
Politics and the Individual Volume 3 Number I 1993 
0 Verlag Dr. R. Kramer Hamburg 

RACISM AND LIBERAL DEMOCRACY 1

Paul M. Snidcrman, Philip E. Tetlock, Randall S. Peterson • 

Abstract An influential argument in social scie11ce today is that racism is an inevitab'le 
byproduct of liberal democracy i11 general and of democracy 011 the American model' in 
particukir. One strand of this argument, the new racism thesis, asserts that contemporary 
racism is rooted largely in the values of individualism (self-reliance, entrepreneu'nihip, 
materialism) that are integral to the American tradition. A second strand of arguihent, 
the racial affect model, asserts that, give11 the mi11imal knowledge about and i11terest ,in 
politics that ordinary citizens display, they will inevitably tend to organize their reactions 
to issues of race merely 011 the basis of their feelings toward minority groups. Drawi11i/011 
a series of representative national surveys of Americans in the 1980s, and on experiments 
embedded wit/zin those surveys, we show that both the new racism and· racial,· affect 
models are at odds with key empirical results. We also advance an alternative· rnodel, 
issue pluralism theory, wich better captures the America11 dilemma as it is experienced by 
the general public in the late twentieth century. Issue pluralism theory helps to explain 
why citizens' reactions to racial issues are variably intercorrelated - some strongly, other 
weakly - as well as the conditions under which it is reaso11ab!e to expect'. large 
correlations. 

Once regarded as a vestige of an earlier and more primitive politics, sure to give 
ground through the education of citizens and the modernization of society, racial 
prejudice now seems to many to be a signal point of vulnerability for liberal demo­
cracies. The intensity of conflict over issues of prejudice and group status has raised 
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