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Political polarization has been increasing globally over
the past few decades and is the focus of many recent
academic studies. Given the pressing problems tied to
political polarization, many scholars have attempted to
identify the origins of our political divides. However,
important questions remain about whether polarization
is driven by politicians’ shaping the agenda for their
electoral benefit or if elected officials are becoming more
polarized as they follow public attitudes in hopes of being
re-elected.

In The Roots of Polarization: From Racial Realignment to
the Culture Wars, Neil O’Brian wades into this timely and
important debate using a wealth of historical and contem-
porary data sources. O’Brian argues that polarization is not
a top-down process led by political elites. Instead, political
parties made key decisions around civil rights in the 1960s,
which gave them less space to take opposing positions on a
host of non-racial topics down the road. Specifically,
Democrats’ decision to take liberal positions on racial
issues made it so that they could only take left-leaning
positions on a host of other topics to build a competitive
electoral coalition. Once Democrats became tied to racial
progressives with their support for the 1964 Civil Rights
Actand the 1965 Voting Rights Act, Republicans were left
with few options but to take a conservative position on
racial issues during this period. In doing so, they too
became largely constrained in the positions they could
take in the future on other non-racial issues. Past decisions
limited the electoral constituencies that each party could
stitch together, thereby fueling polarized politics.

This process is carefully outlined and empirically
assessed in the first two substantive chapters of the book.
In these chapters, O’Brian convincingly shows that before
the Civil Rights Movement, party identification was a
weak predictor of numerous social attitudes. For example,
in the 1970s, Democratic identifiers in public opinion
surveys held the most conservative views on abortion, and
liberals like Ted Kennedy were torn on which positions
they should take on this defining issue.

American politics, however, was fundamentally rea-
ligned as a result of landmark racial legislation of the
1960s, which led voters to sort themselves around what
are now quintessential liberal or conservative issues. O’Brian
in Chapter 3 uses historical polling data from numerous
sources including Gallup, The American National Election
Study, The Harris Poll, and the General Social Survey to
show that even when people did not know where parties
stood on any particular area, a voter’s views on racial equality

could predict what they thought about a significant number
of social issues. For example, O’Brian’s analysis shows that
racial attitudes are correlated with a host of other attitudes
from pollution to the legalization of marijuana to strength-
ening the social safety net. When a person is liberal on racial
topics, they are also more likely to take liberal stances on gun
control, abortion, and even immigration. The same is true in
reverse.

When parties became associated with either liberal or
conservative positions on race, then, Stout shows that they
were predestined to draw from a specific base of voters.
These voters limited the positions that politicians could
take on a host of issues. This led to more consistency in
position-taking among politicians, fewer cross-pressured
voters, and ultimately greater political polarization.

One of the strengths of Roors of Polarization is O’Brian’s
ability to anticipate critiques and to consider alternative
explanations. One question I had early in the book was
why race and racial attitudes were so central to the origins
of polarization in America? Could the abortion debates
around Roe v Wade or the fights around healthcare in the
1990s have produced similar results? In Chapter 4, O’Brian
explores this question through an examination of cross-
pressured voters who hold both racially liberal positions
and conservative positions on other issues (or vice versa).
Through an analysis of panel data, O’Brian finds that
people update their ideological positions to become con-
sistent with their stances on racial topics. While he pro-
vides empirical support for this claim in Chapter 4, the
book does a wonderful job throughout in explaining the
unique significance of race in American politics and why it
was and is such a potent organizing topic.

Once views on racial issues pushed the American people
to organize themselves around various positions, O’Brian
thoroughly demonstrates that it is voters who drive
changes in position-taking amongst party leadership and
not the other way around. In Chapter 6, O’Brian utilizes
archival data from a variety of sources to counter the
prevailing idea that politicians and interest groups shaped
government attitudes on abortion. Instead, this analysis
shows that the parties identified the voters most supportive
of their position on this issue and collaborated with these
groups to mobilize them. In Chapter 7, O’Brian uses the
case study of Republicans’ hopes for immigration reform
and the push-back they received from voters to show the
constraints that politicians face when trying to move voters
with opposing viewpoints to their position.

The Roots of Polarization is a well-written book that
engages with many key debates in American politics. Its
most obvious contribution is to answer the question of why
we are polarized. By speaking to the structural antecedents
that formed each party’s political base, O’Brian demon-
strates that polarization is not just the result of politicians’ or
the media’s decisions to divide the public ata given moment.
Instead, it is something that is baked into the U.S. political

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 15 Oct 2025 at 15:57:49, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms.
https://doi.org/10.1017/5153759272500101X


https://doi.org/10.1017/S153759272500101X
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms

system and requires 2 much more complex set of solutions
than simply supporting moderate politicians and advocating
for more resources for unbiased media.

O’Brian’s findings may also speak to a slate of recent
studies, which demonstrate that racial resentment often
spills over to shape political attitudes about non-racial
issues like healthcare, gun control, and support for the
January 6th rioters. Given that people have and continue
to divide first on their positions towards race, it is not
surprising that many of these studies find a link between
racial resentment and topics that are not explicitly racial.
This shows the enduring impact of racial attitudes on a
wide array of political issues, and it takes seriously the idea
that attitudes about racial issues are a central driver of
polarization rather than merely a consequence.

While The Roots of Polarization will have a broad
impact, my hope is that future research can pick up
where it leaves off to explore a few unanswered questions.
For example, I would be curious whether there are
circumstances in which politicians and elites are able to
direct voters rather than the other way around. O’Brian
convincingly demonstrates that the parties’ stances on
race significantly influenced the positions they could
reasonably adopt on pre-existing and well-known issues
like climate change and abortion. However, are there
uncrystallized issues like COVID-19 where politicians
can play a larger role in polarizing the public and shaping
their views?

The Roots of Polarization urges us to consider how
decisions made generations ago continue to shape modern
American politics. The book’s unique racial realignment
and party sorting hypothesis—along with its ability to
blend historical and contemporary data seamlessly—make
it a must read for anyone who is interested in fully
understanding the current state of U.S. political affairs.
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In recent decades, as the vice presidency has grown in
importance, the office has received increasing academic
attention from a variety of different analytical perspectives.
In Emerging from the Shadows, Richard Yon focuses on the
vice-presidential role in governance. Operating from a
qualitative, institutional perspective, Yon builds on two
groundbreaking studies—Joel Goldstein’s The White
House Vice Presidency (2016) and Paul Light’s Vice-
Presidential Power (1984)—which explain how the mod-

ern vice presidency came into being during the tenure of

‘Walter Mondale (1977-1981) and how incumbents have
exercised influence on executive-branch decision making
ever since.

Beginning by carefully distinguishing between influ-
ence and power, Yon posits that vice presidents typically
exercise the former, which he views as more “indirect”
and “contingent” than the latter (pp. 7-8, 15-24, 258).
To this end, Yon introduces a four-pronged analysis to
examine how modern vice presidents exercise influence.
First, his approach focuses on interpersonal factors
between the President and Vice President, which include
their respective temperaments, outlooks, and abilities. A
good personal and professional bond of this type, the
author asserts, is necessary but insufficient to establish the
Vice President as a significant player in the West Wing. A
second consideration entails the political and policy
context that frames the officcholder’s tenure. A third
factor is the institutional setting, which involves the
personnel and management of the White House, the
Vice President’s office, and the executive branch as a
whole. A final variable centers around electoral circum-
stances, which implicate the Vice President’s role in the
administration’s reelection effort or the officeholder’s
own campaign for the White House. These four factors
are not static, Yon emphasizes; they fluctuate. Despite
these ebbs and flows, he concludes that a Vice President’s
influence inevitably wanes over time.

Turning to case studies, Yon begins by applying these four
criteria to Nelson Rockefeller’s time in office as it helped set
the stage for Mondale’s trailblazing term. Next, Yon turns to
Cheney’s tenure, because it marks the apogee of the office’s
impact on governance. In his final substantive chapter,
the author more briefly examines the vice presidencies of
Mondale, George H.W. Bush, Dan Quayle, Al Gore, and
Joe Biden.

The framework for evaluating vice-presidential influ-
ence that Yon offers is crisp and thoughtfully constructed,
and it merits a place in the sun alongside Light's own
formulation on the subject. It is, therefore, not surprising
that Yon’s theory, first articulated in his noteworthy
dissertation, has already been cited with approval in the
field. (See, for example, Karine Prémont’s recent article for
Presidential Studies Quarterly, “The president and the vice
president: Different types of partnerships for a unique
power couple.”)

The second part of Yon’s thesis—that vice-presidential
influence necessarily declines during the course of an
administration—is thought provoking. As he points out,
the nation’s two most consequential officeholders—Gore
and Cheney—both saw their standing erode over time.
In fact, Yon’s thesis was reaffirmed when Vice President
Mike Pence refused to conspire with President Donald
Trump to overturn the 2020 election results, effectively
ending their relationship and the Vice President’s stand-
ing within the White House. (The relationship between
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