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Abstract
Studies of U.S. politics increasingly aim to make sense of two key trends: party polarization
and Republican Party radicalization. Surprisingly, however, party divergences on immigration
have been largely overlooked. Drawing on state and national political party platforms since
1980, we document the rise of attention to immigration, the polarization of substantive party
positions, and the sharp GOP turn toward restrictive measures. After pinpointing the timing
and relative trajectories of national and state-level agenda shifts, we explore potential drivers
and establish two sets of flashpoint events worth further study: highly visible and mostly dead-
locked congressional battles over immigration grand bargains, and bottom-up reverberations
from the widespread 2006 immigrant rights protests and post-2008 Tea Party organizing. We
find that grassroots Tea Party efforts were intervening accelerators rather than original causes
of the Republican embrace of tough immigration restrictions.The article concludes by stressing
the chronological layering of successive party polarizations—from 1960s divergences around
civil rights, through clashes about abortion and LGBTQ rights from the late 1970s to the 1990s,
and followed by immigration polarization in the 2000s. This process of layering polarizations
on top of one another may have supercharged recent GOP turns toward ethnonationalism and
tolerance for threats of violence.

1. Introduction

On July 16, 2015, when showmanDonald J. Trump rode down the golden escalator to denounce
Hispanic immigrants as “rapists” and drug dealers as he declared his candidacy for the GOP
presidential nomination, the moment dramatized how far many Republicans had traveled since
1980. Back then, GOP presidential contenders sparred over whose approach to immigration
was more humane and business friendly. In their April 1980 debate, Ronald Reagan declared
that reforms should not center around “putting up a fence,” while George H. W. Bush called for
measures “so sensitive and so understanding about labor needs and human needs.”1

In recent decades, in fact, not just Republicans, but Democrats as well, have changed their
previous stances on immigration issues. Democratic Party leaders once worried that newcom-
ers would undercut union jobs, but now they have overwhelmingly converged on support for
expanded admissions and new benefits and rights for immigrants, including providing path-
ways to citizenship formany undocumentedmigrants.Meanwhile, GOP turnarounds have been
sharper and continue apace. A party that not long ago catered to business desires for immigrant
workers now stokes and responds to popular fears about non-European and especially Hispanic
newcomers. The 2018 midterm elections featured alarmist GOP depictions of supposedly dan-
gerous Central Americans arriving in massive “caravans” to “invade” across a U.S. southern
border misleadingly described as “open”; President Trump’s 2020 reelection bid doubled down
on promises to finish “The Wall.” Since then, similarly harsh GOP efforts have intensified. The
Republican governor of Texas is spending billions of taxpayer dollars to “finish” the Trumpian
wall, while Florida governor and GOP presidential aspirant Ron DeSantis looks for ever more
telegenic ways to ship batches of migrants from the southern border to liberal locales in the
Northeast.

This article aims to bring public agendas about immigration enforcement and the treat-
ment of migrants into ongoing scholarship about processes of U.S. party polarization and GOP
radicalization. The following sections first situate our study in relation to previous kindred
work that has, puzzlingly, tended to downplay immigration clashes and then outline how we
use data on national and state-level Democratic and Republican political party platforms to
describe and begin to explain party polarization in this realm. What can platform contents over

1“1980 Republican Presidential Candidates Debate,” C-SPAN, April 23, 1980, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.c-span.org/
video/?407380-1/1980-republican-presidential-candidates-debate.
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the years from 1980 to 2017 tell us about when each major party
started paying more attention to immigration matters, and when
and how party stances changed? Have Democrats and Republicans
moved in tandem or on separate trajectories? Did national party
agenda settersmove first, or did state platformwriters lead theway?
Among state parties, which ones moved first?

After we lay out such patterns, we probe the plausibility of
several causal forces invoked in accounts of immigration politi-
cization. Full causal tests are not the objective of this article,
but our descriptive findings point to promising lines for further
analysis. At the elite level, polarization may have been spurred
by shifts in major-party-aligned interest groups and repeated
breakdowns in high-profile efforts to forge congressional compro-
mises. In addition, polarization was likely spurred by widespread
social protest movements—including nationwide pro-immigrant
demonstrations in the spring of 2006 and Tea Party protests and
organizing starting in 2009. In fact, the temporal evidence that we
track here produces a key finding about the Tea Party. Although
previous research has shown that grassroots Tea Party activists
were often animated by anger about immigration, this movement
was not the original cause of GOP shifts toward restrictionist
stances, which were proliferating in GOP platforms from 2002
on. The Tea Party is better understood as an intervening factor,
both an expression and accelerator of the Republican turn away
from business-friendly immigration stances and toward ever more
full-throated ethnonationalism.

At the end of this article, we briefly situate our findings about
immigration polarization in relation to previous findings by sets
of scholars who have also mined state and national party plat-
forms to track social-regulatory divergences. Democratic versus
Republican splits on racial equity issues since the 1960s, on fam-
ily and gender matters since the late 1970s, and on immigration in
the 2000s have by now layered one atop the other—and the results,
we suggest, may be more than simply additive. Interactions among
these processes of intense polarization about social-regulatory
issues cry out for further empirical and theoretical explorations,
because the interactions may have fueled a supercharged synthe-
sis. With elites, activists, and many ordinary voters now sharply
divided on multiple sets of social-regulatory issues, even as they
also disagreemore fiercely than ever aboutmany aspects of govern-
ment’s role in the market economy, America’s two major political
parties seem increasingly locked into existential clashes over the
very meaning of U.S. nationhood. The layering and interaction
of so many initially distinct lines of disagreement over funda-
mental societal issues may explain why U.S. politics today seems
increasingly mired in irresolvable “us” versus “them” conflicts and
teeters frighteningly close to a fundamental breakdown of shared
liberal-democratic practices.

2. Why Immigration Should Be More Prominent in
Research on Party Polarization

Many analysts of contemporary U.S. party polarization and
Republican Party radicalization recognize that these transforma-
tions are grounded in diverging views of what government should
do about the standing and rights of various societal groups, beyond
long-standing left-right debates about government’s role in the
economy.2 Understanding party polarization and agenda shifts

2Analysts often speak of “cultural” versus “economic” issues, but we prefer to speak
about “social-regulatory” issues, because policies about civil rights, family structures and

requires looking over long periods of time and finding credi-
ble measures of the content of changing party agendas, to lay
the groundwork for exploring factors that propel party shifts and
polarization. Numerous scholars have taken up these challenges.
Initial studies of U.S. party polarization probed the 1960s to the
1980s and stressed the regional reordering of voting blocs, advo-
cacy groups, and party agendas that played out in the aftermath
of the mid-twentieth-century civil rights movement.3 Thereafter
came an era of persistent and ultimately pervasive asymmetric
polarization—in which Republicans from the late 1970s moved
ever further to the right on many issues, shifting well beyond the
preferences of “median voters” no matter whether they won or
lost elections. To make sense of those developments, scholars have
probed both elite and popular vectors—but immigration has not
been front and center in either sort of study.

Scholars examining the role of elites have used longitudinal
evidence about shifts in institutional functioning, organizational
arrays, and business and ultra-wealthy political organizations to
help explain why the Republican Party has moved toward often
extreme, unpopular anti-government positions about taxes and
government regulation of the economy.4 Political fights about
race, reproduction, and family forms have not figured much in
such analyses—perhaps because the U.S. business associations and
wealthy donors stressed in these studies highlight economic rather
than social policies.

Meanwhile, researchers considering popular factors have used
survey-based and ethnographic methodologies to investigate voter
outlooks and social movements that may have encouraged shifting
party stances. Many studies conclude that tradition-minded vot-
ers and community-based Christian right networks have prodded
conservative politicians to restrict abortion and LGBTQ rights and
push back against civil rights gains.5 Some chronologically detailed
studies pinpoint exactlywhen, from the 1970s on, RepublicanParty
leaders, nudged by shifting constituencies, repudiated earlier mod-
erate stands on issues ranging from civil rights enforcement to gun
regulations towomen’s rights and access to abortion.6 Nevertheless,
immigration and government stances toward migrants have been

reproductive rights, and immigration also have profound economic dimensions—above all
because they help determine who can be full participants in the labor market and in the
ownership and management of economic as well as civic organizations.

3Edward G. Carmines and James A. Stimson, Issue Evolution: Race and the
Transformation of American Politics, repr. ed. (Princeton, NJ Princeton University Press,
1989); Robert Mickey, Paths Out of Dixie: The Democratization of Authoritarian Enclaves
in America’s Deep South, 1944–1972 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015);
Eric Schickler, Racial Realignment: The Transformation of American Liberalism, 1932–1965
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016).

4Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson, Let Them Eat Tweets: How the Right Rules
in an Age of Extreme Inequality (New York: Liveright, 2020); Paul Pierson and Eric
Schickler, “Polarization and the Durability of Madisonian Checks and Balances: A
Developmental Analysis,” in Democratic Resilience: Can the United States Withstand
Rising Polarization?, ed. Kenneth M. Roberts, Robert C. Lieberman, and Suzanne Mettler
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 35–60; Theda Skocpol and Alexander
Hertel-Fernandez, “The Koch Network and Republican Party Extremism,” Perspectives on
Politics 14, no. 3 (2016): 681–99.

5Gerald Gamm, Justin H. Phillips, Matthew Carr, and Michael Auslen, “The Culture
War and Partisan Polarization: State Political Parties, 1960–2018” (paper presented at the
Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association, Montreal, Québec, 2022);
Marjorie J. Spruill, Divided We Stand: The Battle over Women’s Rights and Family Values
That Polarized American Politics (New York: Bloomsbury, 2017).

6See, for example, Gamm et al., “The Culture War and Partisan Polarization”;
Kenneth Janda, The Republican Evolution: From Governing Party to Antigovernment Party,
1860–2020 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2022); Spruill, Divided We Stand;
Matthew Lacombe, Firepower: How the NRA Turned Gun Owners into a Political Force
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2021).
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largely omitted from these bodies of work on causes of polariza-
tion and radicalization. This is quite puzzling. In the words of
Zoltan Hajnal, one of the few political scientists who has looked
closely at political reverberations of immigration, over “the past
half-century 60million new souls have joined the American exper-
iment. Latinos now outnumber Blacks. Asian Americans are gain-
ing fast. The reality is that immigration may not just be altering the
U.S. population, it may also be altering its politics.”7

Throughout American history, upsurges of nativist politics
have always followed (albeit unevenly and with delays) earlier
waves of migration—and the country is now experiencing another
such nativist upsurge. New arrivals surged from the mid-1960s
to around 2008, as U.S. federal policies first facilitated increased
immigration and then failed to address the unintended conse-
quences of arrivals by more than projected numbers of legal and
undocumented newcomers. In 1965, the landmark Hart-Celler
Act removed long-standing national-origins quotas that strongly
favored immigration from northwestern Europe and, for the first
time, limited the number of visas available to immigrants from
countries in the Western Hemisphere. Although legislative lead-
ers did not expect the 1965 reforms to “upset the ethnic mix
of our society” (as Democratic senator Ted Kennedy put it), the
removal of national-origins quotas led to greater inflows from
Asia and Africa.8 Further, limits on immigration from the Western
Hemisphere raised the salience of temporary workers fromMexico
and Central America, who had long engaged in patterns of cir-
cular migration to and from the United States. For the first time,
undocumented immigration became a central topic of policy dis-
cussion.9 After it became clear that arrivals were higher and from
different regions than anticipated and included many undocu-
mented job seekers, Congress and President Reagan enacted new
bargains (at various points, and especially in 1986) that were sup-
posed to combine ever-tougher border enforcement withmeasures
to allow undocumented people already here to legalize their sta-
tus and eventually become citizens. Overall, these bargains not
only failed to prevent further undocumented arrivals; they actu-
ally deepened the potential impact of the culturally distinctive late
twentieth-century immigrants on U.S. society as a whole.

Sociologists—above all, Douglas Massey and his colleagues—
have done pathbreaking longitudinal research to spell out the
effects of an increased focus on border security.10 Repeatedmassive
infusions of federal funds “militarized” a border that had previ-
ously allowed many short-term back-and-forth trips by Mexican

7Zoltan L. Hajnal, Dangerously Divided: How Race and Class Shape Winning and Losing
in American Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 143.

8Gail Russell Chaddock, “Kennedy and Immigration: He Changed the Face of
America,” Christian Science Monitor, August 28, 2009, accessed July 24, 2023, https://
www.csmonitor.com/USA/Politics/2009/0828/kennedy-and-immigration-he-changed-
the-face-of-america.

9Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014); David M. Reimers, Still the Golden
Door: The Third World Comes to America, 2nd ed. (New York: Columbia University Press,
1992); Daniel J. Tichenor, Dividing Lines: The Politics of Immigration Control in America
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002).

10See Douglas S. Massey, Jorge Durand, and Nolan J. Malone, Beyond Smoke
and Mirrors: Mexican Immigration in an Era of Economic Integration (New York:
Russell Sage Foundation, 2003); Douglas S. Massey, “How a 1965 Immigration Reform
Created Illegal Immigration,” Washington Post, September 25, 2015, accessed July
24, 2023, https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/09/25/how-a-1965-
immigration-reform-created-illegal-immigration/; Ezra Klein, “Everything You Know
about Immigration Is Wrong,” Washington Post, August 10, 2013, accessed July
24, 2023, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2013/08/10/everything-you-
know-about-immigration-is-wrong/.

men looking for work to support families back home.The new bar-
riers did not keep undocumented people from coming—they just
forced them to try multiple times, perhaps pay “coyotes” to help,
and face greater risks of death by crossing desert areas away from
previous urban entry points. Enforcementmeasures boomeranged,
because as it becameharder for undocumentedworkers to go home
repeatedly for family visits in Mexico and Central America, many
responded by bringing their spouses, children, and other family
to the United States, moving away from high-cost areas along the
southern border and settling as long-term residents in cities, towns,
and states across the U.S. heartland.

These processes accelerated after the 1980s. By the early to
mid-2000s, net inflows of new migrants began declining and
rates of undocumented immigration fell. Nevertheless, by then,
settled immigrant families, including many with undocumented
members, were spread all over the United States. Federal poli-
cies had produced unforeseen outcomes, and towns and cities
across the U.S. heartland were now homes to substantial clusters
of immigrants speaking languages other than English. Some “new
destinations” for migrant settlers were economically booming—
for example, the upper South—but others were larger and smaller
cities in the Midwest and East that had lost traditional well-paid
unionized manufacturing jobs previously held by white native-
born men. In some of these areas, low-paid, onerous jobs in
industries like meatpacking recruited Hispanic immigrants.

The movement of new immigrants into the U.S. heartland did
not produce one-for-one political reactions. Historically, nativist
politics has usually burgeoned after, not during, increased inflows,
and much depends on how politicians and local groups react.11
Nevertheless, migrant movements from the 1960s to the early
2000s created openings in many places for anti-immigrant politi-
cians who decided to stoke and take advantage of the resulting
cultural and economic tensions in places far from the earlier
immigrant portals of California, New York, and Texas.12 In Iowa,
for example, former GOP representative Steve King turned him-
self into an influential anti-immigrant firebrand by stoking ten-
sions about Hispanics who came to work in meatpacking plants
in his state in the 1990s.13 Similarly, former GOP representative
Lou Barletta of Hazelton, Pennsylvania, known as “Trump before
Trump,” advanced his career each step of the way by decrying
foreign-born Dominican newcomers as supposed sources of rising
crime in his Rust Belt region.14

In short, immigration can be a potent source of policy and
political conflicts, much like changes in race relations and transfor-
mations of family structures and gender roles. Political parties and

11Daniel J. Hopkins, “Politicized Places: Explaining Where and When Immigrants
Provoke Local Opposition,” American Political Science Review 104, no. 1 (2010): 40–60.

12Douglas S.Massey, ed.,NewFaces inNew Places:TheChanging Geography of American
Immigration (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2008).

13Richard Cowan, “Iowa Firebrand Is Face of Republican Fight on U.S. Immigration
Order,” Reuters, December 3, 2014, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.reuters.com/
article/us-usa-congress-shutdown-king/iowa-firebrand-is-face-of-republican-fight-on-
u-s-immigration-order-idUSKCN0JH0BE20141203; Trip Gabriel, “Before Trump, Steve
King Set the Agenda for the Wall and Anti-Immigrant Politics,” New York Times, January
10, 2019, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/10/us/politics/steve-
king-trump-immigration-wall.html; Dave Price, “Why Steve King Keeps Winning,”
Politico, March 16, 2017, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.politico.com/magazine/
story/2017/03/why-steve-king-keeps-winning-214913.

14Elizabeth Thom and Theda Skocpol, “Trump’s Trump: Lou Barletta and the Limits
of Anti-Immigrant Politics in Pennsylvania,” in Upending American Politics: Polarizing
Parties, Ideological Elites, and Citizen Activists from the Tea Party to the Anti-Trump
Resistance, ed.Theda Skocpol and Caroline Tervo (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020),
127–47.
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groups in their orbits have had to deal with all these major social-
regulatory transformations—amid rising economic inequality and
regional disparities—so political conflicts about immigration as
well as these other issues need to be more explicitly included
in research about shifting party agendas and growing partisan
polarization.

3. Party Platforms as Indicators of Shifting Party Stands

Even thoughmost investigations of the effects of party polarization
on social-regulatory issues so far have said little about immigration,
a number of recent studies demonstrate the value of political party
platforms as an over-time data source. Party platforms are ham-
mered out by party officials and associated activist constituencies
every two years in most states, as well as every four years in con-
junctionwith the national GOP andDemocratic presidential nom-
inating conventions. Some observers of U.S. politics ignore these
documents on the grounds that they do not bind elected officials
and are not read by most voters. However, elected officials usually
do try to carry through major platform goals—whether because
of ideological belief or sustained activist pressure—and many vot-
ers hear about their key provisions through the media. What is
more, representatives of important organized constituencies and
social movements in each party’s orbit often take a strong inter-
est in the contents of these documents and present demands to, or
sit on, committees that draft or approve platforms. When it comes
to when and how issues and policy positions gain or lose visibil-
ity on public party agendas, platforms are close to an ideal source.
They are public-signaling, collectively fashioned documents—and
for the most part, they are produced in analogous ways again and
again over years and decades. Unlike bills that come up for debate
and vote (or not) at the behest of legislative leaders, issues and pol-
icy positions can be mentioned in platforms well before top party
officials want them featured.

For the long run of U.S. national politics, both John Gerring
and Kenneth Janda have used national platforms issued every
four years to track changes in Republican and Democratic party
agendas.15 State-level party platforms have not been so readily
available until recently. Because most state parties did not regu-
larly archive these documents, it took scholars many years and
much sleuthing to assemble large enough sets to enable systematic
cross-state and over-time analysis. After such work, Eric Schickler
and Brian Feinstein used state-level platform data to help docu-
ment that the Democratic Party’s embrace of racial equality and
civil rights was a gradual process that started in states as well as
northern cities in the 1930s before ultimately spreading upward
to national campaigns, party platforms, and presidential and con-
gressional actions.16 Similarly,MatthewCarr, GeraldGamm, Justin
Phillips, and Michael Auslen have worked hard to assemble even
more state party platforms and used them to document that shifts
toward anti-abortion and anti-LGBTQ rights stances started in the
states in the 1970s, before becoming fully embraced by Ronald
Reagan and the national GOP in the 1980s and afterward.17 These
previous studies, as well as the specific kinds of platform measures

15John Gerring, Party Ideologies in America, 1828–1996, illustrated ed. (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001); Janda, The Republican Evolution.

16Brian D. Feinstein and Eric Schickler, “Platforms and Partners: The Civil Rights
Realignment Reconsidered,” Studies in American Political Development 22, no. 1 (2008):
1–31; Schickler, Racial Realignment.

17Gamm et al., “The Culture War and Partisan Polarization.”

these scholars have used, serve as inspiration for our own coding
and measurement efforts.

3.1 Data and Measurements

For the analyses we develop here, focusing on immigration stances
in national and state-level platforms, we use the most exten-
sive publicly available assemblage of national and state platforms
gathered by Daniel Hopkins, Eric Schickler, and David Azizi.18
This collection contains 735Democratic and Republican platforms
from forty-nine states during our period of interest from 1980 to
2017, along with all twenty national platforms from this period.19
The 735 state-level platforms include 221 pairs of Democratic and
Republican platforms from the same state and year between 1980
and 2017, as well as 180 unpaired Democratic platforms and 113
unpaired Republican platforms.The findings we report later in this
section include all available paired and unpaired Democratic and
Republican platforms since 1980.20 A strong majority of platforms
over this period—92.2 percent—were released in even years, but
we assign platforms released in odd years to the previous two-year
interval on the grounds that platforms are forward-looking agenda
statements.

As shown in Appendix A, platform availability was modest
between 1980 and 2000 but increasingly consistent after 2000,
peaking from 2008 to 2012 before trailing off at the conclusion of
the period.21 Because (as we will soon show) most changes around
immigration in party platforms happened from 2000 on, the spot-
tier earlier coverage is less of a problem for this analysis than it
might be for examinations of other issue areas. Appendix A also
shows that platforms available to us come from a geographically
broad and diverse range of states.

Focusing on national and state-level platforms’ mentions of
immigration, we track two key measures: levels of attention to
immigration and indicators of the content and valence of immi-
gration references. Using these measures, we draw comparisons
across all available state platforms and national platforms; we also
make occasional comparisons between southwestern border states
(California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas) versus all others.

18Daniel J. Hopkins, Eric Schickler, and David L. Azizi, “From Many Divides, One? The
Polarization and Nationalization of American State Party Platforms, 1918–2017,” Studies
in American Political Development 36, no. 1 (2022): 1–20. Hopkins, Schickler, and Azizi
aggregate and extend on collections of platforms from Joel Paddock, State and National
Parties and American Democracy (New York: Peter Lang, 2005); Feinstein and Schickler,
“Platforms and Partners”; Daniel J. Coffey, “Federal Parties and Polarization,” in The State
of the Parties: The Changing Role of Contemporary American Parties, ed. John C. Green,
Daniel J. Coffey, and David B. Cohen, 7th ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014);
MatthewA. Carr, Gerald Gamm, and Justin H. Phillips, “Origins of the CultureWar: Social
Issues in State Party Platforms, 1960–2014” (paper presented at the Annual Meeting of
the American Political Science Association, Philadelphia, PA, 2016); Paul Lendway and
John Henderson, “The Rise of Tea Partism in State Party Platforms” (working paper, Yale
University, New Haven, CT, 2020).

19The only state without any platform availability is Maryland. Additional states with-
out Republican platform availability are Delaware, Florida, and Tennessee. Additional
states without Democratic platform availability are Kentucky, Louisiana, New York, and
Pennsylvania.

20In alternative specifications, we include only paired platforms to control for variations
across space and time apart from party stances as such, following the lead of Feinstein and
Schickler, “Platforms and Partners.” Our results are not sensitive to the choice of including
only paired platforms or all platforms, so specifications in the main text report findings
from all paired and unpaired platforms using the logic that it is better to code as many
platforms as possible. Appendix B shows findings including only paired platforms.

21Between 1980 and 2000, we do have some long-term coverage, including from the
border states of California and Texas.
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• Wemeasure attention as the percentage of platformwords from a
given year and party devoted explicitly to immigration stances.22
Although positions indirectly relevant to immigration occur
in many platform sections, we include only sentences directly
referencing immigration or immigrants.23 We use percentages
instead of raw counts, because state platforms vary enormously
in length and detail. Our measure is meant to capture how
important immigration is across platform documents that vary
considerably in length.24

• To measure platforms’ policy content, we code for restriction-
ist and inclusionary provisions related to seven major areas of
immigration policy. Summarized in Table 1, the major areas
of immigration policy for which we tracked inclusionary and
restrictive stances include federal authority, state and local
authority, border control, the treatment of undocumented immi-
grants, the specific treatment of undocumented births and chil-
dren, immigrant access to U.S. social policies, and immigrant
incorporation.We inductively identified these seven policy areas
by closely reading state and national platform sections related
to immigration. We then coded the valence of each reference
as restrictionist or inclusionary. After identifying references to
these policy areas, we aggregated the number of inclusionary
and restrictionist references in each platform, producing a count
from 0 to 7. A value of 0 indicates either that a platform did
not reference immigration, or that it made a vague reference to
immigration without concretely addressing any of these policy
areas. At the other end of the scale, platforms assigned a value of
7 make restrictionist or inclusionary references in all coded pol-
icy areas. For sets of state platforms from the same year and party,
we then determine average counts. We also find values within
one standard deviation of this average—bounded by 0 to 7—to
indicate the spread of state party positions on immigration.

• Finally, to home in on recent GOP embraces of especially tough
restrictionist measures, we also count the percentage of GOP
platforms over time referencing three particular kinds of pro-
visions: opposition to amnesty for undocumented immigrants,
opposition to sanctuary cities and calls for local and state cooper-
ation with federal enforcement measures, and calls to abolish or
modify birthright citizenship (the long-standing constitutional
understanding that children born on U.S. soil are automatically
American citizens).

As we summarize our key findings about platform immi-
gration stances in the next section, we juxtapose Democrats
and Republicans to discover whether, when, and to what degree

22We calculate this percentage by summing the number of words in platform sec-
tions relating to immigration and then dividing it by the number of words from all
platforms—including those that do not mention immigration—from a given year and
party. To identify references to immigration, we first manually read each platform and
then checked this manual method by searching each platform for the following common
immigration-related terms: “immigration,” “immigrant,” “alien,” “refugee,” and “border.”

23For example, we would not include references to national security as references to
immigration, unless such references make explicit mention of immigrants or immigra-
tion. This distinction is especially important in the years immediately after the attacks of
September 11, 2001, when many state and national platforms devoted increased attention
to national security, but these references were often distinct frommentions of immigration.

24An alternative way to measure attention, as usefully highlighted by an anonymous
reviewer, is as the percentage of platforms that reference immigration in each year. This
measure, plotted inAppendixC, addresses the potential concern that trends in attention are
driven by a small number of platforms devoting substantial space to immigration. Both our
percentage-of-words-based measure and this alternative measure display similar trends in
the timing of increased attention to immigration.

increased attention and content polarization has occurred.We like-
wise trace developments in national and state party platforms in
order to explore whether levels of attention or polarization have
been driven nationally or from the states in each major party.

3.2 When Did Republicans and Democrats Increase Attention
to Immigration Issues?

These days, one need only turn on the TV news to realize that
immigration issues are often front and center in party rhetoric and
policy arguments. But have U.S. parties long been on high alert
about immigration, or did one or both parties recently increase
their attention to such issues? To help answer this question,
Figure 1 uses our percentage-of-words-based measure to track
shifts in attention to immigration in state and national Democratic
and Republican platforms from 1980 through 2017. Setting aside
for the moment a 1996 spike in attention to immigration in both
the GOP and Democratic national platforms, the broad take-
away from Figure 1 is that sharp upward turns occurred around
2000 in attention to immigration in both parties’ national and
state-level platforms. The changed trajectory toward much more
attention is especially sharp for GOP state-level platforms after
1998. Yet increases in attention are also evident in national GOP
platforms after 2000. And while the upward slopes are less sharp
on the Democratic side, we also see upward turns in attention to
immigration from 2002 to 2004 in both national and state-level
platforms.

To understand the origins of recent trajectory changes, we dig
into the early part of our period, starting with national party plat-
forms. In the 1980s and 1990s, immigration issues receivedmodest
attention in national Democratic platforms and less attention in
their GOP counterparts. Both sets of pre-2000 platforms included
calls for the United States to accept refugees fleeing communist
countries. However, the year 1996 saw a sharp upward spike in both
Democratic and GOP national platform statements about immi-
grationmatters—coincidingwith Pat Buchanan’s nativist campaign
for the GOP presidential nomination. Although moderate Bob
Dole eventually secured the nomination, he allowed some platform
gestures toward reducing admissions and increasing enforcement,
as pushed by his defeated opponent. Also in 1996, Congress hotly
debated what turned out to be the last “grand compromise” immi-
gration legislation, including provisions that sparked attention and
lobbying from advocates on all sides, including business groups
pushing to admit needed workers, immigrant rights advocates,
and social conservatives sounding alarms about border security
and undocumented “lawbreakers.” Quite likely, the same organized
groups involved in the big congressional battles that year were
also on high alert when the national presidential platforms were
drafted; four years after the 1996 dual party peak, Democratic
presidential-year national platform writers continued to address
the variety of contentious issues featured in 1996.

As for state-level party platforms, both Democratic and GOP
documents paid only modest attention to immigration topics in
the 1980s and 1990s, and when most state-level platforms did
attend to this area, they often called for federal leadership on the
issue. Importantly, greater attention to immigration controversies
was evident in platforms written in states abutting the south-
western border. Between 1980 and 2000, 2.0 percent of words
in Democratic party platforms from California, Arizona, New
Mexico, and Texas referenced immigration, compared to 0.7 per-
cent in the platforms written in all other states. The gap was also
present, though smaller, on the GOP side, where 0.9 percent of
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Table 1. Restrictionist and Inclusionary Approaches to Key Immigration Policy Issues

Immigration Policy
Issue Restrictionist Approach Inclusionary Approach

Federal authority Urging federal enforcement of border control Encouraging federal responsibility for immigration reform,
proposing changes to federal immigration policies and
implementations

State and local
authority

Strengthening cooperation between subnational
and federal law enforcement around immigration,
opposing local autonomy for sanctuary cities

Opposing requirements for local law enforcement
to cooperate with federal immigration enforcement,
supporting local autonomy for sanctuary cities

Border control Supporting strengthening border control, building a
fence or wall

Advocating for reducing or reforming border control,
opposing the construction of a fence or wall

Treatment of
undocumented
immigrants

Providing no amnesty or pathway to citizenship for
undocumented immigrants; supporting criminal
penalties or deportation for undocumented immigrants

Providing amnesty or a pathway to citizenship for
undocumented immigrants; supporting reform of
immigrant detention and deportation

Treatment of
undocumented
children

Revoking birthright citizenship unless at least one
parent is a U.S. citizen

Providing public K−12 or higher education regardless
of citizenship status, creating pathways to temporary
residence or citizenship

Access to social
policies

Limiting access to social policies for immigrants and
especially undocumented immigrants

Supporting the extension of social policy eligibility to
immigrants, including in some cases undocumented
immigrants

Immigrant
incorporation,
language

Requiring immigrants to learn English, requiring the
publication of government documents in English

Encouraging the civic and political incorporation of
immigrants, supporting multilingualism

Figure 1. Attention to immigration in state and national Democratic and Republican Platforms, 1980–2017.
Notes: Both paired and unpaired platforms are included. Platforms released in odd years are assigned to the previous even year. Line charts track the percentage of words
related to immigration in Republican and Democratic state platforms. Clustered bar plots indicate the percentage of words related to immigration in Republican and Democratic
national platforms.

words in Republican party platforms in these four border states
from 1980 to 2000 referenced immigration, in contrast with 0.5
percent of words in GOP platforms from all other states.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, as Figure 1 makes clear, lev-
els of attention to immigration turned to upward trajectories in
national and state-level platforms on both the Republican and
Democratic sides. In Democratic platforms, increases in atten-
tion were evident at both the state and national levels, with
trends moving upward roughly in tandem from 2004 to 2012.

National Democratic platform attention then surged in 2016, with
4.7 percent of words in that year’s national party platform refer-
encing immigration, compared to 2.9 percent of words in state
platforms. On the GOP side, increases in attention occurred in
both state and national platforms, but, notably, state-level atten-
tion to immigration surged sharply upward. In 2000, 0.6 per-
cent of Republican state platform words related to immigration;
this figure shot up to 3.9 percent and 4.6 percent by 2012
and 2014, respectively—and in both 2012 and 2014, state-level
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GOP attention surpassed attention to immigration in national
Republican platforms. National Republican platforms also exhib-
ited increases in attention to immigration after 2000, though the
timing of national peaks was earlier. Some 1.3 percent of words
in the 2000 Republican national platform dealt with immigration
issues, but this share rose substantially—and ahead of state-level
upticks—to reach 4.3 percent of words in 2008.

After that, attention to immigration in Republican national
platforms declined in 2012 and 2016. However, we should
acknowledge that Donald Trump’s 2015–16 presidential candidacy
focused so spectacularly on immigration flashpoints that state-
ments in party documents were probably superfluous. For 2016,
certainly, a strong national GOP focus on immigration was there
for all to see. Meanwhile, the Democratic national platform had
much more to say about immigration in 2016, perhaps in response
to Donald Trump’s harsh rhetoric and also because appeals about
immigration reform were important for party turnout efforts in
that presidential year. In the words of the preamble to the 2016
Democratic platform, the “stakes have been high in previous elec-
tions. But in 2016, the stakes can be measured in human lives—in
the number of immigrants whowould be torn from their homes.”25

Can we draw any conclusions from comparison of trajecto-
ries of Republican versus Democratic attention to immigration
issues in the 2000s? The trends we have documented indicate that,
especially from around 2000 to 2002, immigration issues became
increasingly salient for both state and national parties on both
sides. Boosts in attention were largely synchronous. Nevertheless,
of special interest as we move forward, state-level GOP platforms
increased their focus on immigration especially sharply, coming to
outpace their national-level counterparts in levels of attention to
this issue. Increases in attention occurred in, but were not isolated
to, the southwest border states and traditional immigrant portal
states—many other states exhibited increased attention as well.

Intriguing as our findings about attention trajectories may be,
tracking word percentages alone can take us only so far. We turn
next to the substance and valence of platform provisions. What
substantive agendas were party leaders and associated activists
proclaiming as they said more about immigration issues?

3.3 Changing—and Diverging—Party Positions

As both parties, and especially Republicans, paid much more
attention to immigration in the 2000s, the content of Democratic
versus GOP stances moved in sharply opposite directions. Using
our measures of policy content, we demonstrate that Democratic
platforms increasingly adopted inclusionary themes, while their
Republican counterparts increasingly made restrictionist refer-
ences. Specifically, Figure 2 presents trends from state- and
national-level platforms in Democratic and Republican uptake,
respectively, of inclusionary and restrictionist themes. This fig-
ure tells the big-picture story about recent party polarization
around immigration, especially as overall levels of attention to
immigration rose in state and national platforms from 2000
to 2017.

Prior to explicating this story, it is worth commenting on
why Figure 2 displays only the dominant valence of each party’s
platform provisions. In our full data analysis, we coded for both
restrictionist and inclusionary provisions in all platforms. We did

25Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, “2016 Democratic Party Platform Online,”
American Presidency Project, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/
documents/2016-democratic-party-platform.

this so as not to miss important crosscutting tendencies—and in
particular to evaluate claims from some observers that Democrats
have maintained restrictionist stances. Appendix C lays out our
findings about restrictionist provisions in Democratic platforms
and inclusionary stances in Republican platforms. We find that
such provisions are not very numerous compared to dominant
Republican restrictionist and Democratic inclusionary stances.
Democrats do, on balance, offer relativelymore restrictionist provi-
sions than Republicans offer inclusionary ones, but theDemocratic
restrictionist proposals are mostly general calls for heightened
border enforcements, always juxtaposed to other proposals for
improved treatment of new arrivals. Overall, as Appendix C makes
clear, including opposite valence counts would not substantially
modify the dominant valence trends tracked in Figure 2. For sim-
plicity, therefore, we keep the focus in this section on diverging
trends in GOP restrictionism versus Democratic Party embrace of
inclusionary measures.

Returning to Figure 2, we turn first to examining trends
in state platforms’ adoption of inclusionary and restrictionist
themes, as well as to the question of whether patterns of adop-
tion were consistent across states. Tracing party averages for each
year, we see that substantive partisan divides grew after 2000
as Republicans embraced restriction and Democrats emphasized
inclusion. Democratic state platforms on average moved gradu-
ally toward inclusionary tenets from 2002, but Republican state
platforms veritably leapt upward to proclaim more restrictionist
measures—going from 0.5 platform provisions on average in 2000
to 3.1 on average by 2008. We can conclude, in short, that during
the early 2000s, much of the initial party polarization on immigra-
tion stances was driven by proliferation of restrictionist positions
in Republican state platforms.

As the average number of restrictionist and inclusionary ref-
erences grew in state Democratic and Republican platforms, so
did the size of each party’s standard deviations. Larger standard
deviations suggest that later in our period, there wasmore variabil-
ity between states in Republican parties’ adoption of restrictionist
stances and Democratic parties’ adoption of inclusionary posi-
tions. This increased variability stemmed from the wider range
of positions taken by state parties. While some state parties’ plat-
form sections on immigration ballooned with detailed inclusion-
ary or restrictionist references to all seven of the policy areas we
track, others continued to make brief and vague references to
immigration.

Yet others took a middle ground, making a number of inclu-
sionary or restrictionist references in linewith their party’s average.
These buckets do not neatly map on to states’ statuses as bor-
der or immigrant portal states. For example, the Republican Party
of Arizona’s 2010 platform—the most recently available platform
from this state party in our data set—makes only two restriction-
ist references to immigration. By contrast, in 2010, the Republican
Parties of Iowa andMinnesota, states far from the southern border,
made restrictionist references to six and seven areas of immigration
policy, respectively. In sum, movements toward restrictionism and
inclusion within state Republican and Democratic party platforms
did not proceed uniformly. However, moves toward party averages
and even more extreme stances were widespread—and occurred
not onlywithin but also beyond border and other immigrant portal
states.

Turning to national party platforms, Figure 2 indicates that, as
in their state-level counterparts, polarization played out as the two
parties paid more attention to immigration issues. Restrictionism
steadily grew in Republican national platforms from mentions of
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Figure 2. Inclusionary Democratic and restrictionist Republican references to immigration within state and national platforms, 1980–2017.
Notes: Both paired and unpaired platforms are included. Platforms released in odd years are assigned to the previous even year. Negative values indicate the number of
references to restrictionism in Republican platforms and positive values indicate the number of references to inclusion in Democratic platforms. Line charts track the mean
number of references in Republican and Democratic state platforms to restrictionism and inclusion respectively. Ribbons indicate values within one standard deviation of
this across-state mean and are truncated to have a minimum value of 0, reflecting the support of the plotted index. Clustered bar plots indicate the number of references to
restrictionism and inclusion in Republican and Democratic national platforms.

two policy areas in 2000 to six in 2012 (before receding in the
2016 platform as such, when proudly restrictionist GOP nominee
DonaldTrumpgrabbed the partymegaphone).On the other side of
the aisle, the Democratic national platform in 2000 was still giving
some attention to the 1996 enactments, making four inclusionary
references to immigration. Such references then declined to two for
the 2004 and 2008 Democratic national platforms, before moving
sharply up to new high points in 2012 and 2016 presidential years.
Taking into account the Trump effects on GOP positions in 2016,
we can safely say that the two major U.S. parties were, by then, at
peak national attention and very sharply polarized on immigration.
What is more, even though our coding of national platforms stops
in 2016, there is no reason to believe that immigration polarization
has thereafter attenuated in any way.

3.4 A Closer Look at GOP State and National Shifts

Just as we learned that Democratic and Republican national and
state platforms increased their attention to immigration issues
roughly in tandem, so, too, have we just seen that immigration
stances polarized between inclusionaryDemocrats and restriction-
ist Republicans in broadly parallel directions and tempos at the
national and state levels. This finding of considerable national-
state synchronization contrasts with Eric Schickler’s finding that
national-level realignments around civil rights were preceded by a
decades-long process of state-level realignment.26 It also contrasts
with recent findings by Gerald Gamm and coauthors that national
partymovements on abortion and LGBTQ issues were preceded by

26Schickler, Racial Realignment.

state-level shifts.27 For immigration, we findnot only that increased
party attention and party divergences unfolded more recently than
earlier rounds of attention to and polarization about racial civil
rights and family and gender regulations; we also find that national
and state parties have moved more quickly and in tandem.

However, within the overall 2000s picture of rapid and simul-
taneous increases and shifts in immigration planks in national
and state party platforms, there are indications early-moving states
introduced new themes that later diffused across many states and
gained ground in national party platforms. We have looked espe-
cially closely at the GOP side, where turnarounds on immigration
from business-friendly moderation to embraces of tough restric-
tionist measures have been particularly evident. States do seem to
have spearheaded this turnaround. Figure 1 indicated that in the
early 2000s, attention to immigration issues surged in GOP state
platforms ahead of national platforms; Figure 2 shows an especially
steep average state-level GOP trajectory toward more restrictionist
state-level platform provisions from 2002 through 2010.

State-level GOP movements come into even sharper view when
we probe particular kinds of very restrictionist planks. As displayed
in Figure 3, we looked closely at the trajectories of three especially
hard-line restrictionist planks: those opposing sanctuary cities for
immigrants and calling on local and states authorities to help with
federal enforcement actions; those opposing amnesty or a pathway
to citizenship for undocumented immigrants; and those question-
ing whether the U.S. Constitution’s birthright citizenship provision
should be changed or reinterpreted to deny automatic citizenship

27Gamm et al., “The Culture War and Partisan Polarization.”
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Figure 3. References to strong restrictionist provisions in state Republican platforms, 1980–2017.
Note: Both paired and unpaired Republican state-level platforms are included. Platforms released in odd years are assigned to the previous even year. For full descriptions of
how we determine restrictionist stances on state and local authority, undocumented immigrants, and undocumented children, refer to Table 1.

to infants born to undocumented parents. For such measures, par-
ticularly opposition to birthright citizenship, GOP states were in
the vanguard.

The topic of state and local cooperation with federal law
enforcement first arose in Oregon and South Carolina GOP plat-
forms in 2002, slightly ahead of national platform mentions in
2004. The gaps were more substantial for the other two policy
issues. In national GOP platforms, anti-amnesty planks appeared
from2004 on. But national adoptions beganwell after anti-amnesty
planks first appeared—as blips—in the 1980 California platform
and the 1984 Texas platform. When we turn to provisions against
birthright citizenship, state priority is evenmore clear-cut, because
the percentage of GOP state platforms including anti-birthright
citizenship provisions rose from 5 percent in 2000 to 25 to 30
percent between 2010 and 2017, while national GOP platforms
remained silent. Across our entire period, in fact, the only mention
of birthright citizenship in a national GOP platform happened in
1996, when the party’s presidential nominee, Bob Dole, allowed a
vague criticism as a gesture to nativist nomination contender Pat
Buchanan.

In short, even in a nationalized political era where immigra-
tion shifts in agenda-declaring platforms have happened fast and
in mostly parallel ways between parties and between national and
state levels,28 state parties can push forward new issue positions
from below. Indeed, many Republican state parties appear to have

28See, for example, Daniel J. Hopkins, The Increasingly United States: How and Why
American Political Behavior Nationalized (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018).

done exactly that on the highly contentious matter of questioning
birthright citizenship. Overall, our data suggest that restrictionist
platform planks especially hostile to undocumented migrants have
been encouraged by extra-party and/or subnational dynamics in
the GOP orbit. Figuring out what those forces might be and how
they have played out to help account for the trends we have docu-
mented over many years is the next frontier in understanding U.S.
party polarization about immigration.

4. Potential Drivers of Party Shifts

In this article necessarily devoted to laying out basic trends, we
cannot establish precise causes for recent increases in party atten-
tion and sharp party polarization about immigration—especially
the GOP’s rapid and strong turn toward immigration restriction.
What we can do, in this second major part, is explore which sorts
of factors are likely or unlikely to have been major propellants of
party shifts and divergences in this core area of societal regulation.

For starters, we can rule out some widely presumed but overly
simple causal stories grounded in demography or public opinion.
To be sure, rising concern about immigration by both parties fol-
lowed the surges of newcomers arriving in the United States or at
its borders after 1965, but net immigration steadied or reversed
by 2008, while both party attention and polarized position tak-
ing have continued apace. Nor are overall public opinion shifts
obvious drivers of party changes. As Republican and Democratic
elites and activists have increasingly clashed over immigration in
the 2000s, Americans in general tell survey researchers that they
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are more, not less, open to welcoming more newcomers or least
leaving admissions at steady levels. To be sure, a growing embrace
of inclusionary policies has occurred mostly among self-identified
liberals andDemocrats—on that side of the partisan spectrum, vot-
ers’ views have, if anything, moved toward inclusion even faster
than official party agendas.29 However, Republicans overall have
remained consistently moderately supportive of immigration. As
much of their party has moved to the hard right, GOP-identified
voters in the aggregate have not done the same. But the overall
GOP picture masks sharp internal divides, because self-identified
“very conservative” Republicans and those calling themselves Tea
Party supporters or Donald Trump enthusiasts have become more
wary of or hostile to immigrant arrivals, especially undocumented
immigrants.30 Intense minority demands, well organized and con-
sistently pressed on elected politicians, matter much more in this
case than generalized public opinion.

Beyond demographics and overall public opinion, two sets of
specifically political factors may help account for our platform
trends. At the level of legislators and organized interest groups,
shifts in the ranks of highly resourced core players in party orbits
plausibly encouraged polarizing party immigration shifts—and
repeatedly gridlocked congressional battles over grand immigra-
tion compromisesmay also have encouraged polarization. Looking
even more broadly to include popular forces, the early 2000s saw
the eruption of nationwide social movements taking opposite sides
on immigration, including the immigrant rights protests of 2006,
and Tea Party protests and grassroots organizing from 2009 into
the 2010s. Although some view the Tea Party as primarily about
government spending, previous research has found that grassroots
Tea Partiers were worried about and strongly opposed to immigra-
tion and extensions of rights to newcomers.31 In a short period,
pro-immigrant protesters and conservatives, eventually including
Tea Partiers, put diametrically opposite pressures on the twomajor
parties.

In a preliminary way, we can say more about why both the elite-
level and social movement factors we have just pinpointed deserve
much closer attention, because they correspond to the trajectories
of party change and polarization we have previously outlined.

4.1 Reorganized Insiders and Failed Congressional
Compromises

Much recentwork onU.S. political parties is inspired by the “UCLA
school” conceptualization of parties as changing orbits of orga-
nized “policy-demanding” groups.32 Work from this perspective
urges us to see party leaders as devoted to managing and melding

29“Immigration,” Gallup, last modified July 2022, accessed July 24, 2023, https://news.
gallup.com/poll/1660/immigration.aspx; Daniel DeVisé, “How the Parties Have Realigned
on Immigration,” The Hill, October 27, 2022, accessed July 24, 2023, https://thehill.com/
latino/3705688-the-gop-has-changed-on-immigration-it-may-never-change-back/.

30J. Baxter Oliphant and Andy Cerda, “Republicans and Democrats Have Different
Top Priorities for U.S. Immigration Policy,” Pew Research Center, September 8, 2022,
accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/09/08/republicans-
and-democrats-have-different-top-priorities-for-u-s-immigration-policy/.

31Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson, The Tea Party and the Remaking of
Republican Conservatism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Christopher Sebastian
Parker and Matt A. Barreto, Change They Can’t Believe In: The Tea Party and Reactionary
Politics in America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013).

32Kathleen Bawn, Marty Cohen, David Karol, Seth Masket, Hans Noel, and John
R. Zaller, “A Theory of Political Parties: Groups, Policy Demands and Nominations in
American Politics,” Perspectives on Politics 10, no. 3 (2012): 571–97; Marty Cohen, David
Karol, Hans Noel, and John Zaller, The Party Decides: Presidential Nominations Before and
After Reform (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008); David Karol, Party Position

the sometimes crosscutting policy preferences of changing fields of
organized party constituencies. Policy battles in Congress are often
analyzed in these terms, as indicators of shifting party coalitions
and their implications for legislative compromise or deadlock. For
immigration, themost relevant scholarship in this vein focuses our
attention, fruitfully, on repeated efforts to enact “comprehensive”
bipartisan immigration reforms.33 Not just the congressional pro-
cesses and outcomes each time, but the aftermath of successful and
failed high-profile legislative battles in 1996, 2004–07, and 2013–14
almost certainly help us understand the national-level forces that
have propelled party polarization on immigration issues.

First, we can quickly note that both parties have experienced
shifts in the ranks or preferences of “policy-demanding” inside
players. Beginning in the 1980s, as many analysts have shown,
the Republican Party turned for votes and grassroots organiza-
tional heft toward social conservatives, most strongly clustered in
the South and Midwest.34 As this happened, the one-time party
of Abraham Lincoln to Dwight D. Eisenhower sought to meld
its business allies’ opposition to taxes and market regulations
with southern white opposition to federal civil rights enforcement
and Christian right calls to restrict abortion and enforce tradi-
tional gender, sexuality, and family norms. In the early phases
of Republican efforts to forge this uneasy marriage of economic
and social conservatism, immigration issues were not salient and
may well have been deliberately downplayed by most GOP leaders.
Nor were Democrats pushing in consistent directions on immi-
gration policy during the 1980s and 1990s, because the national
party and many state parties had to deal with crosscutting pres-
sures from, on the one hand, immigrant advocates pushing for
inclusive measures and, on the other, dwindling but still politically
potent industrial unions worried about newcomers undercutting
wages for blue-collar union members. Arguably, the sets of “pol-
icy demander” organized groups within GOP and Democratic
orbits helps to explain why, even as the major parties polarized
on civil rights and abortion/family issues, both Republicans and
Democrats had reasons to soft-pedal immigration stances. This
accords with our platform data showing that platform proclama-
tions about immigration matters remained both sparse and only
moderately polarized from 1980 until the mid-1990s.

But then things abruptly changed. As Figure 2 dramatizes,
national Democratic and Republican platforms articulated sharply
polarized immigration positions in 1996, and from 2000/2002
on, both state- and national-level party platforms splayed sharply
apart, with Democrats moving toward inclusionary positions on
immigration and Republicans galloping toward tough restric-
tionist stands. Worth more investigation is whether grassroots
Christian conservatives on theGOP sidewere becomingmore con-
cerned about the cultural reverberations of immigrant migrations
by the mid-1990s.

However, relevant reworkings of constituency pressures may
at first have been more telling on the Democratic side, because
industrial unions had declined markedly by the late 1990s and ser-
vice worker unions with many immigrant members became more

Change in American Politics: Coalition Management (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009).

33See especially Gyung-Ho Jeong, Gary J. Miller, Camilla Schofield, and Itai Sened,
“Cracks in the Opposition: Immigration as a Wedge Issue for the Reagan Coalition,”
American Journal of Political Science 55, no. 3 (2011): 511–25; Gary Miller and Norman
Schofield, “The Transformation of the Republican and Democratic Party Coalitions in the
U.S.,” Perspectives on Politics 6, no. 3 (2008): 433–50.

34Daniel Schlozman, When Movements Anchor Parties: Electoral Alignments in
American History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015).
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important blue-collar allies of the Democratic Party.35 Unions
with many Hispanic workers supported party moves toward more
inclusionary approaches to immigration, and many members of
still-potent unions of teachers and public-sector employees did
not feel as threatened by immigrant competitors as members
of beleaguered industrial unions. As organized groups in the
Democratic Party orbit—including immigrant rights advocacy
organizations and immigrant-friendly unions—became more uni-
fied around welcoming and inclusive stances, national Democratic
platforms added more inclusionary planks on immigration. At the
same time, congressional Democrats converged on inclusionary
stances and made recurrent attempts to team up with pro-business
Republicans to advance compromise immigration reforms com-
bining enhanced border enforcement with pro-business provisions
and expansions of immigrant rights and possible paths to citizen-
ship. Such efforts at balanced bipartisan compromise worked for a
while, especially in the Senate, which advanced compromise pack-
ages in 1996, 2006, and 2013; however, the Senate bills tended to
stall or get reworked toward tougher restrictions in the House of
Representatives as business-oriented immigration moderates lost
ground in the GOP to ever harder-line conservatives.

The dynamics of these recurrent high-profile DC legislative
battles have been dissected by UCLA School analysts.36 Their
work highlights national immigration policy battles that certainly
helped focus nationwide attention again and again on this area,
and it shows that, over time, restriction-minded GOP senators
gained ground even as congressional Democrats became more
consistently inclusionary in their legislative preferences. Broader
commentaries on legislative reform attempts also indicate that
Republicans in the House of Representatives moved steadily to
the hard-restrictionist right, enough to make it impossible to get
House majorities for Senate-passed immigration reform compro-
mises in either 2007 or 2014. One way to sum up this line of
analysis is to hypothesize that, by the 2000s, repeated failures of
efforts by party-insiders and congressional leaders to arrive at bipar-
tisan compromises served to both raise the nationwide profile of this
issue area within and between the parties, and at the same time
show that America’s top officeholders and their organized allies could
not reach workable solutions. At the very least, visible GOP and
Democratic elite failures to handle what they called pressing immi-
gration problems surely helped to spur growing and spreading
partisan polarization.

Another possible effect of high-profile congressional battles is
also worth mentioning, because even the final 1996 instance of
an apparently “successful” congressional compromise legislation
may actually have done as much as subsequent failed congres-
sional efforts to politicize this arena. A careful analysis of the
1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility
Act probes voting patterns in the Senate to show that remain-
ing business-oriented Republicans teamed up with increasingly
like-minded Democrats to push the Senate version through.37 But
that was, of course, not the end of the story, because by the time
reworked legislation got through the House of Representatives and
onto President Bill Clinton’s desk for signature, the surviving, not
especially bipartisan core of the bill featured unprecedently tough

35Zeyu Peng, “Labor Reform and Nativist Revolt: The Causes and Implications of
Party Position Change on Immigration” (PhD diss., Department of Political Science,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2022).

36Jeong et al., “Cracks in the Opposition”; Miller and Schofield, “The Transformation of
the Republican and Democratic Party Coalitions in the U.S.”

37Jeong et al., “Cracks in the Opposition.”

measures to suddenly deport, without recourse, undocumented
immigrants living anywhere in the country who had ever commit-
ted any of a wide variety of crimes. The intended and unintended
aftereffects of this law became evident on the ground by the early
2000s, and spurred further sharp partisan polarization while draw-
ing localities and states increasingly into controversies over the
role of their law enforcement in detaining local people for sudden
deportation.38 Our party platform trends show that attention and
polarization in state party platforms grew from 2002 on, just as the
1996-mandated local enforcement provisions started to be widely
implemented and controversies about them erupted across many
states.

Congressional efforts sputtered and died in 2006–07 and again
in 2013–14, which was the last time a grand compromise bar-
gain was even attempted. As these highly visible national failures
to reform federal immigration policies happened, GOP-led states,
in particular, moved toward strong actions of their own, such
as advancing “show-me-your-papers” style legislation that crimi-
nalized the presence of undocumented immigrants and required
law enforcement personnel to ask for proof of immigration sta-
tus. In Arizona, such legislation passed in April 2010 under new
Republican governor Jan Brewer; at the time, it was the most wide-
reaching measure to penalize undocumented immigration seen in
the United States.39 Other states were quick to mimic the Arizona
bill. Within a year, thirty-one states had introduced similar bills,
and Utah, Georgia, Indiana, Alabama, and South Carolina had
passed copycat versions.40 Although severe measures were chal-
lenged in the courts and some were eventually rolled back, the
proliferation of state laws targeting undocumented immigrants
highlights the fact that the Republican abandonment of moderate
stances and compromise legislation occurred during the same few
years at both the state and national levels.41

4.2 Immigrant Rights Protests and the Tea Party

A full analysis of the roots of immigration polarization and GOP
restrictionism must plausibly look beyond inside players and con-
gressional politics to broad social movements and pressures on
subnational as well as national politicians. Tellingly, the sharpest
upward turn in average numbers of state-level GOP immigration
restriction planks occurred between 2002 and 2006; the average
of Democratic state-level inclusionary planks also turned upward
then, suggesting a marked overall increase in party polariza-
tion. It is probably not coincidental that the span of time from
2002 into the mid-2010s saw not only the ultimate collapse of
congressional immigration compromises along with the upticks in

38Donald Kerwin, “From IIRIRA to Trump: Connecting the Dots on the Current US
Immigration Policy Crisis,” Journal on Migration and Human Security 6, no. 3 (2018):
192–204; see also Dara Lind, “The Disastrous, Forgotten 1996 Law that Created Today’s
Immigration Problem,” Vox, April 28, 2016, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.vox.com/
2016/4/28/11515132/iirira-clinton-immigration.

39Randal C. Archibold, “Arizona Enacts Stringent Law on Immigration,” New York
Times, April 23, 2010, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/24/us/
politics/24immig.html.

40A. Elena Lacayo, “One Year Later: A Look at SB 1070 and Copycat Legislation,”
National Council of La Raza, April 18, 2011, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.unidosus.
org/publications/666-one-year-later-a-look-at-sb-1070-and-copycat-legislation/.

41Andrew Cohen, “Razing Arizona: Supreme Court Sides with Feds on Immigration,”
The Atlantic, June 25, 2012, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.theatlantic.com/national/
archive/2012/06/razing-arizona-supreme-court-sides-with-feds-on-immigration/
258932/; Richard A. Oppel, “Arizona, Bowing to Business, Softens Stand on Immigration,”
New York Times, March 19, 2011, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2011/
03/19/us/19immigration.html.
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subnational enforcement steps and controversies mentioned ear-
lier, but also nationwide protests about attempted national crack-
downs on undocumented immigrants and residents.

An early flashpoint was the Border Protection, Anti-terrorism
and Illegal Immigration Control Act, which passed in the
Republican-controlled House of Representatives in December
2005.42 This act marked a House GOP immigration initiative
focused not on compromise but almost entirely on excluding and
expelling undocumented immigrants. Remarkably, it also aimed
to punish people who helped undocumented residents living
and working in the country. House advancement of this legisla-
tion aroused intense pushback to forestall Senate passage from
immigration rights advocates and other institutionally power-
ful opponents. Even more dramatically, it sparked “massive” and
widespread protests between February and May 2006 involving
up to five million people involved in 350 demonstrations across
more than 140 cities in thirty-nine states—culminating in synchro-
nized May 1, 2006, “Day without Immigrants” protests meant to
dramatize what would happen to America’s economy without the
work and consumer buying power of immigrants.43 In the end,
the Republican-controlled Senate did not pass any version of the
House’s 2005 draconian legislation; instead, both President George
W. Bush and key senators made a further push for the compromise
immigration bargain that failed in 2006–07.

Nevertheless, we can safely assume that this entire episode,
from the polarized House proceedings through advocacy push-
back and mass protests, must have spurred further divides within
as well as beyond Congress. One the one hand, immigrant rights
advocates mobilized to press Congress and Democrats for a path
to citizenship for the undocumented and less draconian enforce-
ment measures. On the other hand, news accounts in 2006 pointed
to right-wing backlashes against liberal amnesty proposals and
newly aroused conservative worries about public assertiveness by
immigrants and their allies. Get-tough-on-immigrants politicians
certainly decried the protests, noting, in the words of Colorado
congressman Tom Tancredo, that “all these folks who are here
illegally know they can protest brazenly.”44

Scholars who have studied the impact of these protests argue
that they aroused a new sense of collectiveHispanic political aware-
ness and efficacy.45 Conclusions about general public opinion shifts
are more ambiguous; some accounts suggest that protests moved
public sympathies in the direction of support for amnesty and a
path to citizenship for undocumented residents, at least among
people who lived near the largest demonstrations that mostly

42“H.R. 4437—109th Congress (2005–2006): Border Protection, Antiterrorism, and
Illegal Immigration Control Act of 2005,” Congress.gov, January 27, 2006, accessed July
24, 2023, https://www.congress.gov/bill/109th-congress/house-bill/4437/all-actions.

43Xóchitl Bada, Jonathan Fox, and Jane Guskin, “Immigrant Rights Protests—Spring
2006,” Mapping American Social Movements Project, University of Washington, accessed
April 17, 2023, https://depts.washington.edu/moves/2006_immigrant_rights.shtml.

44Perry Bacon Jr., “Are the Immigration Protests Creating a Backlash?,” Time, March
29, 2006, accessed July 24, 2023, https://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,
1178317,00.html; Darryl Fears, “After Protests, Backlash Grows Opponents of Illegal
Immigration are Increasingly Vocal,” Washington Post, May 3, 2006, accessed July 24, 2023,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2006/05/03/after-protests-backlash-
grows-span-classbankheadopponents-of-illegal-immigration-are-increasingly-vocalspan/
4be56219-9720-43fc-b255-2d37f8f1f17d/.

45Sophia J. Wallace, Chris Zepeda-Millán, and Michael Jones-Correa, “Spatial and
Temporal Proximity: Examining the Effects of Protests on Political Attitudes,” American
Journal of Political Science 58, no. 2 (2014): 433–48; Chris Zepeda-Millán, Latino Mass
Mobilization: Immigration, Racialization, and Activism (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2017).

happened in immigrant portals like California and New York.46
Other analysts point to growing public sympathy for tough bor-
der enforcement, with oneGOPpollster tellingTimemagazine that
the “views of most of the people marching in the streets of L.A.
and other cities … bear little or no resemblance to the majority of
public opinion in this country when it comes to illegal immigra-
tion.”47 Additional kinds of data—such as our platform trends and
later Tea Party evidence that we will mention—certainly suggest
that conservatives and Republican-connected active citizens per-
ceived the 2006 mobilizations as threatening. One sociologist who
was doing research in South Carolina at the time suggested one
possible mechanism when she noted that native whites who had
previously seen their immigrant neighbors as hardworking family
people suddenly realized that they could be a new,worrisomepolit-
ical force, too, at the ballot box, in strikes, or through mobilized
protest.48

Between 2006 and 2008, many analysts thought that the immi-
gration polarization that kicked into high gear from 2002 through
2006 would turn the 2008 presidential election into an immigra-
tion policy battle royale, especially over the treatment of the 10
to 11 million undocumented immigrants residing in the United
States. That ended up not happening, after the GOP nominated
John McCain—who was no longer pushing moderate immigration
reforms butwas not a firebrand restrictionist either—and theworld
plunged toward a massive economic depression that took politi-
cal center stage.49 But glaring partisan divides on immigration did
not go away, and they next flared up in 2009 and 2010 as a central
part of the right-wing Tea Party rebellions against newly installed
Barack Obama and the fully Democratically controlled Congress
that took office with him after the 2008 elections.

The “Tea Party” as a whole was a concatenation of national-level
far-right advocacy primarily aimed at stopping new redistributive
forms of federal taxing and spending with nationally coordinated,
geographically widespread protest demonstrations (especially in
April, July, and September 2009) that happened alongside the
spread of one to two thousand locally organized, popularly run
Tea Party groups devoted to ongoing agitation against Barack
Obama and his fellow liberals.50 Much media coverage at the time
never got beyond elite advocacy claims that the “Tea Party” was
about cutting federal spending and reducing deficits. But inter-
views and ethnographic engagements with actual popular Tea
Party groups revealed that Christian right and ethnonationalist
priorities were much more passionately relevant at the rank-and-
file Tea Party level.51 And quality surveys showed by 2010 that

46Regina Branton, ValerieMartinez-Ebers, Tony E. Carey Jr., and TetsuyaMatsubayashi,
“Social Protest and Policy Attitudes: The Case of the 2006 Immigrant Rallies,” American
Journal of Political Science 59, no. 2 (2015): 390–402.

47Bacon, “Are the Immigrant Protests Creating a Backlash?”
48Monica McDermott, “Anti-Immigrant Backlash in the Wake of Immigrant Rights

Marches and the Recession” (paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American
Sociological Association, Las Vegas, NV, 2011).

49See, for example, Kirin Kalia, “Immigration Ultimately Not an Issue in the 2008
Election,” Migration Policy Institute, December 4, 2008, accessed July 24, 2023, https://
www.migrationpolicy.org/article/immigration-ultimately-not-issue-2008-election.

50Theda Skocpol, Caroline Tervo, andKirstenWalters, “CitizenOrganizing andPartisan
Polarization from the Tea Party to the Anti-Trump Resistance,” in Democratic Resilience:
Can the United States Withstand Rising Polarization?, ed. Kenneth M. Roberts, Robert
C. Lieberman, and Suzanne Mettler (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021),
369–400.

51Skocpol andWilliamson,TheTea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism.
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Tea Party–supporting conservatives and Republicans wanted espe-
cially tough immigration restrictions and were much more con-
cerned about perceived immigration threats, compared not only
to Democrats and independents but also to other Republicans not
affiliatedwith theTeaParty.52 Furthermore, Tea Partierswere angry
at “establishment” Republican officeholders and candidates who
they believed had not done much, if anything, to reverse perceived
immigrant threats—and they certainly did not want Republicans
to consider compromises with President Obama and congressional
Democrats.53

On the face of it, a credible hypothesis might be that locally
organized Tea Parties from 2009 pushed GOP officeholders and
candidates to refuse immigration compromises and advocate ever-
tougher restrictions—and there is certainly reason to believe this
happened. Once in place by 2010 and 2011, between 2,000 and
3,000 local Tea Party groups and associated activists were espe-
cially geographically concentrated in very safe GOP areas.54 Their
concentration tended to pull many GOP primary contests and leg-
islative stances toward tough, anti-compromise stands. However,
our finding that upticks in GOP state platforms’ restrictionist pro-
visions began as early as 2002 suggests that many such hard-line
expressions emerged well before the Tea Party eruptions and ongo-
ing local Tea Party organizing—even if Tea Party protests and
organizing in turn spurred further Republican Party movement
to the hard right on immigration and other issues. Subnational
nativism in many states may, in short, have helped propel both
new provisions in GOP platforms and, once Barack Obama and
Democrats took over in Washington DC, widespread eruptions in
Tea Party protests and organizing.

In this chronological picture, the Tea Party movement hardly
loses relevance, but it becomes an important intervening factor
rather than the first mover in the immigration polarization story.
Grassroots anger about immigration among themost far-right vot-
ers and groups in the GOP orbit may have helped lay the basis
for the original 2009 Tea Party eruptions against Obama and
the Democrats—and, thereafter, also contributed more anger and
organized clout to further GOP nativism. The Tea Party was not a
short-term flash in the pan, because volunteers across the country
organized local Tea Party groups. Along with individual activists
who signed up on the email and social media list of national Tea
Party labeled organizations, persistent local Tea Parties boosted the
clout of social conservativeswithin theGOP, giving thema capacity
to press demands and influence elections that went far beyond their
numericalminority numbers.They did just that from2010 onward,
and one of the most popular concerns raised by the Tea Party
was a long-simmering desire for Republicans in office, running for
office, and running party organizations (including those writing
platforms) to place much more emphasis on tough immigration
restrictions.

After Republicans made big gains in the 2010 midterm elec-
tions, their net gain of sixty-three House seats allowed them to
take control of the chamber for the remainder of Barack Obama’s

52Parker and Barreto, Change They Can’t Believe In; Robert P. Jones and Daniel Cox,
“Religion and the Tea Party in the 2010 Elections,” Public Religion Research Institute (blog),
October 5, 2010, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.prri.org/research/religion-tea-party-
2010/.

53Marcelo Ballvé, “Tea Party Dabbles in Immigration Politics,” Facing South, February
5, 2010, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.facingsouth.org/2010/02/tea-party-dabbles-
in-immigration-politics.html; Skocpol and Williamson, The Tea Party and the Remaking
of Republican Conservatism.

54Skocpol, Tervo, and Walters, “Citizen Organizing and Partisan Polarization.”

two-term presidency. From that point, researchers tried to dis-
cern whether “Tea Party Republicans” voted differently than other
GOP representatives. However, such exercises usually found no
statistically significant relationships.55 This has been the case in
part because there was no straightforward way to measure “Tea
Party” alignments in Congress, but more fundamentally because
in recent years most Republicans—not only those aligned with
the Tea Party—have moved together toward hard-right fiscal and
cultural positions.

During the same years in the 2010s that our data show pro-
liferating state-level and national GOP platform endorsements of
immigration restrictions, Tea Party influences grew in Congress
and persisted even after general public approval of the movement
declined from 2011.56 Republicans in Congress who were most
interested in proclaiming Tea Party ties became prolific issuers
of bombastic hyperpartisan tweets, starting down a polarizing
communication path that Donald Trump would later turn into
an expressway. Many analysts suggest that both elite and grass-
roots Tea Party forces ended up pushing elected Republicans not
just toward far-right policy positions but also toward uncompro-
mising styles of governance—including on any possible immigra-
tion compromises within the GOP or between Republicans and
Democrats.57

OnceRepublicansmade further congressional and state gains in
2014, restrictionist ideas about immigration and support for tough
measures againstmigrants living in the country took over the over-
all Republican agenda through the 2015–16 ascendance of Donald
Trump. Both Trump’s ascendance in the GOP and his solidifica-
tion of a devoted new core GOP base, were in turn grounded in the
views and grassroots organization of nativist-minded popular sup-
porters. Survey-based studies tell us that the subset of GOP base
voters who supported both the Tea Party and Trump have been
markedly more anxious about immigrants and more supportive of
hard-line restrictions.58

55An exception is a uniquely nuanced study by Gervais and Morris that classified GOP
House members into subsets, including some who had no visible Tea Party ties and others
who were either actively supported by national Tea Party organizations and/or took active,
public steps to court the movement. Analyzing congressional votes from 2011 through
2014, these authors find that even though both Tea Party and non-Tea Party aligned
Republicans tended to be equally fiscally conservative, GOP “legislators whomake an effort
to attach themselves to the Tea Party movement have significantly more conservative roll
call voting records than fellow Republicans who are not attached to the Tea Party.” See
Bryan T. Gervais and Irwin L. Morris, Reactionary Republicanism: How the Tea Party in the
House Paved the Way for Trump’s Victory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

56Gervais and Morris, Reactionary Republicanism, 107.
57Daniel Cox, “Why Loyalty to Their Tea Party Constituents is Holding Back House

Republicans on Immigration Reform,” Public Religion Research Institute (blog), August
8, 2014, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.prri.org/spotlight/why-loyalty-to-their-tea-
party-constituents-is-holding-back-house-republicans-on-immigration-reform/; Fox
News, “Tea Party Groups Ramp Up Fight Against Immigration Bill, as August Recess
Looms,” July 5, 2013, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.foxnews.com/politics/tea-party-
groups-ramp-up-fight-against-immigration-bill-as-august-recess-looms; Gervais and
Morris, Reactionary Republicanism; Ed Kilgore, “The GOP’s ‘2012 Autopsy Report’ Is
Now Officially Dead and Buried,” Intelligencer, February 9, 2016, accessed July 24, 2023,
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2016/02/gops-2012-autopsy-report-is-officially-dead.
html; Seung Min Kim and Carrie Budoff Brown, “The Death of Immigration Reform,”
Politico, June 27, 2014, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.politico.com/story/2014/06/
how-immigration-reform-died-108374.

58“‘Borders First’ a Dividing Line in Immigration Debate,” Pew Research Center,
June 23, 2013, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2013/06/23/
borders-first-a-dividing-line-in-immigration-debate/; John LaLoggia, “Trump’s Staunch
GOPSupportersHaveRoots in the Tea Party,” PewResearchCenter,May 16, 2019, accessed
July 24, 2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/05/16/trumps-staunch-gop-
supporters-have-roots-in-the-tea-party/; Geoffrey Kabaservice, “The Forever Grievance,”
Washington Post, December 4, 2020, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.washingtonpost.
com/outlook/2020/12/04/tea-party-trumpism-conservatives-populism/; Ron Elving,
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Figure 4. Layering of state and national U.S. party polarizations on social-regulatory issues.
Note: In every area, clusters of Democratic states moved left first; then the GOP moved further right.

Such evidence strongly suggests that continuing rightwardGOP
moves on immigration matters in recent years have been fur-
thered not by changes in U.S. public opinion in general, or even
by overall shifts in Republican voter sentiment, but much more
specifically by the best organized and most active grassroots con-
servatives. Americans in general, including many middle-of-the-
road Republicans, have remained supportive of immigration.59
Within the Republican orbit, however, highly mobilized and well-
networked grassroots right-wingers have a nationwide presence;
they favor tough immigration restrictions, and they are especially
strong, vocal, and active in primary as well as general elections
in the most conservative GOP-dominated House districts and
in Senate states with larger nonmetropolitan populations. Quite
likely, these grassroots conservatives agitated by immigration and
undocumented immigrants have been a force to be reckoned with
by state-level Republican platform writers as well.

5. Conclusion

This study contributes to a growing literature on the tempo, sub-
stance, and possible causes of U.S. party polarization in late twen-
tieth and early twenty-first century at both the state and national
levels. In conclusion, we suggest how the latest unfolding immi-
gration clashes may be supercharging U.S. partisan divides and
fueling Republican Party radicalization.The big picture comes into
focus when we combine our platform-based findings on immigra-
tion polarization with findings by previous scholars who have also
analyzed platforms to track party shifts and polarization.

In their pathbreaking work tracing partisan realignments
around racial equity issues using state and national platforms,
Brian Feinstein and Eric Schickler showed that divergences began
in the 1930s and 1940s, when northern Democratic states took
pro–civil rights stands that paved the way for eventual adoption
of divergent national party positions in the mid- to late 1960s.60

“Trump’s MAGA is Marching Down a Trail Blazed by the Tea Party,” NPR, May 21,
2022, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.npr.org/2022/05/21/1100386445/trumps-
maga-is-marching-down-a-trail-blazed-by-the-tea-party; Samantha Smith, “Trump
Supporters Differ from Other GOP Voters on Foreign Policy, Immigration Issues,”
Pew Research Center, May 11, 2016, accessed July 24, 2023, https://www.pewresearch.
org/fact-tank/2016/05/11/trump-supporters-differ-from-other-gop-voters-on-foreign-
policy-immigration-issues/; Carroll Doherty, “5 Facts about Trump Supporters’ Views
of Immigration,” Pew Research Center, August 25, 2016, accessed July 24, 2023, https://
www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/08/25/5-facts-about-trump-supporters-views-of-
immigration/.

59“Immigration,” Gallup.
60Feinstein and Schickler, “Platforms and Partners.”

Next, as Gerald Gamm, Justin Phillips, Matthew Carr, andMichael
Auslen demonstrated, someDemocratic and Republican state plat-
forms started to diverge on LGBTQ rights and abortion issues
starting in the early 1970s, and state- as well as national-level party
platform divergences proceeded steadily thereafter.61 Crucially,
once these polarizations on social-regulatory issues became pro-
nouncedwithin national andmany state party platforms, they have
not subsequently reversed. Democrats and Republicans continue
to take sharply divergent positions onhow to redress racial inequal-
ities and guaranteeminority rights, and they disagree equally if not
more sharply on abortion and LGBTQ rights.

Layering onto these previous transformations, as our research
shows, Democratic versus Republican divergences in yet another
major social-regulatory realm—on immigration policy and the
treatment of migrants—unfolded suddenly and sharply in the first
two decades of the twenty-first century. This latest polarization
occurred relatively synchronously in national and state party plat-
forms, although many GOP state platforms moved first in the early
2000s to reorient the GOP toward severe restrictionist stances that
amount to almost a 180-degree turn fromwhere Republicans stood
on immigration policy around 1980.

Figure 4 summarizes these successive layers of Democratic
versus Republican party polarization on major realms of social-
regulatory policy, divergences that have piled one on top of one
another from the 1930s through the 2010s. Why do the temporal-
ities and layers portrayed in this figure matter? One possibility is
that the unfolding party repositioning and divergence in each suc-
cessive issue area reinforces long-standing party fault lines, adding
social-regulatory divergences between the parties on top of already
long-standing differences between Democrats and Republicans
about government’s role in the economy.62 Conflicts between par-
ties might intensify as a result, but actors within party networks
may continue to focus on particular issue areas instead of drawing
broader linkages across issues. In this case, the legislators, advo-
cacy groups, and mobilized constituencies that care most intensely
about an issue area would continue to dominate decision-making
in that realm, without much spillover to position taking on other
issues.

Another possible dynamic is that decades-long, successive pro-
cesses of party divergence on social-regulatory as well as economic
issues have by now done more than just reinforce and add to older

61Gamm et al., “The Culture War and Partisan Polarization.”
62Christopher Hare and Keith T. Poole, “The Polarization of Contemporary American

Politics,” Polity 46, no. 3 (2014): 411–29.
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divisions. The layering of social-regulatory conflicts on top of eco-
nomic disagreements, and especially the superimposition of new
societal disputes on top of one another, may bring multiplicative,
not just additive effects. Such explosive combinations may happen
whenmany kinds of partisans—ranging from legislators to activists
to voters—draw connections across previously discrete issue areas
and forge multiply reinforced alliances justified by broad, morally
charged, and uncompromising worldviews.

We consider the multiplicative layering possibilities well worth
careful further investigation—in studies of interest groups, party
dynamics, and social movements as well as in ongoing research
about mass attitudes. Arguably, each successive social-regulatory
polarization in the United States since the mid-twentieth cen-
tury has interacted with the earlier divergences. For example,
party disputes from the 1970s to 1990s about government poli-
cies toward mother-led families were infused with earlier racially
charged arguments about “welfare” programs. And recent party
divergences about which kinds of immigrants to welcome and how
to treat new arrivals are unfolding against the backdrop of previous
social-regulatory polarizations about race, voting rights, and social
supports for families. Survey-based research by scholars includ-
ing Christopher Parker,Matt Barreto,Marisa Abrajano, and Zoltan
Hajnal has already demonstrated that racial equity issues are very
much in play in immigration disputes, because new arrivals to the
United States since 1965 have included higher shares of migrants
fromCentral and Latin American, Asian, andAfrica than pre-1965
waves of white, mostly European immigration.63

Interactions among the temporally successive social-regulatory
polarizations portrayed in Figure 4may be especially important for
understanding current Republican Party radicalization—including
the willingness of some in and around that party to fight parti-
san battles outside normal institutional rules of liberal-democratic
politics, even to the point of threatening or condoning political vio-
lence. Fights over racial equity, sexuality and gender, and the rules
for admitting immigrants all get to the core ofU.S. national identity,

63Parker and Barreto, Change They Can’t Believe In; Zoltan Hajnal andMarisa Abrajano,
“Trump’s All Too Familiar Strategy and Its Future in the GOP,” The Forum 14, no. 3 (2016):
295–309; Christopher Sebastian Parker, “Status Threat: Moving the Right Further to the
Right?,” Daedalus 150, no. 2 (2021): 56–75.

and they are central to debates over the collective characteristics
that define American culture and nationhood in a shifting demo-
graphic and political landscape. The GOP’s overall embrace of
social conservatism has been underway since the 1960s and 1970s,
but it is now proceeding in a society recently transformed by new
waves of non-European immigrants and the advent of younger
generations of current and potential voters with increasingly varied
ethnoracial backgrounds, sexual orientations, and gender identi-
ties. As these changes have been politicized, some segments of
the GOP have come to see the political stakes as existential—
about America’s very identity and threatening enough to justify
authoritarian, anti-democratic responses.

Much more research will be needed to pin down exactly how,
when, and why partisan polarizations have unfolded in successive
issue areas and across various arenas of political conflict within and
around the Democratic and Republican Parties. Further research
can build on literatures already probing attitudes in the mass
electorate, congressional voting patterns, and changing state and
national party platforms, and supplement these established lines of
work with analyses of organized advocacy groups, shifting inter-
est coalitions, and social movements such as the Tea Party and the
immigrant rights movement. Our contribution here has been to
outline and give empirical heft to a modest but critical part of the
overall story, and we look forward to doing more research on these
issues. Alongwithmany others, we aimnot only to understandhow
conflicts over immigration have supercharged party polarization
in recent years, but also how they have helped fuel the radicaliza-
tion of today’s Republican Party and the increasingly worrisome
embrace of authoritarianmeasures and threats of violence by some
in its orbit.
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