
The Context of State Politics 601

states, such as Hawaii, Iowa, and Wisconsin, do not execute 
anyone for any reason, whereas others, including Florida, 
Georgia, New Jersey, and Texas, have laws that permit execu-
tions for several categories of crime including committing 
murder during a rape or robbery, hijacking and kidnapping, 
committing multiple murders, and so on.

Perhaps closer to home, the states vary a good deal in 
how much it costs residents to attend a public college or 
university. For example, in the 2013–2014 school year, 
tuition and fees for freshmen varied a great deal across state 
colleges and universities. Not including room and board, 
the most expensive state university was the University of 
Pittsburgh, at $17,100 for in-state students; followed by 
Penn State, at $16,992; and the University of New Hamp-
shire, at $16,496. This is several times the in-state tuition 
costs at the University of Wyoming ($4,404) and the Eliza-
beth City State University in North Carolina ($4,428).13

One of the biggest factors causing policy differences 
among the states is public opinion. There is a great deal of 
variation in general political liberalism or conservatism 
across the states, as we saw in “Snapshot of America: How Do 
We Differ From State to State?” in Chapter 4 (see page 
109). That figure showed ideological differences among the 
states based on citizens’ self-identification as liberal, 

moderate, or conservative. Notice that the most liberal 
states tend to be along the upper Atlantic and Pacific coasts 
and into the upper Midwest, while the most conservative 
states run along the southern half of the country and up 
through the Rocky Mountain and Great Plains states.

Differences in state policies, from taxes to welfare to 
consumer protection, and many more, are a result of state 
economic and opinion differences, political cultures, and 
the politics that occur within the state political institutions. 
The shape of these institutions is set out in the state consti-
tutions, which lay out the essential rules of politics in the 
states. As we will see in the next section, the state constitu-
tions are similar to the U.S. Constitution in some ways but 
depart from it quite markedly in others.

Pause and Review:

Who, What, How
The policies made at the state level are not just prod-
ucts of demographic, geographic, or economic char-
acteristics. Citizens and politicians want to make laws 
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Figure 16.2  The Regional Distribution of Political Cultures Within the States

Although we tend to think of the United States as one large political community, scholars have traced distinct political 
traditions, or “subcultures,” within the country that reflect the east-to-westward migrations of different religious and ethnic 
communities. The most frequently used classification is that of Daniel Elazar, with three dominant subcultures: the moralistic, the 
individualistic, and the traditionalistic.

Source: Virginia Gray, “The Socioeconomic and Political Context of States,” in Virginia Gray and Russell Hanson, eds., Politics of the American States: 
A Comparative Analysis, 8th ed. (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2004), 24.
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