosophical, 

compositional, and policy-related differences. The parties also suffer from a deficit of mutual 

understanding among leaders and supporters alike that further alienates each side from the 

other and is reinforced by the chronic collective ambivalence of the American public toward 

the proper role and responsibilities of their nation’s government.”162 This is clearly reflected 

in the current situation in the United States. Elected officials show their inability to do 

anything other than reinforce the divide through a lack of civility and decency in any 

exchange they have with the opposition. The American people are clamoring for reform on 

many important issues. If this is not addressed properly, and in time, it will severely damage 

the United States, in addition to having dangerous consequences as is being highlighted by the 

current situation. 
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4. Conclusion 
 

 

4.1. The Devastating Effects of Polarization in the United States 

 

The evidence shows that the U.S. clearly has become more polarized during the last few 

decades. Both first-order and second-order polarization can be seen in high degrees, and this 

is having a profound effect on the functioning of the political system, as well as American 

society in general. The polarization of the public contributes in fueling the fire of polarization 

among the political class, which in turn reinforces divides among the population. In effect, it 

is a spiral of polarization that is spinning out of control as we are witnessing it. 

As outlined in James Campbell’s revealed polarization theory, “the polarization of the 

electorate is not a development of the last few decades. While the electorate’s polarization 

may well have increased in recent years, it had become highly polarized long ago, most likely 

in the mid- and late 1960s.”163 The 1960s was a time of struggle and upheaval in the United 

States. The ideas and values that founded the basis for American society were seriously 

challenged. The counterculture, the anti-war movement, and the Civil Rights movement 

dramatically changed several aspects of society, and reinforced and created social and 

political divisions in the population. Many of these lines of conflict can be seen in 

contemporary America where the population is polarized along racial, generational, cultural, 

economic, and religious lines. In 1968, “Vice President Agnew rallied ‘the silent majority’ to 

rise in defense of ‘law and order’ and traditional values.”164 The same call for the silent 

majority to stand up for law and order is today made by President Trump. With this in mind, 

one can argue that these conflicts and divides, in fact, never fully healed, but are still present 

in American society.  

 The social differences during the 1960s did not directly translate to the political sphere 

until later. Neither the Democratic Party nor the Republican Party of the time reflected the 

polarization of the population of its time. They were rather heterogeneous as parties, with 

elected officials holding overlapping opinions. Thus, it was common to find both conservative 

Democrats and liberal Republicans. However, as the electorate became better ideologically 

sorted into the parties from the late 1970s onward, the parties became more homogeneous, 

and ideologically consistent. In this way, the polarization in the population was reinforced and 
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revealed in a clearer way by the parties.165 Thus, as a result of party-sorting and the different 

political lines taken by the Democratic and Republican Parties since the 1960s, the two 

political parties have come to represent distinctly different groups in the United States. As 

Alan Abramowitz notes, “the result has been a growing racial, religious, and ideological 

divide between the electoral bases of the two major parties. In the twenty-first century, to a 

large and growing degree, the Democrats have become the party of nonwhites and white 

liberals while the Republicans have become the party of white conservatives.”166 Therefore, 

the political polarization of today can thus be argued to be a result of the social polarization of 

the 1960s. This has resulted in the contemporary era being characterized by a high degree of 

both first-order and second-order polarization, meaning polarization in the general public, as 

well as between the political parties. 

 As noted in Chapter 2, the notion of civility was severely challenged during the 1960s. 

Up until then, there had been a notion of decency and civility in the way society worked. 

Rhetoric and language then became harder and more incendiary, something that is paralleled 

in the contemporary time period. By holding differing opinions, one faces the possibility of 

being labeled as a fascist or communist by those who disagree. Furthermore, the vitriol of 

public and political discourse is seemingly ever increasing. This form of strident polarization 

can be seen both among the public and the political class of today. 

 The long-standing belief that the American public is moderate can to some extent be 

seen as incorrect in the contemporary era. As noted in Chapter 3, evidence points to the 

electorate becoming increasingly polarized, and holding stronger political opinions than 

before. However, one should not overlook the fact that a significant percentage of the eligible 

voters, roughly 40%, has not taken part in presidential elections since 2000.167 This might be 

an indicator that a significant part of the population simply does not care about politics and is 

thus not caught up in the polarization of today. Nevertheless, with the climate of the 

contemporary era being so polarized, it is difficult to see how anyone can be unaffected by it.  

 There is significant evidence pointing to the fact that the electorate indeed is more 

polarized than in the past, but it is still fair to say that the population in general is not as 

polarized as the political class. Even though social polarization predates political cleavages, 

going back to the 1960s era, at present the sharp divisions in the political class outweigh 

social divisions. Thus, political polarization is the driving force of this era. It is the political 

 
165 Campbell, 53. 
166 Abramowitz, The Great Alignment, 58. 
167 “Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections | The American Presidency Project.” 



45 

 

class, from elected officeholders to political activists, that sets the tone of the political debate 

and in that way contributes significantly to increased polarization to the point where it has 

become detrimental to the political system. The extreme and radical views presented by many 

politicians have also contributed significantly to the rise of negative partisanship. This has 

become a driving force in American politics, as many voters simply vote against the 

candidates and party they dislike, rather than voting for someone they support. This is 

supported by Abramowitz noting that “negative partisanship was a key factor in Donald 

Trump’s surprising victory in 2016. Intense dislike for Hillary Clinton enabled Trump to 

consolidate support among Republican identifiers and Republican-leaning independents 

despite many of these voters’ reservations about his candidacy.”168 The political system has 

become entrenched with resentment and negativity. 

An important aspect contributing to the polarization and ineffectiveness of the political 

system is the influence of campaigning on the sphere of governing. To a larger extent, 

campaigning is taking over the halls of governing as elected officials are becoming more 

concerned with reelection. Thus, polarization is increasingly locked into the electoral process. 

Politicians have to be elected and that means, increasingly today, satisfying activists and 

entrenched interests specific to the parties. This is posing a significant challenge to the 

functioning of the political system. As noted in Chapter 3, the mindset necessary for a 

successful campaign is highly detrimental when it comes to governing. As pointed out by 

Amy Gutmann, “in an era characterized by the permanent campaign, the balance in 

democratic governing needs to shift toward the compromising mindset and the political 

compromises that it makes possible.”169 However, the candidates and parties are increasingly 

catering to the extreme views held by activists and interest groups in order to secure 

reelection. Instead of trying to find common ground and working together, both parties simply 

reject the ideas of the other side and look across the aisle with mistrust and hostility. As Mark 

Lilla points out, “Donald J. Trump is president of the United States. And his surprise victory 

has finally energized American liberals and progressives. They are busy organizing what they 

call a ‘resistance’ to everything he stands for.”170 Instead of being counterproductive and 

contributing to increasing polarization through creating a resistance, Democrats ought to 

respond to the national interest by contributing to the search for solutions rather than being 

part of the problem. This also goes for the Republicans.  
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This thesis argued that polarization is deeply entrenched in social and political 

divisions in American society. These divisions have been in place for a long time and have 

helped to set the stage for polarization in the political class. The question I have considered is 

the extent to which politicians have made a bad situation worse. It seems clear that the 

political class has the power to curb polarization, at least to a certain extent. De-escalating the 

hard rhetoric and vitriol in political discourse would be a good start on a path toward healing. 

Unfortunately, it seems like both Democrats and Republicans, from elected officials to party 

activists, are more concerned with attacking the opposing side in order to seem ideologically 

principled and in that way score political points among the parties’ supporters. Just as in the 

general public, there is a lack of civility and decency in the political class. This hinders civil 

and productive conversations taking place between legislators across the aisle. Thus, 

compromise and cooperation between the two parties have become something of an anomaly, 

resulting in a political system characterized by gridlock and hostility. 

One cannot argue other than that polarization has had devastating effects on the 

functioning of the U.S. political system. It has driven the political parties to a point where 

cooperation and compromise is not considered to be an option anymore. This has resulted in 

political gridlock, and a lack of reform that is greatly needed in a country that faces significant 

challenges. Furthermore, the American people is divided. This divide cannot be healed 

without the political class taking responsibility and contributing to de-escalation of the 

tensions that seem to be ever increasing. Nonetheless, in order to do so, the political class 

needs support from the people. As Gutmann argues, “if legislators themselves do not 

recognize the value of compromise, then voters need to use elections to show that they do. 

Voters must choose representatives who care enough about governing to take the risks of 

compromising.”171 Without a collective effort to counter this, the current levels of polarization 

and conflict will only continue to increase. The very foundations upon which the United 

States of America has been built is threatened. 
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4.2 Reset to Decency  

 

What does the future hold for the American political system? What can be done about the 

current situation the United States finds itself in? A reset to decency and civility seems to be 

necessary in order to heal the divide in the political system, as well as in the society as a 

whole. 

The words of James Madison bear repeating: “as long as the reason of man continues 

fallible, and he is at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed.”172 Thus, there 

will always be potential for different opinions and polarization in a society and in politics. 

This is not to suggest that polarization in and of itself is something negative. In many 

circumstances, divisions are necessary to show the differences both in politics and society. 

However, it is when groups with different opinions lose the ability to see and understand the 

other groups’ point of view and lose the decency to communicate properly together that 

problems arise. This is highlighted by James Campbell when he notes, “polarization in 

America has reached the point that its effects go beyond people holding sharply divergent 

political views. Many on both sides now find it difficult to fathom how reasonably intelligent 

people can reside at the other end of the ideological spectrum.”173 As we can see from current 

events in the United States, nothing good comes of tribalism when it becomes one of the 

driving forces in society. In a time when the United States needs it the most, the political 

leaders must try to overcome their differences, be civil toward each other, and work together, 

to show the American people a way forward. However, responsibility also lies with the 

American people. They are the ones who repeatedly elect officials who reject cooperation and 

compromise in order to be perceived as principled and true to the party line. As Gutmann 

points out, “the success of democratic politics depends on how elected leaders govern – and 

therefore on their attitudes toward compromise. But successful democracy also depends on 

the attitudes of citizens who elect the leaders. They too, must grasp the value of 

compromise.”174Thus, it is time for the large part of Americans that are not politically active 

to bring back a time of functioning politics where cooperation and compromise are values that 

are aspired to. This also means a reset to decency and civility, where politicians and the public 

respect and can have a conversation with someone of a different opinion. Grossmann suggests 

that “improving the mutual understanding of each party’s essential nature would not 
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eliminate, or even sharply reduce, the growing divide between the issue positions held by 

Democrats and Republicans. But it could still have positive effects on American politics. 

Political rhetoric and debate might be more respectful, substantive, and illuminating. Political 

leaders might be less likely to cast aspersions on the motives of the other party.”175 Without 

doing this, the United States will continue to suffer from a dysfunctional political system, 

with politicians unable to provide the nation with reforms that are needed. This can in turn 

lead to a heightening of conflict among the population, as groups are pitted against one 

another, to levels even higher than what we have seen throughout the first half of 2020. 

Morris Fiorina notes that, “polarization has deep roots in a variety of social changes that have 

increased the homogeneity of each party, widened the differences between the two parties, 

and encouraged politicians to construct electoral coalitions out of group building blocks that 

are less encompassing and less representative of the broader public than was the case for most 

of American history.”176 As the United States finds itself divided along racial, generational, 

economic, cultural, and religious lines, the focus for all Americans should be unity, not 

polarization and division. In order to do so, there needs to be a notion of respect and civility in 

the way all people treat each other, as well as a shared feeling of responsibility. Only time will 

tell if the situation can be turned around, but as Maurice Isserman notes, “it is in just such eras 

of discord and conflict, that Americans have shown themselves most likely to rediscover and 

live out the best traditions to be found in our national experience.”177 If those words ring true, 

one cannot be but optimistic for the future of the United States of America. 
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