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Racial attitudes and voting behavior
in the 1988 national elections:
Liberals versus conservatives

RUSSELL EISENMAN and HENRY B. SIRGO
McNeese State University, Lake Charles, Louisiana

To further investigate liberals versus conservatives, data on racial attitudes are related to vot-
ing behavior in the 1988 national elections for President of the United States and for races for
the U.S. Senate and for the House of Representatives. The sample size ranged from 537 to 1,154
people surveyed in a national representative sample of voters. Results link conservatism to be-
lief that the government should not help blacks and/or that the civil rights movement is pushing
too fast for their goals. Liberals are more favorable to helping blacks. The data are consistent
with previous findings linking conservatism and prejudice, and contradict the view that racial

attitudes do not relate to behavior.

Racial attitudes appear to be extremely important in de-
termining voting behavior. According to Carmines and
Stimson (1980, 1989), race is the only issue to arise since
the Roosevelt New Deal that has had a major effect on
voting behavior in national elections. This view goes coun-
ter to the position of Ray (1984), who maintains that ra-
cial attitudes do not necessarily affect behavior. Ray cites
the work of LaPierre (1934) and himself (Ray, 1971,
1976) to argue that racial attitudes are often unrelated to
discriminatory behavior. This seems like a surprising po-
sition, and is inconsistent with more recent work show-
ing a link between holding conservative beliefs on the one
hand and having racially discriminatory beliefs on the
other (Eisenman, 1991b; Eisenman & Sirgo, 1991; Sirgo
& Eisenman, 1990). That is, conservatives have been
found to hold certain beliefs about social and political is-
sues, including race, and they also believe in discrimina-
tion against people on the basis of race. While not all con-
servatives have to fit this profile, the above-mentioned
studies did support this result, which would suggest that
there is a relationship between conservative attitudes and
discrimination. For example, Eisenman (1991b) found that
college women who identified themselves as conserva-
tives said that an African-American should not be Presi-
dent of the United States. One would think that such
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women, if they vote or express themselves in other ways,
would not be inclined to favor blacks or policies that would
be helpful to blacks. Likewise, the whites in Louisiana
showed a preference for David Duke in U.S. Senate and
Gubernatorial elections, despite his Ku Klux Klan and
Nazi background (Eisenman, 1992). The attitudes of stu-
dents toward Duke predicted his white vote in the U.S.
Senate election of October 1990 (Eisenman, 1992). Eisen-
man (1993) found supportive results; Sirgo and Eisenman
(1993) found that conservatives had more favorable atti-
tudes toward government than did liberals, perhaps be-
cause, while governments have given some support to
minorities, it is not so much as to please liberals or to
totally offend conservatives.

From the above, it would seem that racial attitudes
might be related to voting behavior, although Ray (1984)
might say that this is not necessarily the case. The present
study was designed to sample voters throughout the United
States to see how their racial attitudes related to their vot-
ing behavior in the U.S. Senate, House of Representa-
tives, and Presidential elections of 1988. From the more
recent studies cited, it would seem likely that racial atti-
tudes would have an influence on voting behavior. Since
Eisenman and Sirgo (1991) found that conservatives tend
to be Republicans and liberals tend to be Democrats, it
was deemed important to study the voting behavior and
racial attitudes as related to party or candidate preference.

METHOD

Subjects

A nationwide survey sample of registered voters in the 1988 national
elections for U. S. Senate, U. S. House of Representatives, and the
Presidential election was carried out by the Institute for Survey Research,
University of Michigan, as part of a larger survey of voters. This was
a representative sample, to fit the demographic characteristics of 1988
voters. The sample sizes for the various data reported here range from
537 to 1,154 voters. Respondents were surveyed at their households,
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and a 71% response rate was achieved. The sampling was based on U.S.
Census districts and included all of the United States except Alaska and
Hawaii. To be included, a subject had to be at least 18 years of age
and a United States citizen on or before November 8, 1988. People liv-
ing on military reservations were also excluded.

Procedure

The interviewees were asked if the government should help blacks.
Their answers were rated on a 7-point scale by trained raters, ranging
from a score of 1 (The government should help blacks) to a score of
7 (blacks should help themselves). Also, a question was asked about
whether civil rights leaders have been trying to push too fast for their
goals, and answers to this were categorized into three categories: too
fast, about right, or too slowly.

RESULTS

The results are summarized in Tables 1-4. Tables 1-3
report the findings for the question of whether or not the
government should help blacks, as related to votes for the
Democratic or Republican candidates in the U.S. House
of Representatives and Senate races, and votes for George
Bush or Michael Dukakis in the Presidential race. Table 4
is on how are civil rights leaders pushing (too fast, about
right, or too slowly) in relation to voting for Bush or
Dukakis. In all instances, those who could be thought of
as conservatives or sympathetic to the more conservative
candidate were more negative toward governmental help
for blacks than were those who were not conservatively
oriented.

DISCUSSION

The results support the notion of a relationship between support of
Republican candidates and anti-black attitudes or, to say it differently,
being less willing to support government help of blacks. In the House,

Table 1
Should Government Help Blacks Scale by Vote for President, 1988
Ratings Bush Dukakis
1 8 29
2 6 20
3 19 38
4 84 68
5 58 28
6 48 29
7 64 38

Note— 1 =Government should help blacks, 7= Blacks should help them-
selves. x*(6) = 46.93, p < .000001.

Table 2
Should Government Help Blacks Scale by Vote for U. S. House, 1988
Ratings Democrats Republicans
1 27 3
2 14 7
3 36 13
4 84 54
5 41 34
6 39 29
7 49 43

Note—1 = Government should help blacks, 7= Blacks should help them-
selves. x*(6) = 18.09, p = .006.
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Table 3
Should Government Help Blacks Scale by Vote for U. S. Senate, 1988
Ratings Republicans Democrats
1 19 3
2 14 5
3 30 15
4 57 51
5 29 30
6 27 30
7 33 38

Note— 1 = Government should help blacks, 7= Blacks should help them-
selves. x*(6) = 18.34, p = .0054.

Table 4
How Are Civil Rights Leaders Pushing by Vote for President, 1988
Bush Dukakis
Too Fast 200 94
About Right 375 311
Too Slowly 33 141

Note—x? (2) = 108.20, p < .00001.

Senate, and Presidential elections, voters who support the Republican
candidate are likely to believe the government should not help blacks,
while voters who support the Democratic candidate tend to believe the
government should help blacks. Likewise, supporters of George Bush
were likely to say that civil rights leaders are pushing too fast, while
supporters of Michael Dukakis were likely to say that civil rights leaders
are pushing too slowly. Thus, liberals and conservatives seem to have
opposite attitudes.

The results show that being for the Republican candidate tends to go
along with being against help for blacks or against the efforts of civil
rights leaders. This supports the belief that conservatism is associated
with anti-black sentiments, since Eisenman and Sirgo (1991) found a
statistically significant tendency for Republicans to be conservatives and
Democrats to be liberals. The conservative ideology seems to say that
people should take care of themselves, and if blacks are not doing well,
tough. This ideology could easily slip into a prejudiced blaming of the
victim, by concluding that not only do blacks not deserve governmental
help but it is their fault for any problems they have. Such an outlook
would ignore the social causes of black poverty in the United States,
with all its attendant problems (Eisenman, 1991a).
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