
owens: Is polarization a byproduct of 
partisan politics? If so, is it a necessary 
byproduct of partisan politics, or is it 
something that’s severable? 

galston: It is severable in the sense 
that you can have intense partisanship, 
which is more of Team A, Team B—the 
division of the spoils. We certainly had 
partisan politics in 1960, for example, 
but there wasn’t a lot of polarization in 

the country, by historical standards, nor 
was there a huge difference between the -

tivists, and candidates who represent the 
polarization of the last 20 years or so?

galston:  The phrase “red and blue 
nation” that you used refers to the title 
of a book to which I contributed, and the 
question you just stated was the principle 
point of debate among the scholars who 
contributed to that volume. The issue 
on the table is that nobody doubts that 
there is a lot more polarization among 
elites and in the media, and in a number 
of other highly visible places than there 
used to be. The question is, is that a 
reflection of changes in the country as a 
whole, in the electorate as a whole? Or, as 
one of the best-known contributors to the 
volume, Morris Fiorina, has argued, is 
there a kind of a decoupling of elite opin-
ion and rhetorical tone on the one hand 
from the people on the other? To put it 
slightly differently, is this a top-down 
phenomenon or a bottom-up phenom-
enon? I came to the conclusion that it’s 
some of both. On the one hand, it’s clear 
that polarized elites have sent cues to the 
public and the public has responded to 
those cues. On the other hand, it seems 
pretty clear to me that the public itself 
reached independent judgments on a 
number of issues and those judgments 
drove important changes in the political 
system. I disagree with those who say 
that it’s simply an elite phenomenon.
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owens:  Jeffrey Rosen makes a pretty 
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problems? And if the system seems 
gridlocked by this polarization—which 
is what you get when a country is both 
highly polarized and closely divided—
then it’s understandable that you have 
that public recoil. It’s important to note 
that a system can be deeply polarized 
but not closely divided, as was the case, 
for example, in the early days of the New 
Deal. There was a huge gap between the 
emerging liberal Democratic Party and 
the traditionally conservative Alf Landon 
style Republican Party, but because the 
Democrats were so dominant, polariza-
tion did not lead to gridlock and bicker-
ing. It led to a lot of very striking action, 
and the people were deluged with new 
policies, the effects of which they could 
experience and judge for themselves.

owens:  Is this analogous at the reverse 
end of the spectrum to the past five or six 
years?

galston:  No. I think what you’ve had 
for the past six years is such a close parti-
san division that it has been relatively dif-
ficult for the Congress to agree on much 
of anything. There’s been no agreement 
on immigration policy, no agreement on 
Social Security, no agreement on health-
care, no agreement on environmental 
policy or global warming. It is a very long 
list and there’s a lot of evidence that the 
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