The 10 Regions of US Politics

By Robert David Sullivan


Northeast Corridor

Named after Amtrak's most (perhaps only) profitable route, Northeast Corridor begins in Connecticut's Fairfield County and stops in Montgomery County, Maryland, just short of the nation's capital. Northeast Corridor is dominated by New York City, which casts about one-fifth of its vote, but New Jersey is the only state that falls completely within the region. This is by far the most densely populated region, and over 96 percent of its residents live in urban areas. It is also the most affluent and the best-educated region, though its population growth rate has long been behind the national average.

Al Gore won 62 percent of the vote here in 2000, which was the best showing by a Democrat in any region since Lyndon Johnson was on the ballot four decades ago. But one-party dominance goes back only to 1996, when Bill Clinton won re-election. Before that, the suburban parts of the region (including most of New Jersey but also Long Island) often cancelled out the central cities, helping Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, and the first President Bush to win electoral votes here. In contrast, George W. Bush carried only 11 of the 48 counties in this region, showing strength only in areas that don't have much in the way of apartment complexes and strip malls -- yet. He lost Fairfield County, Long Island's Suffolk County, and the borough of Staten Island, all of which supported his father's losing campaign in 1992.

Historically, Northeast Corridor has been the base of the Republican Party's liberal wing, offering up such presidential nominees as Teddy Roosevelt and Tom Dewey. Until last year, it was represented at either end by two of the most liberal GOP members in the US House: Christopher Shays of Connecticut and Connie Morella of Maryland. The defeat of Morella in 2002, coming one year after the Republicans lost the New Jersey governor's seat vacated by Christine Todd Whitman, represented a low-water mark for the Nelson Rockefeller wing of the party.

Given its prominence in cultural and financial spheres, the Northeast Corridor has been embarrassingly weak in fielding presidential candidates in recent years. The last White House occupant from this region was Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and the last nominee was Dewey in 1948. More recently, New York City and its environs have specialized in political figures whose national campaigns have closed on opening night -- including Rockefeller himself, John Lindsay, Geraldine Ferraro, and Bill Bradley. The region's only candidate so far in the 2004 sweepstakes is the Rev. Al Sharpton, known more for his dramatic flair (and his pompadour) than his vote-getting power.

In Democratic presidential primaries, the region favors traditional liberals such as Ted Kennedy and Walter Mondale; it has been lukewarm toward Southerners such as Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton, no matter how forward-thinking.

Upper Coasts

The communities in Upper Coasts are known for both civic responsibility and civil disobedience. This two-part region is anchored in the east by Boston and in the west by San Francisco, but both cities tilt decidedly to the left. They are also incubators for emerging industries, and Upper Coasts includes several high-tech centers, including Boston’s Route 128 and the Microsoft headquarters near Seattle. Though California's Silicon Valley is just over the line in the El Norte region, many of its workers commute (or telecommute) from San Francisco and its suburbs. Upper Coasts is relatively affluent and well educated, but its high cost of living and sluggish population growth (it ranks last in the percentage of its residents who are under 18) make labor shortages a constant economic threat.

Upper Coasts is arguably more liberal than the Northeast Corridor, but it's less reliably Democratic, partly because it's fertile ground for third-party candidates of almost all stripes, including John Anderson and Ross Perot as well as Ralph Nader. Over the past couple of decades, independent candidates have captured governor's offices in Connecticut and Maine, and US senators from New Hampshire and Vermont have changed their affiliation to independent while in office.

The region is known for politicians who are liberal but offbeat - Vermont's socialist congressman, Bernie Sanders; outgoing San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown; and governor-turned-mayor Jerry Brown, now of Oakland - but most of its national figures have had starchy demeanors that call to mind New England's Puritan founders. Calvin Coolidge and Michael Dukakis had different partisan predilections, but neither could be called the life of any party. The Western section of Upper Coasts seems a bit less buttoned-up, though it's notable that raucous San Francisco's most successful politician of recent years is the businesslike US Sen. Dianne Feinstein.

Upper Coasts has three entrants in the 2004 presidential election: Howard Dean and John Kerry, both known for a certain testiness; and Joseph Lieberman, whose denunciation of President Bill Clinton's sexual indiscretions got him tagged as the Democratic Party's moral conscience (or scold, depending on your point of view).

In Democratic primaries, the region prefers reformers and environmentalists as candidates, but not necessarily those who advocate bigger government. Gary Hart handily beat Walter Mondale here in 1984, and it was Clinton's weakest region in 1992 against Paul Tsongas and Jerry Brown. This was also John McCain's strongest region in the 2000 GOP presidential primaries. After trouncing George W. Bush in New Hampshire, McCain went on to win primaries in Connecticut, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Vermont; he also carried most Upper Coast counties (and little else) in the California GOP primary.

Great Lakes

The Great Lakes region takes in most of the major metropolitan areas along those bodies of water, including Chicago, Milwaukee, Detroit, Cleveland, and Buffalo. It also dips into Pennsylvania to include the city of Pittsburgh. This is the slowest-growing region in the country, a fact that has put several members of Congress in jeopardy over the years. One example is David Bonior, the Democratic whip and a 26-year member of the House, whose suburban Detroit district was eliminated by redistricting in 2002. While the region's biggest city, Chicago, has been relatively stable in population, sharp declines in Buffalo, Cleveland, and Detroit mean that this region has spread out over the past two or three decades. Fortunately for the Democrats, the big suburban counties in Great Lakes have been trending their way. 

The best-known politicians from the Great Lakes tend to be powerful players in Congress rather than popular presidential candidates. Bonior may be gone, but the Great Lakes section of Michigan still boasts the most senior member of the House (John Dingell, elected in 1955) and the most senior African-American member (John Conyers, elected in 1964). There are plenty of longtime GOP members, too, including anti-abortion leader Henry Hyde and anti-tax leader Phil Crane, both of Illinois - and both strong vote-getters even though their districts are no longer overwhelmingly Republican in presidential races.

In terms of presidential politics, the best-known figure from the Great Lakes during the past 40 years has probably been Chicago Mayor Richard Daley, a kingmaker (think JFK) who never ran for national office but achieved notoriety by presiding over the disastrous Democratic Convention of 1968. There are two Democrats from the region running for president this time around, both of whom are trying to restore once-impressive political reputations: former US Sen. Carol Mosley-Braun of Illinois and US Rep. (and former Cleveland mayor) Dennis Kucinich of Ohio. Perhaps this is appropriate for a region that includes Detroit, with its Renaissance Center, and several other cities trying to make a comeback.

Democratic primary voters in the Great Lakes tend to be friendlier toward moderate Southerners, such as Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton, than are the Northeast Corridor and Upper Coasts. In 1980, Ted Kennedy lost the region to Carter, and in 1992, Paul Tsongas and Jerry Brown failed to get enough votes in suburban counties to overcome Clinton's advantages in the central cities.

El Norte

El Norte is the newest of our 10 regions, in the sense that it couldn't have been a coherent area a decade or two ago. As the name suggests, it is the most Hispanic (and, conversely, the least "white anglo") of the regions. It also ranks first in the percentage of its population between the ages of 18 and 35, suggesting that a lot of careers are being started here. The region starts in San Jose, California, heads south toward Mexico, then hugs the border all the way to Brownsville, Texas and the Gulf of Mexico - with tentacles reaching up to include Albuquerque and Denver. El Norte also includes Miami and the southern tip of Florida, scene to much chaos as the votes were counted after the 2000 presidential election. While the rest of Florida has become more conservative and more Republican since Jimmy Carter was elected president in 1976, this part of Florida has become more Democratic. Both recent immigrants from Latin America and newer migrants from northern US states seem somewhat more liberal, at least in presidential elections, than the Cuban-Americans who moved to Miami in the 1960s and the more affluent "snow birds" who populated Fort Lauderdale at about the same time - making for a political evolution similar to what is occurring in California's Orange County. 

This region is at something of a disadvantage politically in that most of its inhabitants are spread across three states - California, Florida, and Texas - that are so big that no one region can dominate them. As a result, El Norte can't claim as its own many governors or US senators, which are elected on a state-by-state basis rather than on population strength. The region does approach dominance in New Mexico (which now has the only Hispanic governor, Bill Richardson), as well as Hawaii (which is mostly Asian-American rather than Hispanic). But so far, El Norte hasn't swung many elections in Arizona, Colorado, or Nevada.

One watershed moment for El Norte came in 1996, when California Democrat Loretta Sanchez ousted Republican US Rep. Robert Dornan from a district in the heart of Orange County, a locale that was once synonymous with American conservatism. (Six years later, her sister, Linda Sanchez, won a Los Angeles County seat that includes Whittier, the hometown of Richard Nixon.) Loretta Sanchez is not quite as reliably liberal as the Latino representatives from Northeast Corridor, reflecting an apparent wariness among El Norte voters toward knee-jerk partisanship. Ties to the Democratic Party are even weaker in parts of Texas, where one mostly Latino district sends a conservative Republican, Henry Bonilla, to Congress; and in Florida, where the older, more conservative immigrant population is still strong enough to elect two Cuban-American Republicans from Miami-based districts.

In Democratic primaries, economic liberals such as Ted Kennedy do well in El Norte, and the region was also enormously helpful to Spanish-speaking Michael Dukakis over Al Gore and Jesse Jackson in 1988, helping him to win primaries in Florida and Texas and caucuses in Arizona and Colorado.

Big River

The Mississippi River still evokes images of Mark Twain characters and riverboat gamblers (who are now legally permitted to play in Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri, thanks to the recent proliferation of gaming laws). The Big River region, which follows the Mississippi froLake Itasca, in northwestern Minnesota, to Memphis, also includes such touchstones of nostalgia as Harry Truman's birthplace in Independence, Missouri, and the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville. Even the newer tourist attractions in this region -- such as the St. Louis Gateway Arch, completed in 1965 - seem to belong to another age.

The Big River region is near the national average on many demographic scales. It has unusually low numbers of both high-school dropouts and post-graduate degree holders. But the region is not exactly a harbinger of the future; it has low population growth and it's the least Latino of all 10 regions.

Still, Big River has probably produced more candidates for national office than any other region, including presidents Truman and Clinton; vice-presidents Hubert Humphrey, Walter Mondale, and Al Gore; and presidential aspirants Eugene McCarthy, Paul Simon, and Tom Harkin. This list is all Democratic, unless you add John Anderson (who bolted the GOP to become an independent in the middle of his presidential run) and Ronald Reagan (who was born here but moved to California as a young man). Despite this one-sidedness, Big River has been the most closely contested region in presidential politics over the past 30 years, and the only one never to give either party more than 55 percent during this period. One reason may be that most Democrats (and certainly most independents and Republicans) here are more conservative than the national Democratic Party. The anti-abortion movement is especially strong in Big River, and some notable skinflints have come out of the Democratic Party in this region - notably US Senator William Proxmire of Wisconsin, who served from 1957 through 1989 and became famous for giving out his Golden Fleece awards for wasteful government spending.

Indeed, it's fairly common for Democrats considered way left of center in Big River to run into trouble with liberals in other regions when they run for president. Humphrey, Mondale, Clinton, and Gore all had trouble in college towns and tony suburbs when they ran in Democratic primaries. The two 2004 candidates from the region, Richard Gephardt and Wesley Clark, are hoping not to be tagged with the "not liberal enough" label.

In past Democratic primaries, Carter, Mondale, and Clinton won here overwhelmingly. Dukakis was far less popular, losing primaries and caucuses here to a range of candidates including Gephardt, Gore, and Simon.

Southern Lowlands

The Southern Lowlands region is notable for having some of the most bizarrely shaped congressional districts in the country, many of them drawn to produce majority-black constituencies that favor Democrats (a process that simultaneously creates overwhelmingly white districts, to the benefit of the Republican Party). Southern Lowlands has the largest percentage of African-Americans among our 10 regions, and thus it includes some of the most Democratic counties in the United States. But these counties are scattered across nine states, and in almost every state they are outvoted by some of the most Republican counties in the US. In contrast to Northeast Corridor and Great Lakes, which are more uniform in their allocation of votes, urban and suburban areas still produce strongly different results here, with the latter giving the GOP an advantage overall.

The region begins in Prince George's County, Maryland, and ends on the banks of the Mississippi River in Louisiana. It includes many of the touchstones of the civil rights movement, from Atlanta, which touted itself as "the city too busy to hate," to Selma, Alabama, where the local police became infamous for beating up peaceful protesters. Once known for abject poverty, the Southern Lowlands region is now near the middle of the pack in terms of income and education, and it boasts healthy population growth. Its increasingly white-collar electorate is typified by Charlotte, now a major banking center.

Politically, Southern Lowlands has moved toward the GOP in recent years, but it's still a swing region overall. US Senate seats in Georgia and North Carolina have constantly changed parties repeatedly over the years, though the Republicans have won the most recent contests. Democrats take solace in their capture of governor's mansions in Louisiana and Virginia since George W. Bush took office.

For decades, Southern Lowlands was represented nationally by segregationists such as George Wallace. Then, in 1976, former Georgia governor Jimmy Carter was elected president as a representative of the "New South." Carter received overwhelming support from his home region the first time he ran, but this loyalty mostly vanished when he tried to win re-election against Ronald Reagan. Carter's biracial coalition has been difficult to replicate, but that hasn't stopped North Carolina's John Edwards from trying to do it this time around.

In Democratic primaries, this was Jesse Jackson's strongest region in 1984 and 1988, partly because so many white voters no longer participate in Democratic Party politics at all.

The Farm Belt 

Hometown boosterism and community standards are important in the Farm Belt. This region begins in Canton, Ohio, home of the Pro Football Hall of Fame, and includes the city of Cincinnati, notable for bringing obscenity charges against pornographer Larry Flynt and artsy erotic photographer Robert Mapplethorpe. In the west, it extends to Dodge City, Kansas, where Marshall Dillon enforced the law every week on TV's Gunsmoke, and Walnut Grove, Minnesota, the setting for the gentle western series Little House on the Prairie.

This is the whitest of our 10 regions, with a population 6 percent black and less than 3 percent Hispanic, and also one of the poorest. It ranks first in the number of households making only $25,000 to $50,000 per year, and it's first in the number of adults who have finished high school but have gone no further in their education. It is the only Republican region with lower-than-average population growth. 

And the Farm Belt has been solidly Republican for longer than any other region. It was the childhood home of GOP presidents William McKinley, William Taft, Warren Harding, and Dwight Eisenhower. In 1976, both men on the Republican national ticket were from the Farm Belt - Gerald Ford, from the furniture-producing city of Grand Rapids, Michigan; and Robert Dole, from the small town of Russell, Kansas. More recently, it has been surpassed by Southern Comfort as the leading source of Republican presidential candidates. This shift in power is also apparent in Congress, where Trent Lott, from Southern Comfort, replaced Dole as Senate majority leader. (Lott, of course, later resigned his leadership post for making "Old South" comments.)

The Farm Belt has no dogs at all in the 2004 presidential fight. South Dakota's Tom Daschle, the Democratic leader in the Senate, considered a run, but perhaps he was scared off by the poor performance of another Farm Belt Democrat, Nebraska's Bob Kerrey, in 1992.

In Democratic primaries, the Farm Belt showed a slight preference for Hart over Mondale in 1984. Southerners Carter and Clinton won here more easily.

Appalachia

Democratic consultant James Carville once described Pennsylvania as consisting of Philadelphia in the east, Pittsburgh in the west, and "Alabama in the middle." That sentiment is reflected in the outlines of the Appalachia region, which follows the mountain range across 12 states. It is the only region in our survey that doesn't touch an ocean or a Great Lake, and it is the most rural. It is also the oldest, poorest, and least educated. But the region keeps pace with the national average in terms of population growth, and it shows signs of economic progress.

Politically, the region has changed fairly rapidly. The old Appalachia is personified by Robert Byrd, the Democratic senator from West Virginia, who is famous for funneling federal money to his state. Even Republicans from this region were once known for bringing home the bacon, an example being former US Rep. Bud Shuster of Pennsylvania, once the powerful chairman of the Transportation and Infrastructure Committee. More recently, the region's center of gravity has shifted south, and it is better known for prickly conservatives such as former House Speaker Newt Gingrich, of northern Georgia, and US Sen. Lindsay Graham of South Carolina (who, as a House member, was part of a group that wanted to overthrow Gingrich because he wasn't true enough to conservative principles). Other than Byrd, the most prominent Democrat currently from Appalachia may be Georgia Sen. Zell Miller, who has announced his retirement and recently wrote a book denouncing his party for moving too far to the left. One of the last upholders of old-fashioned Democratic politics may be Alabama Congressman Bud Cramer, who votes with his party on most spending issues but defects to the Republicans on just about everything else. His district, centered on the city of Huntsville, benefited mightily from the Tennessee Valley Authority in the 1930s and was once solidly Democratic; now its economy is based on defense spending and the federal space program, and its increasingly white-collar workforce has a strong preference for the Republican Party.

Few presidential aspirants have come from Appalachia; the last one of any consequence was Republican Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, who incorporated his cherished bluegrass music into his campaign. In Democratic primaries, the region follows its conservatism on social issues and national defense, but often finds little to choose from among the increasingly liberal candidates, so turnout tends to be low. Carter did carry it overwhelmingly in 1976 and 1980, and it was Gore's strongest region against Dukakis and Jackson in 1988. Clinton won here easily against token opposition in 1992, but there was a noticeably high number of "uncommitted" votes in parts of the region. 

Southern Comfort

Currently the most Republican region in the country, Southern Comfort follows the Gulf Coast from Fort Myers, Florida, west to Houston. From Texas, it reaches as far north as Branson, Missouri, a family-oriented entertainment resort that attracts more visitors than Broadway. This is the second fastest growing of all 10 regions, but it's pretty close to the national average in terms of income and education. Religious conservatives are especially influential here; some of Pat Robertson's highest vote totals in the 1988 Republican primaries came from Southern Comfort.

Southern Comfort probably couldn't have existed as a separate region a few decades ago. In the 1950s, its most prominent political figures would have been Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson and House Speaker Sam Rayburn, both Democrats from Texas, but that was when this region was still indistinguishable from the "Solid South" dominated by the Democratic Party. Since then, both native conservatives and "snow birds" moving here from northern states have completely transformed the region. More recent political notables from Southern Comfort, all Republicans, include Tom DeLay of Texas, the majority leader in the US House; senator and former majority leader Trent Lott of Mississippi; former senator Phil Gramm of Texas (who switched from the Democratic Party after Reagan swept this region); and US Rep. Katherine Harris of Florida, who, as secretary of state, certified George W. Bush's 537-vote win there in 2000.

Of course, the Bush family provides the most prominent figures from Southern Comfort: former president George H.W. Bush, who represented Houston in Congress for part of the 1960s; current President George W. Bush, who served as governor of Texas for six years; and Florida Gov. Jeb Bush, who had been touted as a potential presidential candidate in the event that "W" didn't work out. 

In Democratic primaries, voters in Southern Comfort generally support the most conservative of the viable candidates - which, in the past, has always been a Southerner like Carter or Clinton. But will Joe Lieberman of Connecticut, the most conservative Democrat in 2004, find fertile ground in Oklahoma?

Sagebrush

Occupying about half the land area of the United States, the Sagebrush region includes all or part of 17 states -- all of them a long way from Washington, DC. Most are in the west, but the region also includes like-minded parts of New Hampshire and Maine. The former is known as a libertarian stronghold (so much so that a national anti-government group called the Free State Project is trying to get its members to settle there and take over local politics); the latter distinguished itself as Ross Perot's strongest state in 1992.

This region is named after the Sagebrush Rebellion of the late 1970s, which centered on the resentment of western states toward regulations (particularly of the environmental variety) imposed by the federal bureaucracy. The Sagebrush Rebellion helped to flip nearly a dozen US Senate seats from the Democrats to the Republicans between 1976 and 1980, an advantage that has helped the GOP hold that chamber for most of the time since.

Surprisingly, the Sagebrush region is not among the most rural in the US. It is the fastest growing region, and though its wide-open spaces undoubtedly attract newcomers, most of them settle in booming cities such as Phoenix and Colorado Springs. It ranks first in the number of residents who are under 18, and first in the number of adults who have attended college but not obtained a bachelor's degree. In 2000, it was Gore's worst region, but only third best for Bush; in presidential races, Sagebrush customarily delivers the most votes to minor candidates, from Greens to Libertarians.

The patron political saint of Sagebrush is Arizona's Barry Goldwater, whose campaign against Big Government in 1964 was a launching point for the modern conservative movement, and, thus, the modern Republican Party. Though Ronald Reagan has never been a long-term resident of what we now call Sagebrush, he exemplified the region's mindset when he took the presidency in 1980.

More recently, Sagebrush has had to compete with Southern Comfort for the soul of the Republican Party. One difference between the two regions is that Sagebrush seems more ambivalent toward religious conservatism. Goldwater himself expressed disdain for Jerry Falwell and the Moral Majority during his last Senate term, and another senator from Arizona, John McCain, pretty much burned his bridges to fundamentalist groups during his 2000 presidential run. Vice President Dick Cheney, who once represented Wyoming in the US House, is a forceful voice for conservatism on fiscal and foreign-policy issues but seems less enthusiastic about advocating fundamentalist views on gay rights and other cultural issues. Yet the region is still represented by many Republicans in the moralist wing of the party, including Utah Sen. Orrin Hatch, a leader of the anti-abortion movement, and Colorado Rep. Marilyn Musgrave, the driving force behind a constitutional amendment to ban gay marriages.

Even in Democratic primaries, voters prefer candidates with more libertarian views (liberal on social issues, conservative on fiscal issues). It was Gary Hart's strongest region against Walter Mondale in 1984.

