
Traditionalistic cultures 
tend to be concentrated in the 
Deep South, in states such as 
Georgia, Mississippi, and 
South Carolina. In these 
states, politics is significantly 
shaped by tradition and his-
tory. Like the settlers of indi-
vidualistic states, those who 
settled the South sought per-
sonal opportunity. The prein-
dustrial, agrarian economy of 
the South, however, led to a 
culture that was little more 
than a variation of the feudal 
order of the European Middle 
Ages. As far back as the 1830s, 
French aristocrat and writer 
Alexis de Tocqueville, writing 
about the United States, noted 
that “as one goes farther 
south . . . the population does 
not exercise such a direct 
influence on affairs. . . . The 
power of the elected officials 
is comparatively greater and 
that of the voter less.”17

Few states today can be considered “pure” 
examples of any of these cultures. In other 
words, most states have elements of two of the 
cultures or all three. For example, a number of 
traditionalistic states, such as Florida and 
Georgia, have seen huge influxes of people from 
northern states, people who often are not from 
traditionalistic cultures. The Deep South is also 
considerably more urban than it used to be. 
Such changes tend to add elements of the mor-
alistic and individualistic cultures into the tra-
ditionalistic mix.

Even with such changes, however, for most 
states, one of Elazar’s three political cultures is 
likely to be dominant, as Map 1-2 shows. 
Numerous studies have found that the domi-
nant political culture shapes politics and policy 
in important ways. Policy change and innova-
tion, for example, are more likely in moralistic 
states. Individualistic states are more likely to 
offer businesses tax breaks. Traditionalistic 
states tend to commit less public money to 
areas such as education.18 Faced with similar 

problems, therefore, the Texas and Wisconsin 
state legislatures may propose radically differ-
ent policy responses. These differences are at 
least partially products of the political cultures 
that still distinguish each state. In other words, 
culture and history matter.

These cultural differences certainly are appar-
ent when it comes to supporting higher educa-
tion. Moralistic states commit considerably more 
resources to higher education than do individu-
alistic and traditionalistic states. They spend 
about 13 percent more per capita on colleges and 
universities than do states with the other two cul-
tures. Because moralistic states are those in 
which attitudes support higher levels of commit-
ment to the public sector, these spending differ-
ences make sense in cultural terms. Why do 
some states provide more support to higher edu-
cation than others do? Apparently, another part 
of the answer is that some political cultures see 
higher education in more communal than indi-
vidual terms. See Table 1-2 for a summary of the 
three political cultures.
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