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Daggett County is nestled in the
northeastern corner of Utah. The
county is noteworthy not only for its
spectacular red rock cliffs and snow-
capped peaks, but also for its sex-
segregated workforce, says Rory
McVeigh, a sociologist at the Univer-
sity of Notre Dame. To fully integrate
women and men in all the county’s
occupations, he finds, 94 percent of
them would have to change jobs.

The area of Daggett County is
notable for another fact: It’s stead-
fastly Republican. In the 2004 presi-
dential election, 76 percent of the
county’s voters cast their ballots 
for George W. Bush.

The county’s combination of sex-
segregated workplaces and Republi-
can residents is no anomaly, report
McVeigh and his co-author, Juliana M.
Sobolewski, in the September 2007
issue of the American Journal of Sociol-
ogy. Rather, in both the 2000 and 2004
presidential elections, the more a

county’s jobs were segregated – both
by sex and by race – the more votes 
its residents cast for George W. Bush.
The findings hold even after the
authors statistically control for the
counties’ population, median income,
urbanization, percentage of nonwhite
population, history of voting Republi-
can, and other known confounds.

“In counties such as this, a lot of
people have a stake in preserving tra-
ditional social arrangements,”
explains McVeigh. These arrange-
ments protect white men in the high-
est-paying jobs from having to com-
pete with women and nonwhites,
who usually command lower salaries.

To protect white men’s monopoly
on the best jobs, highly segregated
counties “rally around the more con-
servative policies articulated by the
Republican Party,” says McVeigh.
These include policies that support
traditional two-parent married fami-
lies with the male as the primary

breadwinner. Democrats, in contrast,
tend to endorse policies that actively
dismantle segregation by, for example,
eliminating sexual harassment in the
workplace, granting child-care subsi-
dies, and instituting affirmative action.

White men aren’t the only ones
voting Republican in these counties,
McVeigh explains: “A lot of times,
women who are married to these
men also have a stake in the status
quo. They are past the stage where
they could go to college or land a bet-
ter job, and so they want to protect
their husbands’ earning power.”

In addition, for both women and
nonwhites alike, occupational segre-
gation limits access to political
resources. As a result, women and
nonwhites in more segregated coun-
ties may lack the information and
influence they would need to chal-
lenge the way things are.

As more and better-educated
women and nonwhites populate a
county, McVeigh and Sobolewski find,
the threat of integration strengthens
the county’s backing of the GOP can-
didate. Once counties achieve a criti-
cal mass of occupational integration,
though, the vote tends to go to the
Democrats.

“This research is worth consider-
ing and well-done, but it needs fur-
ther work before we accept a causal
interpretation,” says Morris P. Fiorina,
a political scientist at the Hoover
Institution and co-author of Culture
War?: The Myth of Polarized America.
He suggests that some third factor,
such as cultural values, could be dri-
ving the relationship between occupa-
tional segregation and voting Republi-
can, rather than occupational
segregation itself driving voters’
choices. He also points out that many
of the most segregated counties,
including Daggett, have small popula-
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tions, so that it’s easy for one sex to
“dominate” an occupation. “If there’s
only one yoga teacher, chances are
she’s female,” he says.

McVeigh adds that his findings do
not suggest that Republicans are sexist
or racist. “It’s quite unusual that indi-
viduals select candidates by thinking,
‘Oh, I like this guy because he’s going
to help me preserve the advantages I
get as a white male,’” he says. But
politicians’ messages “hit” different
people differently: “If people are not
in danger of losing advantages, they
are listening from a different vantage
point than are people who think:
‘Things are good. Why change them?’
We act politically to advance our
interests, and so we pick people who

we think will serve our interests.”
Our interests, in turn, are strongly

shaped by our local contexts, says
McVeigh. And that’s why he examined
the features of counties, not of indi-
vidual people. “Too often we look at
the characteristics of individuals and
don’t pay enough attention to the con-
texts in which they are embedded,” he
says. “You can imagine a white male
who lives in a community that is
highly segregated – the women are
homemakers and secretaries, the non-
white residents are concentrated in
low-paying jobs. His political interests
are shaped by what’s going on around
him. But if the same individual is sur-
rounded by a different reality, he
develops a different set of interests.”

As American demographics
change, McVeigh predicts that the
Republicans’ appeal to traditional 
values will attract fewer voters. “The
Republican coalition is in trouble
because we are witnessing increasing
integration of occupational structure,”
he says. “[The coalition] will need to
come up with a different message.”

Fiorina agrees: “Republicans have
mined out this vein.”

In recent presidential campaign
debates, however, “the Republicans
are fighting each other over who is
most conservative,” says McVeigh. “It
doesn’t seem that they are making the
kinds of adjustments they would have
to make if they were to continue to
be competitive.” –Alana Conner
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