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Swearingen and Lindstrom: A Battleground No More

Introduction

The state of Ohio has long been considered the quintessential battleground state, playing a
key role in deciding numerous presidential elections. In fact, using the concept of a “tipping point
state”, popularized by Nate Silver, Ohio has been the deciding state six times throughout
American’s history, second only to New York (“Tipping-Point State,” 2021). Yet the Buckeye
State’s designation as a battleground is fading. After being a key battleground in President
Obama’s 2012 reelection campaign, Donald Trump won the state’s two-party vote by over eight
percent despite losing the national popular vote by more than two percent (Dave Leip’s Atlas of
U.S. Presidential Elections™). This state-national voting difference can be measured using Cook’s
partisan voting index (PVI). After having very little partisan lean throughout the second half of
the twentieth century, Ohio had a three-point GOP lean after 2016 (“State PVIs”). This pro-GOP
advantage only increased after Joe Biden’s victory in 2020, when Trump once again won Ohio’s
vote by roughly eight percent despite losing the national popular vote by five percent (“Dave
Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections”). This increased Ohio’s pro-GOP lean to six percent,
which falls outside of the Cook Political Report’s traditional battleground measure (“Introducing
the 2021 Cook Political Report Partisan Voter Index”).

The central question of this manuscript is what is behind these partisan shifts? We make a
significant contribution to the literature by testing hypotheses from two strands within realignment
theory in the context of a state that is undergoing significant partisan change: geo-cultural and
socioeconomic/cosmopolitanism. The political science literature on realignments often focuses
on each explanation singly. Cultural issues are driving partisan changes, especially issues such as
abortion (Adams 1997), environmentalism (Lindaman & Haider-Markel, 2002), race (Valentino
& Sears, 2005), and religion (Campbell et al., 2018). There is also a robust literature on the
growing urban-rural divide (Gimpel, 2021; Johnston et al., 2019; Kelly & Lobao, 2019). Some of
these studies include economic factors as control variables, but they do not delve into the nuance
of shifting economic fortunes at the sub-county level. By studying the more than 1,500
communities across Ohio, we find evidence that both explanations are at work across the state.
Specifically, both Democrats and Republicans made gains in their geographic strongholds, but
Democrats have made larger inroads in more cosmopolitan communities. However, Republicans
made huge gains along the cultural dimension, giving them a strong advantage throughout the
state. These results have implications for not only future presidential campaigns and how they
target Ohio’s persuadable voters, but also for down ballot races in both the primary and general
elections.

Realignment: Describing Partisan Change

It was in 1955 when V.O. Key conceptualized critical realignments as those elections in
which public intensity is high and the outcome indicates a break from pre-existing cleavages. The
result of these elections is a durable shift in the party system. As evidence, he pointed at the 1928
presidential election in New England, where the Democratic nominee, Al Smith, gained traction
among low-income, Catholic, and immigrant voters (Key, 1955). Key’s conceptualization was
picked up by other scholars, who worked to build a coherent theory of national partisan change
and identify which elections fit accordingly (see also Schattschneider, 1960; Burnham, 1971;
Sundquist, 1983).

The idea of critical realignments, while appealing, has empirical and conceptual issues,
perhaps best embodied by Mayhew’s critiques (2000; 2008). Most relevant for this project is the
idea that realignments are national in nature and are embodied by sudden change. In fact, it was
V.0O. Key himself, who in 1959 wrote about secular realignment, noting that we can better
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understand party systems by considering decades-long shifts in party attachments among voters.
He also considered that these changes could occur by voters experiencing a decay in, or a new
development of, party attachments (Key, 1959).

Since Key’s pivotal work in 1959, a plethora of scholars have explored secular
realignments. Some have found, as Key hypothesized, that partisan changes occur when some
voters convert from one political party to another (Ladd & Hadley, 1975). This happened in the
South when the parties took distinct positions on race, culminating in the Republicans picking up
several southern congressional seats in the 1994 midterm elections (Abramowitz & Saunders,
1998). In some instances, voters are demobilized, leaving the electorate for one reason or another
(Shively, 1992), while others can be mobilized to enter the electorate (Campbell, 1985; Erikson &
Tedin, 1981).

Another component of secular realignment is that it can be regional or even statewide rather
than national (Bullock et al., 2006). A classic example of this is the post-New Deal realignment
that occurred in the South, transitioning it from the Democratic Solid South to the Solid South that
gave Republican presidential candidates all, or nearly all, of their electoral votes in 1972, 1980,
1984, 1988, 2000, and 2004 (Abramowitz & Saunders, 1998; Petrocik, 1987) and a majority of its
congressional seats after 1994 (Bullock et al., 2005). Yet regional realignment was not confined
solely to the South — Republicans made considerable gains in the Mountain West throughout the
1950s-1980s (Bullock, 1988), while Democrats were ascendant in the northeast throughout the
early 2000s (Scala & Johnson 2017); Democrats made gains in the New Southern states of Virginia
and North Carolina during the 2000s (McKee & Teigen, 2016), while the GOP increased their vote
share in the Industrial Midwest in 2016 (Monnat & Brown, 2017).

As noted in the introduction, Ohio is not immune to these changes. Despite its long-time
status as a battleground state, it is trending Republican. In addition, even when its partisan lean
was stable, there were voting shifts throughout the state. Hackworth (n.d.) finds that significant
changes were occurring not just in rural Ohio, but in its suburbs from the 1940s through the 1960s
largely due to race. Such changes were present throughout the state over the past 30-plus years.
Clark County (home of Springfield), which lies between Columbus and Dayton, was a Republican-
leaning county (PVI of R+4) in 1988 before becoming dead even in the early 2000s; it is now
solidly Republican with a PVI of R+12. On the other side of the spectrum is Franklin County,
home of the state capital, Columbus. After the 2020 election, one GOP official stated that “there
are two or three times as many Democrats here as there are Republicans” (Kovac, 2020). Yet this
trend was anything but new: a Republican-leaning county after the 1988 election (R+6), it moved
to a toss-up as early as 2000 and is now solidly Democratic (D+13).

Trends in suburban Ohio follow those seen nationally. The suburbs can be a bit of mix
between old and new, cosmopolitanism and traditional values (Gimpel et al., 2020). In some cases,
suburbs and exurbs are trending Republican (Scala & Johnson 2017). Yet, in others, the opposite
is occurring. Gimpel et al. (2020) note that many suburbs across the nation are becoming more
diverse as African American and Latino voters move away from central cities. In addition, those
with the highest incomes are primarily located in the suburbs. These subtle distinctions and
realignment nuances warrant in-depth theoretical and empirical analyses.

Culture vs. Economics: Explanations of Partisan Change
With a broad understanding of the realignment literature and an overview of the shifting
partisan dynamics in Ohio, we now explore possible theoretical explanations for why the state is
changing. Below we detail two concepts that will drive our empirical tests: geo-cultural and
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socioeconomic/cosmopolitanism. These concepts are not mutually exclusive, but they are distinct
enough to generate separate hypotheses.

Culture Wars and the Urban-Rural Divide

Political pundits talk about the culture wars on a regular basis. Culture wars may “break
our democracy” (Stanton, 2021), have set the stage for “cancel culture” (Bump, 2021), are
inevitably won by liberals (Prothero, 2016), and were supposed to end during Obama’s first
presidential term (Teixeira, 2009). Hyperbole and poor predictions aside, political scientists argue
that the culture wars are an important concept in understanding partisan shifts (Highton, 2020;
Valentino & Sears, 2005; Pierson, 2017).

Donald Trump’s victory in 2016 brought greater scrutiny to this discussion, particularly in
the context of urban versus rural voters. Aurticles featuring pig farmers in Wisconsin who loved
Trump’s pledge to “Make America Great Again” (Carey, 2016), high rural turnout in 2016
demonstrating that these voters wanted “revenge” (Evich, 2016), and how and why Trump bested
Romney’s 2012 performance in small town America (Shearer, 2016) were ubiquitous. The
important thing to note, though, is that this partisan shift was not a sudden departure from the past.
As Johnston et al (2020) observe, counties across America have become more polarized. In 1992,
only 38 percent of counties were “landslide counties,” or those that gave one party at least 60
percent of the vote; the rest were at least somewhat competitive. From 1992 to 2012, the share of
landslide counties increased significantly, highlighting how much had shifted prior to Trump’s
election.

The link between cultural divisions and partisan change is rooted in Stimson’s and
Carmines’s (1989) seminal work on issue evolution. Building on Key’s theory of secular
realignment, they argue that partisan shifts occur over long periods of time. As specific issues
increase in salience on which the parties take distinct positions, the connection between a voter
and their preferred party can be altered. The resulting shift in partisan coalitions is a two-step
process: elites must take clear and differing stances on salient issues, to which the masses respond
(Bawn et al., 2012). Which issues drive change? It depends on the era and party system. Miller
and Schofield (2003; 2008) argue that during the New Deal coalition, economic issues cleaved the
two parties. Democrats could maintain their governing majority as long as they minimized cultural
issues, thus holding together their precarious coalition of the northern working class, minority, and
immigrant voters, along with white southerners. Beginning in the 1960s, cultural issues —
specifically race — split the Democratic Party. As these issues rose in prominence, the party
coalitions reformed along a combination of economic and cultural issues. Populist, conservative
Democrats shifted to the Republican Party, while highly educated, wealthy urban and suburban
voters that had been New Deal Republicans began voting for Democratic candidates.

Race is certainly one cultural issue that divides voters, but it is not the only one. Adams
(1997) identified abortion as a key cultural issue that led to a significant shift in party identification
throughout the 1970s-1990s. A few years later, Lindaman and Haider-Markel (2002) examined
others, including gay marriage, pornography, environmentalism, and gun control, finding that the
latter two were a significant component of the long-term shift in party coalitions. Yet another
aspect of culture is religion, as those with secular orientations have different political beliefs from
those who are deeply religious (Campbell et al., 2018). In many ways, this difference is
exemplified by the feeling among rural voters that their traditional way of life is being uprooted
by a changing nation led by large cities.
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Gimpel et al. (2020) describe the origins of this divide as well as the importance that
distance plays in establishing different cultural identities. They note that until the 20" century, the
urban population was not significant enough for there to be a political difference. As America
became increasingly urban, the differences between the two geographic types developed. Urban
living can create social isolation among individuals and can encourage deviation from traditional
social morality. Rural communities, conversely, possess the characteristics of self-reliance and
traditionalism. These identities are laid down because of distance: it isolates the cultures and
determines social interaction. Cultural differences are thus the product of two populations being
separate from one another.

The significant differences in how urban and rural America view politics allows us to
generate multiple geo-culturally based hypotheses:

Hi:  We hypothesize that a community’s share of traditional populations has a positive
relationship with GOP voting gains.

Hx:  We hypothesize that a community’s distance from a central city has a positive
relationship with GOP voting gains.

It’s the Economy, Stupid: Cosmopolitanism & Populism

The culture wars may lead to partisan change, but economics still plays a vital role in
American politics. The two economic paradigms split American politics: cosmopolitanism and
populism. Cosmopolitanism, which Jennings and Stoker (2017) define as encompassing a global
orientation, tends to exist in more urbanized areas, but is not necessarily solely contingent on
geography. Schueth and O’Loughlin (2008) find that cosmopolitan identification is strong among
those who are environmentalists, youthful, less patriotic, higher educated, and living in areas with
high immigrant populations — all typically characteristics of more urban populations. The
preference for cosmopolitanism in urbanized areas arises largely out of economics. Gimpel et al.
(2020) describe cities as “centers of innovation” with the best access to “information about the
latest consumer products and technological innovations” — traits attractive to the cosmopolitan
identity. Importantly, cosmopolitan preferences are not only held by young urban professionals,
but often also by the working class on their immediate periphery (Jennings & Stoker 2017).

Jennings and Stoker (2017) identify a fragmentation of working-class groups along new
and traditional occupations. As urban areas transition into post-industrial economies, the urban
working class largely finds employment in the service sector attending to the needs of wealthier,
urban professionals. In this way, urban workers participate more directly — even if tangentially —
— in the cosmopolitan economy. In contrast, workers in agricultural and the diminishing industrial
sectors, participate less visibly and more indirectly to the modern globalized economy dominated
by urban professionals. This results in unequal access to the fruits of globalization, contributing to
national populist, anti-cosmopolitan backlashes (Spicer, 2018). By nature of their work, these
traditional workers often reside in less urbanized areas. Thus, geo-cultural dynamics described in
the previous section compound and amplify the cosmopolitan-versus-populist dynamics of this
section. One notable exception, which helps demonstrate the economic dimension of cosmopolitan
identity, is rural areas near recreational amenities like natural landmarks, summer lakes, and ski
areas. Residents of these places tend to work in recreational/service sector occupations rather than
the agricultural/industrial sectors typical of rural areas. As such, they vote closer to urban,
cosmopolitan voters than the rural voters that their geography may suggest (Scala & Johnson,
2017).
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Figure 1: Urban-Rural Continuum Map

Map created by authors.
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Figure 2: 2020 Ohio Presidential Election Results
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Figure 3: Shift in Presidential Voting in Ohio, 2004-2020
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