
These multiple themes are threaded through a series of
dense and detailed case studies bookended by, first, a
consideration of the implications of multiparty politics
in New York for union growth and progressive policies
and, last, a history of the auto industry in the United
States, culminating in its rescue by the Obama adminis-
tration during the Great Recession. Amberg’s analyses are
nuanced, informed by an understanding that “the devel-
opment of the American political economy is considerably
less neat than the usual image” (p. 73), a willingness to
acknowledge alternative interpretations, an appreciation
that “the formation of interests” (p. 76) is part of the
process, and an awareness that the variety of local circum-
stances and concerns undermine the utility of national
generalizations. In many ways, Amberg is a fox to Gaut-
ney’s hedgehog. He handles a remarkable number of
themes deftly—so many that it is sometimes hard to retain
sight of the big picture.
A puzzling omission is the neglect of pink-collar

workers. We hear a lot about auto workers, garment
workers, and construction workers but nothing about
the legions of customer service reps, secretaries, hotel
clerks, and receptionists. These are workers who are not
likely to be unionized, are not especially well paid—and
are disproportionately female. And there are a lot of them.
In fact, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, in
2022 there were nearly as many workers in the category of
“office and administrative support occupations” as in the
disproportionately male categories of “construction and
extraction occupations” and “production occupations”
combined. I was curious about how Amberg’s concerns
and categories would have applied to the numerous pink-
collar workers. Why did unions make so few efforts to
organize them? Have these workers lost control over their
work like blue-collar workers? Did they ever have control?
Would the way that the workplaces employing pink-collar
workers are structured ever facilitate the conditions that
foster democratic citizenship in the way that Amberg
envisions?
Amberg’s acknowledgments make clear that his book

was long in the making. A cost of this protracted process
is that he does not include certain recent relevant devel-
opments. I would love to know what he makes of
organizing victories in such nontraditional settings as
art museums and Planned Parenthood, as well as the
union–management conflict at Starbucks. Should he
undertake an investigation of these developments, I am
convinced it would be thoroughly researched, dense, and
challenging.
These books are complementary. They share a focus on

one of the defining economic and political developments
of recent decades, the neoliberal project, but differ in their
substantive coverage. Taken together, they will raise the
hackles of some readers, reinforce the predispositions of
others, and leave all better informed.
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All three books reviewed here focus on partisan divisions
and political beliefs in the United States. Yet, beyond this
important basic commonality, they differ greatly in
methods and substance. In The Myth of Left and Right:
How the Political Spectrum Misleads and Harms America,
Hyrum Lewis and Verlan Lewis (henceforth “the
Lewises”) have written a spirited polemic about ideology
in American politics. These authors claim that ideology is a
meaningless post hoc label for evolving party policies,
rendering attachment to “liberalism” or ‘conservatism”
simply destructive, mindless “tribalism.” They cite many
policy reversals by parties and note that the terms “liberal,”
“conservative,” “left,” “right,” and “ideology” were not
always part of the American political lexicon. The Lewises
are right that short-term partisan tactics can be reified as
ideology and that overarching claims about parties’ direc-
tional shifts are often problematic. Debate may shift
“leftward” on one policy, such as health care, while moving
“rightward” on another one, like tax rates. New issues, like
abortion, may arise, whereas others, such as Prohibition,
disappear. Thus, global assessments of parties’ spatial
movement are characteristically difficult.

The Lewises assert that the “myth” of ideology legit-
imates rigid partisanship and cue-taking on issues in a
way that mere party loyalty does not; they contend that if
readers would accept their debunking of ideology, the
dysfunctions of American politics would diminish. They
therefore give great weight to the shift from the older
term “party principles” to ideology. The authors consider
the decline of third-party movements as evidence that
voters were more principled in the (very partisan!) nine-
teenth century, before the term “ideology” was widely
used in the United States. Yet there has been much
realignment in recent decades linked to parties’ changing
issue stands.

The Lewises deny that they are attacking a straw man,
yet they do not dispel concerns by making their foil an
“essentialist” view of ideology as unchanging or inspired
by just one underlying value or psychological trait. The
insights that parties are opportunistic or that ideology is

1484 Perspectives on Politics

Book Reviews | American Politics

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002529 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002529
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2721-2938
mailto:dkarol@umd.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002529


socially constructed and evolves are not new. Nor does
acknowledging them render meaningless a discussion of
polarization, as these authors seem to contend. Increased
party cohesion—one aspect of polarization—is undeni-
able. Parties may also move in the ideological space
without changing it: for example, many Democrats moved
rightward on welfare in the 1990s while remaining the
relatively pro-welfare state party. Similarly, by the 1940s
most Republican politicians accepted much of the New
Deal, seeking only to slow its expansion.
Parties evolve, but most shifts are gradual and continu-

ities are notable. Abortion, gun control, and environmen-
talism were not partisan issues or even much discussed in
the 1950s. Yet most of William F. Buckley’s “fusionist”
1950s conservatism—hostility toward labor unions and
the welfare state, paired with endorsement of the tradi-
tional racial hierarchy and religion—is still with us, recent
discussions of “Trumpism” notwithstanding.
Building blocks of ideology are combined differently

over time and cross-nationally. Yet patterns suggest that
some underlying logic or logics are evident. For example,
throughout Western countries most parties that are more
supportive of the redistribution of wealth also have been
more favorable toward LGBTQ rights, even though the
Lewises see no inherent connection between these two
issues. The book would have been strengthened by an
exploration of such seeming elective affinities. The Lewises
downplay the possibility that policy shifts may reflect
stable values promoted in new conditions. Yet, this view
informed historians’ famous discussion of progressives and
New Dealers seeking “Jeffersonian ends by Hamiltonian
means.” Ideology necessarily includes not only normative
goals but also causal understandings that may change
along with social conditions. As E. E. Schattschneider
wrote, “People have ideas about interests” (Party Govern-
ment, 1942, p. 37). Shifts of this sort do not make ideology
meaningless.
The Lewises’s evidence consists of many brief historical

examples. They usefully recall numerous party policy
reversals, but some of their claims are questionable. For
example, the authors assert that “Goldwater wanted to roll
back the New Deal, opposed civil rights legislation,
favored abortion rights and opposed tax cuts while Reagan
took the opposite position on all these issues” (p. 30).
Barry Goldwater was publicly pro-choice late in life but
did not address abortion in 1964 and opposed it in his last
senate race. As president, Ronald Reagan, a Goldwater
backer, did attack New Deal programs, proposing Social
Security cuts in 1981 and undermining the NLRB. He
also weakened civil rights enforcement (though he was
greatly constrained by Congress in this area). Exaggerating
the differences between the two men understates real
continuity. Advocating avoidance of polarizing ideological
talk in favor of issue-specific “granularity,” the authors
note approvingly that Martin Luther King did not refer to

“liberals” or “conservatives” in his Letter from a Birming-
ham Jail (1963, p. 89). However, King memorably
denounced “the white moderate” in that document.
The Lewises’s assertion that conservatives/Republicans

once simply advocated “limited government” before add-
ing hawkishness and social issues to the mix is also
dubious. Before the 1930s, Republicans supported more
military spending than Democrats, and most became
prohibitionists. They later supported tariffs, immigration
restrictions, and laws constraining labor unions. This is
not simply a question of historical accuracy. Ignoring all
this supports a view of politics as driven by abstract ideas
about government and downplays group attachments—in
this case, the GOP’s connection to business lobbies and
Protestants.While decrying tribalism, the authors say little
about how real interest-based conflicts between groups
underlie political disagreement.
In The Social Roots of American Politics: A Widening

Gyre, Byron Shafer and Regina Wagner analyze decades of
survey data regarding issue attitudes in the United States.
The authors’ historical perspective is refreshing and
unusual, given the current centrality of experiments in
the study of American political behavior. They examine six
major social divisions—class, party, race, region, religion,
and sex—and four areas of public policy: social welfare,
civil rights, national security, and “cultural values.” The
evidence presented comes entirely from the American
National Election Study (ANES) from 1952 to 2010;
the authors build scales based on factor analysis for
respondents in the demographics they aggregated in three
eras, 1950–70, 1970–90, and 1990–10. Finally, Shafer
and Wagner give special attention to the distinction
between respondents coded as party activists and “rank-
and-file” partisans, which is perhaps not a social cleavage
but is still a useful set of categories to examine.
This book is primarily an extended descriptive exercise

rather than an attempt to advance a new theory of political
behavior. However, because decades of ANES surveys
have been mined by many scholars, the findings that
Wagner and Shafer report are mostly familiar. They show
that the mid-twentieth-century partisan cleavage on social
welfare policy was joined by conflicts over race and later
“cultural” or religious issues. Men and women diverged a
bit more on policy over time, while regional divisions
waned and party divisions on national security grew. The
authors’ finding that new issues added to, but did not
displace, social welfare as a party divide is consistent with
Geoffrey Layman and Thomas Carsey’s work on “conflict
extension” (“Party Polarization and ‘Conflict Extension’ in
the American Electorate,” American Journal of Political
Science 46 [4], 2002). Moreover, their finding that party
activists were usually more polarized on issues than voters
is also in line with previous studies. Nevertheless, the
authors note an important exception to this dynamic:
upper-class Southern Democratic activists were to the
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right of most Southern Democrats on social welfare in the
earliest period studied.
An important distinction that Shafer andWagner could

have made more clearly is that between voting along
income lines—which has declined in recent years—and
the association between social welfare attitudes and the
vote, which actually increased. Admittedly, some of this
trend postdates their data. They aggregate respondents
into three eras stretching over nearly 70 years. This
approach allows them to examine very specific subgroups;
for instance, middle-class Southern Republican activists.
But voters are asked different questions within a policy
area from year to year, and context may vary greatly; for
instance, some respondents are questioned during wars
and others during peacetime, yet their responses are
aggregated in one measure. Given the variation in ques-
tions asked and in political context, the authors’ claims
about a demographic move “rightward” or “leftward” in a
policy area are hard to evaluate. This is especially true
because the appendix does not include a systematic listing
of which survey items were used to build the issue scales
from year to year, making replication difficult.
Shafer and Wagner attempt to parse out the share of

change in partisan preferences on issue dimensions that
derives from “compositional” (p. 51) shifts, such as the
enfranchisement of Southern Blacks and their movement
into the Democratic Party. They acknowledge, however,
that their data do not permit them to “distinguish indi-
vidual moves” (p. 56); they cannot assess howmuch of the
polarization they show resulted from attitudinal shifts by
partisans, issue-based changes of partisanship within
regions, and generational turnover in the electorate.
Matthew Levendusky’s book, Our Common Bonds:

Using What Americans Share to Help Bridge the Partisan
Divide, focuses on partisan divisions, but his methods and
data are different from those of the other authors. Rather
than focusing on ideology or issue attitudes, his concern is
affective polarization, or the growing hostility andmistrust
Americans feel for the other party and its supporters—a
trend that he, like many observers, sees as corrosive of
democratic norms. Proposed remedies for polarization
abound, but many focus on electoral rules such as open
or nonpartisan primaries, ranked-choice voting, nonparti-
san redistricting, or other institutional reforms. Reformers
often take voters’ orientations as largely fixed. In contrast,
Levendusky discusses strategies for mitigating and altering
the attitudes underlying polarization.
He contends that these attitudes are based in part on

misinformation about the other side and can bemitigated by
reminders of shared identities: not only “Americanness” but
also more mundane connections like shared allegiance to
sports teams, friendships, or family ties cutting across party
lines.Highlighting underestimated areas of policy agreement
also proves effective. This study is based on amix of national
surveys, survey experiments, and a field experiment. Even

the observational studies sometimes include something like a
treatment, in that negative partisanship is a bit lower for
respondents contacted around events that prime national
identity such as the Fourth of July and the Olympics.

The experimental studies were conducted over several
years but do not afford the welcome historical perspective
the other books offer. They do, however, permit more
rigorous causal claims to the extent we are interested in the
external validity of these findings. This is no small assump-
tion, especially for survey experiments, but even if the real-
world impact may be smaller than what is reported, results
may still be interesting given the substantive importance of
the phenomenon under study. Levendusky acknowledges
that he has not found the solution and that the problems he
addresses are deeply rooted and, as such, can only be
partially mitigated in the near term.

Several scholars have explored possible asymmetric
aspects of polarization. Although this is not Levendusky’s
focus, he still discusses Donald Trump as an atypically
divisive head of state whose behavior might call into
question the continued validity of findings based on
experiments conducted before his time in office. Leven-
dusky finds that appeals to American identity still work
to reduce partisan animus in the Trump era, but—
unsurprisingly—less than before for Democratic and
nonwhite respondents. His discussion of how priming
shared sports fandom may ameliorate affective polariza-
tion would have been enriched by a discussion about
political conflict surrounding protests in the NFL in
recent years. Mistrust for the opposite party may be
based in some cases on misperceptions of their views
and demographics, but it may also be a reasonable
response to real-world behavior not only by irresponsible
and polarizing political elites but also by the voters who
stand by and enable them.

Levendusky finds that dialogue and shared experiences
can bridge partisan divides. Yet the book does not include
much discussion of public policies that might mitigate
mistrust through shared experiences such as mandatory
national service, be it civilian or military. Like almost all
political scientists, Levendusky sees political parties as inev-
itable and necessary in a democracy. Instead of seeking to
undermine them, he hopes for more constructive parties.
But given his behavioral, individual-level focus, he offers no
strategy for reforming them. Instead, many of his recom-
mendations concern individual-level behavior; for instance,
people should consume more local media and join local
civic groups. Levendusky’s methodological approach is that
taken by leading studies on the field, but the book is still
written in an accessible manner so that concerned citizens
outside academia may find it informative.

These books are all directed to important and related
questions. The varied approaches of their authors demon-
strate researchers’ breadth of concern about partisan polar-
ization in the United States. Because that trend shows few
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signs of abating, we will continue to need studies by scholars
using diverse methods to illuminate new developments.

On Target: Gun Culture, Storytelling, and the NRA. By
Noah S. Schwartz. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2022.
264p. $85.00 cloth, $34.95 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592723002499

— Patrick J. Gauding , University of the South
pjgaudin@sewanee.edu

The politics of guns in the United States may never have
been so tense as today. The litany of mass shootings that
pervade the news leads to calls for gun access reforms, the
vast majority of which never occur. Arguably, the most
active area of gun politics is in the expansion of gun rights,
which has been most recently punctuated by the Supreme
Court’s 2022 decision in New York State Rifle & Pistol
Association, Inc. v. Bruen, which enshrines the right to
carry a pistol in public under the Second Amendment. Just
as important, however, is the work that theNRA and other
gun groups do to activate gun owners and others sympa-
thetic to gun rights to engage in the political process.
The study of gun politics within the social sciences has,

to date, offered several important perspectives on the roles
of gun policy in campaigns and elections, vote choice, and
interest group behavior, as well as the psychological and
sociological effects of gun ownership. Noah Schwartz’s
effort in this book supplements and expands on previous
work by providing an ethnographic perspective of the
NRA’s efforts to create and maintain a politicized under-
standing of gun ownership in the United States. Schwartz
employs three major theoretical framings in this study.
The first, the narrative policy framework (NPF), argues
that narratives employing heroes, villains, and morals
undergird the NRA’s communications both to the public
and to its members, such as through its trademagazineThe
American Rifleman, its shooting classes, and its public
communications at the NRA annual meeting. The second
theoretical perspective, memory studies, concerns how
culture is understood through the construction of histor-
ical narratives. Schwartz leverages archival research on The
American Rifleman and the now-defunct NRATV series to
document how positive associations between guns and
American individualism reify the core meta-narratives that
Schwartz argues shape theNRA’s political efficacy. Finally,
he extends his analysis of gun history andmemory through
the lens of museum studies, examining how the NRA
memorializes and thereby institutionalizes its own narra-
tives through the NRA National Firearms Museum.
Schwartz centers three primary NRAmeta-narratives in

his analysis. The first, “a good guy with a gun,” refers to the
idea that gun ownership is a means to ensuring individual
and collective safety: in a world where criminals have guns,
we are all made safer by trained gun carriers. The second
meta-narrative connects gun ownership and gun carrying

to freedom and the exercise of these rights as a demon-
stration of the benefits of US citizenship. Finally, the third
meta-narrative describes how the NRA argues that guns
are an essential piece of American culture, such as through
the image of a Winchester rifle in pacifying the West or of
anM1Garand in the hands of a US soldier. Each narrative
is referenced and analyzed in Schwartz’s activities, such as
his experiences at the NRA annual meeting, in NRA
shooting classes, and a visit to the NRA museum.
Schwartz embraces the challenge of extending the nar-

rative policy framework’s coverage to macro-level analysis,
the grand narratives that shape discourse around politically
contested ideas. The NPF argues that narratives, which
involve a specific setting, defined characters, a plot, and a
moral, can be characterized at the micro (individual), meso
(policy subsystem), and macro (cultures and institutions)
levels. To date, an emerging body of research has provided
good evidence for both themicro andmeso levels, with less
work on the macro level. Schwartz’s work fills this gap
quite well. He skillfully structures his literature review to
lead into a well-defined conception of narrative and then
demonstrates how those meta-narratives (institutional-
level narratives) shape the behavior of institutional actors
and individual gun owners. The argument is well devel-
oped and convincing, thanks to the rich qualitative data
Schwartz gathers from various sources. However, these
qualitative evaluations may have been strengthened by the
use of some descriptive statistics, such as the number of
narrative instances in The American Rifleman sample or
trends over time.
Schwartz’s methodological choice of participant eth-

nography lends significant credibility to his arguments. By
placing himself into the story, Schwartz is simultaneously
able to explain the experience of having the NRA’s narra-
tive taught through its various activities and to humanize
his participants’ involvement in gun culture in a manner
that defuses the loaded politics surrounding gun owners.
The author’s personal experiences and those of his inter-
viewees leave little doubt that the three meta-narratives
reach the gun-owning public, shaping how their views of
guns and gun politics operate in a politically contested
landscape. These findings are not, unto themselves, sur-
prising, and Schwartz’s use of participant ethnography is
not novel in gun politics. However, this should not deter
the prospective reader: instead, readers interested in gun
politics and the politics of narrative should be eager to read
this title. The writing is clear and accessible, and the
structure of the arguments through the book is easy to
follow.
Moreover, Schwartz’s focus on gun culture differenti-

ates his work from other ethnographic works. Whereas
other scholars, such as Jennifer Carlson, used ethnogra-
phy to describe the experience of gun owners in relation
to specific elements of gun culture, Schwartz situates
this study as an effort to understand how the NRA uses
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