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Abstract 

This study investigates the spatial variation in late 20th-century electoral trends in Wisconsin, by examining 
high-profile statewide elections (U. S. President, Governor, and U. S. Senator). Counties were ranked as to 
percent Democratic vs. Republican for all such elections from 1972 to 2000. The most notable shifts in areas of 
party strength were a pronounced Republican trend in eastern Wisconsin and a strong Democratic trend in 
southwestern Wisconsin. These shifts were not strongly correlated with changes in county per capita income, 
but by considering counties' positions on the rural-urban spectrum, an incipient reversal in party strongholds is 
suggested. Suburban counties ringing Milwaukee have crystallized as the Republican stronghold, while 
southwestern Wisconsin and the Madison area have trended much more Democratic. 

Introduction 
The political landscape of the United States 

today is strongly influenced by the increased 
availability of rapidly disseminated infonnation; 
geographic infonnation technologies facilitate 
visual portrayal of election results, while strongly 
divergent political ideologies compete fiercely for 
the allegiance of a closely divided electorate. 
Some, such as Judis and Teixeira (2002) now 
contend that demographic trends, such as increases 
in immigrants and unmarried persons, bode better 
for Democrats. Changes in geographic distribution 
of the population make an impact as well. Today, 
politics and culture influence where people decide 
to live, and once settled their inclinations are 
reinforced by their environment (Tilove 1999); an 
example is white Republicans moving out to exurbs 
(Teixeira, 2002), leaving behind more Democratic 
electorates in older, inner suburbs. 

As a politically competitive state, 
Wisconsin presents a good opportunity for study of 
the geographical aspects of the 
Democratic/Republican split. In the disputed 2000 
U. S. presidential election, the Wisconsin vote 
count was the third closest among the 50 states, 
handing Democrat Al Gore a crucial but insufficient 
II electoral votes. During the last three decades of 
the twentieth century, in Wisconsin's high profile 
elections for President, Governor, and U. S. 
Senator, Democrats won fifteen elections while 
Republicans won ten. While this count hints at 
Democratic Party strength, several of the 
Democratic victories were quite narrow, as were 
Republican Senator Kasten's two wins, while both 
parties also celebrated some landslides (e.g., 
Democratic Senator Proxmire's last two races, 

Republican Governor Thompson's three re-election 
efforts) . 

Electoral Geography 
Studies in electoral geography often focus 

on the particular spatial dimension of elections in 
societies with representative governments. Those 
societies differ in the degree to which the structure 
emphasizes geography. The United States system is 
highly conducive to enabling place-based variation 
in electoral strategy: due to, first, the federation of 
states with individual identity in an Electoral 
College; and second, the division of states into 
counties, with further division into towns and cities, 
nonnally with legislative bodies structured by 
district elections (Archer and Shelley 1986). The 
tendency for place-based voting patterns to persist 
over time is evident in the intense interest generated 
by the redistricting process. The American system 
has also worked to reinforce two-party dominance 
by the Democratic and Republican parties at the 
expense of third parties. 

Accordingly, the American political scene 
has been a fruitful arena for studies in electoral 
geography, from Orin Libby's (1894) early analysis 
of geographical variation in voting patterns and 
Frederick Jackson Turner's (1914) identification of 
political culture regions to more recent scholarship 
that uses advanced statistical techniques to identify 
factors at work at local scales within states. Some 
scholars have related electoral patterns to specific 
constituencies; Lewis (1965) portrayed correlation 
between voting patterns and housing values within 
districts in Flint, Michigan, while Liu and 
Vanderleeuw (2001) explored the racial context of 
voting in jurisdictions with mixed whitelblack 
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constituencies, considering conditions conducive to 
"crossover" voting in which individuals supported 
candidates ofa different race. 

Other studies have examined voting 
patterns within states by tracking vote counts at the 
county scale. Day and Jones (1994) linked voting 
patterns in Texas gubernatorial and presidential 
elections to distinct cultural regions of the state. 
Warf and Waddell (2001) identified geographical 
patterns in Florida in the contested 2000 
presidential race. Charged cultural issues can 
sometimes sway elections, as suggested by the 
Oregon referenda on gay rights (0' Reilly and 
Webster 1998) and the South Carolina legislature's 
vote on the Confederate battle flag (Webster and 
Lieb 2001). While identifiable regions may change 
over time, they may also remain relatively stable 
while shifting party allegiance, as Gerald Webster 
(1992) demonstrated in tracing the demise of the 
Democratic "Solid South" in Alabama, highlighting 
key "realignment" elections. 

Wisconsin has identifiable strongholds of 
Democratic and Republican voters that are well 
known to party insiders and political analysts. 
However, political parties are notoriously weak in 
Wisconsin, as the state does not collect information 
on party preference when voters register, and thus 
candidates typically court the independent voter. 
The state's political reputation is that of an 
unpredictable maverick, an odd mixture of 
progressive and conservative forces vying for 
dominance. 

This study considers the trends at the 
county level of Democratic and Republican strength 
in high-profile statewide elections between 1972 
and 2000. An exploratory approach is used to first 
examine the data; possible explanations of the 
processes at work are then presented and the data is 
analyzed statistically. The research focuses on 
analyzing where the Democratic and Republican 
strongholds in Wisconsin are located and, more 
significantly, how they may have changed in the 
last three decades. Definite trends are revealed, in 
particular a strong Democratic drift in south central 
and southwestern Wisconsin, as well as a 
Republican trend in eastern Wisconsin focused on 
the crystallization of Milwaukee-area suburban 
counties as the key Republican strongholds. 

Methodology 
This study focuses on the vote for the three 

statewide contests with the highest public profile: 
elections for U. S. President, Governor, and U. S. 
Senator. Analysis of a statewide contest allows 

direct comparison among voters in all counties who 
have the same slate of candidates. In addition to 
receiving more public attention, elections for these 
three offices have more often been close, and have 
involved more turnover, than elections for the other 
state constitutional offices (Attorney General, 
Secretary of State, Treasurer). There were 25 such 
elections in the study period of 1972 to 2000. This 
time span is divided into three periods: 1972 to 
1980 ("the 1970s"); 1982 to 1990 ("the 1980s"); 
and 1992 to 2000 (''the 1990s"). Due to the uneven 
intervals between Senatorial elections, there were 
eight such elections in the 1970s, eight in the 1980s, 
and nine in the 1990s. 

The county unit, unlike other spatial scales, 
demonstrates certain advantages. Counties are 
stable political units; there have been no changes in 
their boundaries during the period studied, and vote 
tallies are readily available at the county level. This 
facilitates comparison across time and across space. 
While hardly equal in size, their variation in 
geographic area is not extreme (less than one order 
of magnitude between the largest and smallest), 
enabling suitable display of geographic variation 
utilizing choropleth maps. Also, the use of counties 
avoids the complications of Congressional or 
legislative districts which are reapportioned after 
each decennial census. This allows tracking of 
electoral shifts over time across unchanging space. 

Yet counties vary more substantially in 
population, a factor of significance in examining the 
outcome of elections. Variation in population 
density is even greater, as several smaller counties 
are among the most heavily populated. Also, data 
reported by county masks the geographical 
variation of patterns within counties. On balance, 
however, the county holds advantages over the 
municipality as a unit of analysis - municipalities 
have had boundary changes and are not as 
conducive to map display. 

The significant factor is the vote in the 
county going to each of the major party candidates. 
Because only the comparison between the two 
parties is at issue, third party votes are excluded 
from the total, and percentages are based on the 
total votes cast for the Democratic and Republican 
candidates combined. The variable for analysis is 
the county's rank in the percentage of vote that the 
Democratic candidate received. In assessing 
locales of party strength and weakness, it is not the 
relative party strength in a particular election, but 
rather the county's position on the 
DemocraticlRepubIican spectrum in that election, 
which matters. For instance, in a Republican 
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landslide such as the Thompson gubernatorial win 
in 1994, the Democratic candidate received 
51.155% of the two-party vote in the most 
Democratic county, Menominee County. This is 
actually less than the 53.967% received by the 
Democratic candidate in Waupaca County, the least 
Democratic county (i.e., the most Republican 
county) in the Democratic landslide for Senator 
Proxmire in 1976. . 

Vote tabulations for each of the 25 
elections were taken from the Wisconsin Blue Book 
(1973-200 I), the definitive state compendium 
published in the biennium following each election. 
After totaling each county's combined Democratic 
and Republican vote and detennining the 
Democratic candidate's percentage of that vote 
(thus detennililing the Republican candidate's as 
well), each county was assigned a rank in 
percentage Democratic, from 1 to 72, for each of 
the elections. A rank of 72 indicates that county 
had the highest percentage for the Republican 
candidate. A mean rank was then calculated for 
each county for the entire period and for each of the 
three time periods. The mean is a more suitable 
average than the median in this calculation, as it 
appropriately includes the effects of departures 
from the county nonn, and with a ceiling rank of 
72, there is none of the distortion otherwise caused 
by large outlying numbers. 

Geographic Patterns of Elections 
Figure 1 shows the distribution of mean 

rank percentage Democratic for the elections 
between 1972 and 2000. A distinct area of 
Republican strength is centered around east central 
Wisconsin in a contiguous bloc of Republican
leaning counties. Democratic strength is more 
geographically diffuse but is contiguous in the 
northwest. Some of the most significant 
Democratic strongholds are four counties which 
largely border Republican-leaning neighbors: 
Milwaukee County, the state's most populous and 
thoroughly urbanized county in the southeast; Dane 
County, seat of state government and the University 
of Wisconsin in south central Wisconsin; 
Menominee County in the northeast, the state's 
least populous county which is congruent with the 
Menominee Indian reservation; and Portage County 
in central Wisconsin, with a strong Polish ethnic 
voting tradition. The long-tenn patterns suggests 
that Wisconsin might be characterized as 
"Republican at its heart and Democratic around the 
edges", but such a characterization would be much 
too facile. 
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Figure 1. Average rank Democratic (President, 
Governor, US Senator), 1972 to 2000. 

More revealing is a look at how the pattern 
shifted over the three decades studied. In elections 
of the 1970s (Figure 2) southwestern Wisconsin 
leaned Republican nearly as much as did the east 
central area, but this is less apparent in elections of 
the 1980s (Figure 3). By the 1990s (Figure 4), the 
locus of Republican strength had shifted 
southeastward, while southwestern Wisconsin was 
now a relatively Democratic area. 
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Figure 2. Average rank Democratic, 1972 to 1980. 

Table 1 demonstrates that a distinct shift 
occurred in the location of Wisconsin's most 
Republican counties. Early in the study period, 
Green Lake County and its consecutive neighbors 
to the north, Waushara and Waupaca, were the 
state's most Republican counties. In nine of the 
earlier elections, Green Lake had a Democratic rank 
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Figure 3. Average rank Democratic, 1982 to 1990. 
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Figure 4. Average rank Democratic, 1992 to 2000. 

of 72 (a Republican rank of 1). But by the 1990s, 
the three most Republican counties were Ozaukee, 
Washington, and Waukesha - three counties ringing 
Milwaukee County and making up the 
suburbanlexurban ring of the Milwaukee 
metropolitan area. These relatively populous 
counties replaced rural east central Wisconsin as the 
locus ofthe greatest RepUblican strength. This is 
especially noteworthy because these counties have 
populations that are both large and increasing 
significantly, indicating that Wisconsin's 
Republican base vote is increasingly concentrated 
there. 

Figure 5 shows those counties exhibiting a 
consistent trend in mean rank across the three 
decades - counties relatively more Democratic in 
rank in the 1980s than in the 1970s, and more 
Democratic still in the 1990s, as well as those 
trending consistently more RepUblican. Here a 
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clear geographic pattern is apparent, with the state's 
southwestern quarter acting as the center of a 
Democratic trend, with a consistent Republican 
trend affecting northwestern and east central areas. 
Another way to assess the trend is by the magnitude 
change in mean rank. Figure 6 shows those 
counties whose decadal mean rank for the 1990s 
differed from that of the 1970s by 10 or more ranks. 
The Democratic trend in the southwest is striking; 
save for Republican Governor Tommy Thompson' s 
home base ofJuneau County, every county in the 
state's southwestern quarter had a higher mean 
Democratic rank in the 1990s than in the 1970s. 

The consolidation of the suburban ring as 
Republican stronghold suggests a possible clue to 
explanation: Republican strength may be 
increasingly associated with high household 
incomes. 

Figure 5. Consistent decadal trends, 1970s-1980s
1990s. 
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Figure 6. Average rank shifts of 10 or more ranks 
from 1970s to 1990s. 



Table 1. Wisconsin Counties: Avera e Rank Democratic, Hi - rofile Statewide Elections. 

70s 80s 90s I 70s 80s 90s 
Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean 

Coun Rank Rank Rank Rank Coun Rank Rank Rank Rank 

Adams 31.5 31 .3 22.9 28. Marathon 33.8 39.4 39.7 37.7 

Ashland 9.5 14.9 4.6 9.4 Marinette 40.8 48.9 51.6 47.2 

Barron 29.3 30.4 32.0 30.S Marquette 57.3 54.5 45.2 52.0 

Bayfield 10.8 15.8 5.6 10.5 Menominee 1.3 1.8 1.3 1.4 

Brown 42.3 37.1 44.6 41.4 Milwaukee 10.6 6.4 9.4 8.8 

Buffalo 24.4 23.0 21.3 22.8 Monroe 54.8 53.0 43.7 50.2 

Burnett 9.5 9.6 28.7 16.4 Oconto 50.1 48.9 48.8 49.2 

Calumet 44.8 56.1 61 .8 . 54.5 Oneida 46.9 42.0 38.9 42.4 

Chippewa 15.0 16.6 28.7 20.4 Outagamie 50.5 52.9 54.4 52.7 

Clark 33.8 39.9 44.8 39.7 Ozaukee 63.0 66.9 70.9 67.1 

Columbia 47.5 40.0 30.2 38.9 Pepin 9.6 14.0 16.3 13.4 

Crawford 32.6 33.8 17.9 27.7 Pierce 14.8 18.8 23.8 19.3 

Dane 13.0 5.8 2.8 7.0 Polk 13.1 14.6 25.0 17.9 

Dodge 59.4 57.0 64.2 60.4 Portage 12.0 9.3 10.8 10.7 

Door 57.0 62.3 49.9 56.1 Price 35.3 32.5 29.3 32.2 

Douglas 2.3 5.8 3.1 3.7 Racine 27.4 24.4 33.1 · 28.5 

Dunn 19.0 15.8 16.7 17.1 Richland 59.4 57.3 41 .7 52.3 

Eau Claire 19.6 15.3 16.4 17.1 Rock 35.1 21 .8 11.0 22.2 

Florence 32.0 37.8 58.4 43.4 Rusk 15.3 22.3 27.1 21 .8 

Fond du Lac 56.5 55.4 63.9 58.8 St. Croix 11 .6 22.0 39.7 25.0 

Forest 14.3 17.4 20.1 17.4 Sauk 48.6 47.3 33.1 42.6 

Grant 55.5 54.9 42.9 50.8 Sawyer 41 .3 39.8 50.7 44.2 

Green 55.5 51 .3 27.0 43.9 Shawano 64.1 62.4 61.0 62.4 

Green Lake 71 .1 71 .1 68.2 70.1 Sheboygan 24.0 25.4 53.2 35.0 

Iowa 37.9 33.9 17.3 29.2 Taylor 32.5 40.8 53.6 42.7 

Iron 7.9 18.0 27.2 18.1 Trempealeau 25.3 16.8 9.9 17.0 

Jackson 35.8 27.8 14.3 25.5 Vemon 53.5 41 .4 22.1 38.3 

Jefferson 50.4 46.0 53.9 50.2 Vilas 64.5 64.6 55.7 61.4 

Juneau 50.8 63.8 51 .0 55.0 Walworth 61.4 61 .5 63.3 62.1 

Kenosha 11.9 7.0 21.9 13.9 Wash bum 19.4 28.5 33.6 27.4 

Kewaunee 39.4 38.9 40.8 39.7 Washington 51.5 60.3 70.3 61.1 

La Crosse 47.0 29.9 18.8 31.4 Waukesha 56.4 60.6 70.0 62.6 

Lafayette 45.3 45.0 30.8 40.0 Waupaca 69.5 68.8 65.9 68.0 

Langlade 40.5 44.0 47.3 44.1 Waushara 67.9 65.8 62.8 65.4 

Lincoln 44.0 32.8 24.6 33.4 Winnebago 47.5 49.6 53.6 50.4 

Manitowoc 23.3 20.4 37.9 27.6 Wood 38.5 38.4 45.3 40.9 

Average Incomes and Elections 
To test the supposition that income levels 

help explain electoral patterns, data was gathered 
from editions of the Wisconsin Blue Book on per 
capita adjusted gross income for each Wisconsin 
county, as this, rather than median household 
income, was most readily available. Data were 
used for the calendar years 1975, 1985, and 1995, 

with each of these years considered representative 
of their respective decades. 

A cursory look at the data shows that higher 
income levels in Wisconsin tend to be associated 
with more populous, urbanized counties, including 
counties with large urban centers and surroundiog 
suburban fringe counties; these are areas of both 
Democratic and Republican strength. A Speannan 
rank correlation test (Ebdon, 1985) was performed, 
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comparing rank in per capita income with average 
rank Democratic for each of the three decades. 
There was a small negative correlation (-0.18) for 
the I 970s, a very small (-0.06) correlation for the 
1980s as urban Counties made greater income gains 
and leaned more Democratic, and a modest negative 
correlation (-0.25) for the 1990s. 

But the consolidation ofRepublican 
strength in the three Milwaukee suburban counties 
suggests that income trends may be more indicative 
of party leanings, if indeed these counties are 
experiencing greater relative increases in incomes, 
indicative of steady in-migration of wealthier 
RepUblican households. The 1975, 1985, and 1995 
per capita income data were compared and 
percentage increases calculated for each county for 
the intervals 1975-1985, 1985-1995, and 1975
1995. Each county was assigned a rank for the 
percentage increase for each interval. With typical 
percentage increases between 80% and 100% for 
each decade in response to inflation, there were . 
some notable trends. Between 1975 and 1985, there 
was a tendency for income in urban counties to 
grow faster, widening the urban-rural gap; but 
between 1985 and 1995, this pattern was reversed, 
allowing rural counties to "catch up" enough to 
counteract that widening. 

More illuminating is the percentage increase 
in per capita income between 1975 and 1995, 
smoothing out the periods of relative urban and 
rural gains. Over this period, two reliably 
Democratic counties, Menominee and Milwaukee, 
had the smallest increases, while the three suburban 
counties of Ozaukee, Washington, and Waukesha 
ranked 1, 8, and 4 respectively. Ozaukee County's 
position as a high-income place is striking; already 
in 1975 it had the highest per capita income of any 
Wisconsin county, yet that figure increased 362% 
by 1995, more than any other county. 

The data suggests a rather weak inverse 
correlation between the counties' rank in percent 
change of per capita income 1975-1995 and their 
rank in change of rank Democratic. A Spearman 
rank correlation showed a negative correlation of 
0.285. These results may seem disappointing, yet 
the increasing concentration of high income 
Republican voters in the three suburban counties 
remains notable. These are populous counties with 
popUlation increases outpacing the state average, 
and the inverse correlation in these counties is 
strong, which may be enough to suggest 
explanatory power. Change in rank likely 
underestimates the degree to which they have 
become more Republican due to the bounded nature 

of rank. Income trends may not be correlated with 
voting trends in Wisconsin's many rural counties 
with small populations, but the data for the three 
suburban counties suggests mechanisms at work 
there which link income and voting behavior. 

The Rural-Urban Spectrum 
Another approach is to classify counties on 

the rural-urban spectrum to evaluate the 
performance of the parties or individual candidates, 
which may have had particular appeal to "urban" or 
"rural" constituencies. This allows for 
consideration of the historical averages for urban 
and rural counties, their proclivity for Democratic 
and Republican candidates, and the variations in 
cases of individual candidates. 

For analysis, the 72 counties were divided 
into four categories on the rural-urban spectrum. 
The first three categories were defined strictly by 
size of the largest city. "Urban" counties were 
defmed as those containing a city of over 40,000 
population; "small urban" were those with the 
largest city population between 10,000 and 40,000; 
"rural" counties were those with no city larger than 
10,000; and Ozaukee, Waukesha, and Washington 
counties were extracted from the other categories 
and defined as the "suburban" counties. Eleven 
counties classified consistently as urban, but there 
were two changes over the decades resulting from 
cities attaining the 10,000 mark. Green County 
moved from rural to small urban in the 1980s when 
the county seat reached the 10,000 mark. The same 
reclassification occurred for Pierce County when 
the city of River Falls reached that mark in the 1990 
census. Thus, small urban counties increased in 
number from twelve in the 1970s to fourteen in the 
1990s. The greatest number of counties were in the 
rural category. However, the rural category 
decreased from 46 counties in the 1970s to 44 in the 
1990s. 

The average rank Democratic was 
calculated for each of the categories in each of the 
25 elections, as was a decadal average for each 
category (Table 2). Urban counties had a notably 
high Democratic rank, which was most pronounced 
in the 1980s. Rural and small urban counties 
averaged very close to the middle rank and changed 
very little over the period, although it is notable that 
these categories had switched positions with respect 
to the median rank by the 1990s, with rural counties 
leaning slightly more Democratic in rank and small 
urban counties more Republican. 
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Table 2. Wisconsin Counties categorized on Rural-
Urban Spectrum, Average Rank Democratic, High-
Profile Statewide Elections. 

70s Mean 80s Mean 90s Mean Mean 
Cate9.Q!Y, Rank Rank Rank Rank 

Rural 37.3 37.8 35.6 36.8 

Small Urban 34.3 35.8 37.8 36.1 

Urban 29.9 25.0 29.0 28.0 

Suburban 57.0 62.6 70.4 63.6 

As noted above, the three suburban 
counties veered sharply to become regularly among 
the very most Republican counties by the 1990s, 
with an exceptionally low Democratic rank of 70.4 
(71 being the lowest rank statistically possible). In 
only five instances out of27 (three counties over 
nine elections) did any of these counties fail to rank 
in the top three most Republican counties; all of 
these instances were in elections involving the 
Democratic Senatorial candidates Herb Kohl or 
Russ Feingold. In all 27 cases in the 1990s, these 
counties were among the six most Republican. 

Variations Associated with Individual 
Candidates 

Elections featuring certain individual 
candidates are associated with notable departures 
from these category nonns. Democratic 
Presidential candidates Jimmy Carter and Bill 
Clinton are associated with high average rank in 
rural counties. Their celebrated rural backgrounds 
may help explain this. On the other hand, urban 
counties ranked highly Democratic in the initial 
campaigns of gubernatorial candidate Tony Earl 
and Senatorial candidate Russ Feingold, when 
candidate perception was related more to 
background than to incumbency. 

The suburban counties ranked more 
Democratic than usual in the election bids of both 
Earl and Democratic Senator William Proxmire 
(1976 and 1982), at a time before the 
Republicanism of these counties had hardened. 
This effect was even more pronounced in the 1974 
gubernatorial election between Democrat Patrick 
Lucey and Republican William Dyke. In this case 
the suburban counties' average rank (32.0) was on 
the Democratic side of the spectrum. 

Finally, Senator William Proxmire, known 
as a party maverick, had a strong appeal in east 
central Wisconsin, an area not identified as his 
home territory, in the 1976 election. Counties in a 
ring emanating from Manitowoc County showed 
abnormally high Democratic rank in this election. 

Proxmire's effect was less pronounced in the 1982 
election, when his opponent was Scott McCallum, 
whose home territory was Fond du Lac County in 
east central Wisconsin. 

Emerging Trends: Political Culture Regions? 
While the ability of individual candidates to 

appeal to rural or urban constituencies appears to be 
a factor in the outcomes of elections, of more long
term interest to the parties are the identifiable shifts 
in the geographical locations of relative strength. 
Consideration of average incomes, while relevant, 
does not sufficiently explain these shifts. Instead, 
there may be a newly emerging alignment linked to 
"political culture regions" within the state. As the 
two major parties, both nationaUy and statewide, 
have become more divergent ideologically, 
primarily due to the strong accession to power of 
the right wing of the Republican Party, society is 
probably more dichotomous politically now than it 
has been in many decades. This dichotomy is 
increasingly expressed in tenns of culture, 
particularly as issues become framed in tenns of 
personal morality. Sharp regional and urban-rural 
divergences in the 2000 Gore-Bush Presidential 
election are illustrative. 

Within Wisconsin, the changing 
composition of the electorate within counties may 
help explain the emerging alignment. Even a 
modest change in the political orientation of the 
electorate can yield a notable change in rank, as the 
differences in percentage Democratic among 
counties tend to be small except at the ends of the 
spectrum. A contingent of in-migrants to a county 
may bring a different political flavor to the existing 
mix. Three emerging political culture areas may be 
identified: the Republican suburban consolidation, 
the Republican exurban counties, and the 
Democratic Dane County culture area. 

The consolidating Republican region 
ringing Milwaukee (Ozaukee, Waukesha, and 
Washington counties) has been discussed above. 
Population and income data suggest that the large 
numbers of in-migrants to these counties have been 
predominantly in higher-income households. 
Widespread creation of new residential subdivisions 
has meant that longtime rural households have 
become outnumbered in many areas. The politicaJ 
culture throughout these counties is now 
overwhelmingly Republican. 

A strong Republican trend can be also be 
identified in two counties at opposite ends ofthe 
state but with similar geographical positioning in an 
area of"exurbanization" beyond the suburban 
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counties. Sheboygan County, bordering two of 
Milwaukee 's suburban counties on the north, 
shifted sharply in the 1990s in average rank from 
moderately Democratic (24.0 in the 1970s) to much 
more Republican (53.2 in the 1990s). St. Croix 
County, considered to be an exurban outlier of the 
Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area, shifted 
steadily more Republican, from an average rank of 
11.6 in the I970s, to 22.0 in the 1980s, to 39.7 in 
the 1990s, with a clear Republican trend even 
within the 1990s (e.g. ranks 47 and 54 in the 2000 
Presidential and Senatorial elections). In these two 
exurban counties, it may be surmised that 
Republican-leaning in-migrants, seeking semi-rural 
refuge from urban conditions, have effectively 
shifted the voting patterns. The exurban counties 
may demonstrate an ongoing outward dispersal of 
conservative suburban political cultures, what 
Brooks (2002) dubs the world of "Patio Man." 

Finally, a "Dane County political culture 
region" appears to be emerging. This differs from 
the Milwaukee, Minneapolis-St. Paul, and Chicago 
metropolitan areas, where more Democratic central 
counties are surrounded by more Republican 
suburban counties (Kenosha County now may be 
undergoing a shift as an exurban extension of 
Chicago). Though Madison is somewhat smaller 
than the aforementioned cities, it differs notably in 
that it, and all the nearby counties to the north, 
west, and south, have trended more Democratic. 
Significantly, counties to the east border 
Milwaukee's suburban counties. Most of 
Madison's suburbs are within Dane County, yet 
suburbanizing population there does not yield a 
Republican trend: the county's average rank moved 
from 13.0 in the 1970s to 5.8 in the 1980s and to 
2.8 in the 1990s. Moreover, Dane County appears 
to have exerted a cultural reach penetrating well 
across the southwestern quarter of the state, to areas 
that are at least within reasonable traveling distance 
of Madison. In-migrants to these counties may be 
attracted to the proximity ofMadison and the 
resources it presents. Madison has long been 
known as a stronghold of progressive politics, is a 
center of environmentalist culture in the Midwest, 
and has strong tolerance for gay and lesbian 
lifestyles, as exemplified in the election in 1998 of 
Tammy Baldwin, the frrst openly lesbian woman in 
Congress, to represent the district. The strong, 
consistent Democratic trend in southwestern 
Wisconsin strongly suggests the emergence ofthis 
political culture region. 

Conclusions 
Through the exercise of charting changing 

rank on the Democratic-Republican spectrum in 
statewide elections from 1972 to 2000, shifts in the 
locations of relative party strength can be seen. An 
exploratory data approach led to consideration in 
turn of several variables at the county scale. 
Although household income levels yielded little 
explanatory power, temporal change in household 
income levels had some correlation with voting 
patterns, as increasing income divergence suggested 
concentration of high-income households in 
counties leaning increasingly Republican. 

The relationship between party support and 
a classification of counties on the rural-urban 
spectrum shows that a strong consolidation of 
Republican support has occurred in the suburban 
Milwaukee-area counties. A strong opposing trend 
suggests the emergence of a Dane County political 
culture region covering all of southwestern 
Wisconsin. Both ofthese phenomena are 
associated with notable shifts in party strength in 
statewide elections in Wisconsin in the last thirty 
years ofthe twentieth century. Careful analysis of 
the 2004 Presidential and Senatorial elections 
should include not only why the winners won, but 
where their margins of victory came from. 
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