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ABSTRACT: This paper examines the location patterns of ideological organizations and periodicals
during the 1980s in the United States. Using a directory of organizations and publications compiled by
extremist investigator Laird Wilcox, which classifies groups by ideological focus, differences between
leftist and rightist locational patterns are illustrated. It is shown that right wing organizations and
periodicals are heavily represented in cities in the West while much of left activity is concentrated in
New York City, Boston, San Francisco, Oakland, and Washington D.C.. Heterogeneity is also
evidenced within particular ideological groupings, with further disaggregation manifesting some unique
locational patterns. Various regional socioeconomic and spatial measures such as urbanization and
coefficient of specialization are examined and compared for the different classifications. Lastly, a
sociological theory and exploratory model analysis are invoked to explain geographical patterns of
organization and periodical density.
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Introduction

Compared to the political tumult of the sixties and early seventies, the 1980s political scene seems, in
retrospect, to have been relatively placid. Political activism of the kind and intensity witnessed in the years of
the civil rights struggle and American involvement in Vietnam was rare. In addition, the two main parties
encountered no third party candidate as potent as one-time segregationist George Wallace and no serious
threat of party nominations being captured by fringe candidates such as former senators Barry Goldwater and
George McGovern. Still, there was an undercurrent of political extremism across the nation during the eighties
which occasionally manifested itself in maverick political campaign successes and acts of political terrorism.

So far, little scholarly literature has addressed these more recent phenomenon.

Political extremism? has been a favorite topic of the impact press and tabloid television. It has also
received a fair share of scholarly attention. An entire field of social science, political sociology, is devoted to
analyzing political group behavior, its causes and its consequences. Unfortunately, many of the analyses of
political extremists are either relatively dated (Lipset, 1960, 1978) or laced with hostile polemics. Furthermore,
few truly rigorous quantitative analyses of competing hypotheses concerning the regional distribution of
extremist activity have been conducted. Most of these studies rely on membership survey data obtained for
particular extremist groups (e.g. John Birch Society, Grupp, 1969; McNall, 1969; Christian Anti-Communism
Crusade, Wolfinger et al., 1969; Aryan Nations, Aho, 1990), with a disproportionate share of attention given to
rightist organizations. Others, such as Brustein (1988) and McHale (1978), use election data. Because
extremist groups have not been very active in recent presidential elections™ in the United States, however, the
geographical distribution of political ideologues cannot be assessed by appealing to election returns.

This paper relies on a different approach. A unique database of geographically coded ideological
organizations and publications compiled by freelance political extremist observer Laird Wilcox, which has
rightists and leftists disaggregated into special interest categories, is used to evaluate the regional social and
economic conditions which favor extremist organizational activity. According to most models of extremists’
electoral strength, those regions experiencing social and economic dislocations are most supportive of extremist
activity. Political extremism, in one sense, fills an institutional void or market niche created by uncertain social
or economic conditions. This observation underlies both mainstream sociological and Marxist analyses. It will
be assumed for the duration of this paper that regional socioeconomic characteristics can be identified which
foster extremist organization. Several steps will be taken to characterize these determinants. First, the regional
profiles of extremist groups in the United States using county and state level data will be scrutinized for
locational and socioeconomic peculiarities. Second, a model which draws on the specification of McHale (1978)
will be tested. Lastly, an exploratory model analysis using a stepwise regression procedure will be conducted in
order to "smoke out" any overlooked correlates and to evaluate the robustness of the earlier model. The results
will be compared and contrasted with the results of older American studies and more recent European
analyses.

The paper is divided into four sections. The first section addresses the adequacy of conventional
ideological scales in measuring popular political attitudes and gives a thumbnail sketch of the evolution of
thinking on the matter. The categorization scheme used for ideological groups here grew out of Wilcox’s
conviction that the right-left continuum obscures important differences in political ideologies. Groups are
divided into ideological special interest categories in contrast to the popular habit of lumping disparate
clements together as "leftists” or "rightists". Section two examines the locational characteristics and regional
socioeconomic profiles of these diverse ideological interests. Heterogeneity among groups’ geographical
strengths and regional characteristics are revealed. In the third section, previous research concerned with the
geographical distribution of political extremist adherents is reviewed. Lastly, an attempt is made to explain the
locational strength of extremist groups by appealing to McHale’s socioeconomic dislocation model and stepwise
regression.



Ideological Categorization and the Wilcox Data

The origin of the right-left continuum is usually traced back to the physical arrangement of French
parliament legislators during the reign of King Louis XVI. Legislators of a more collectivist or democratic
mentality occupied the left side of the chamber while rightist aristocratic and landed interests segregated
themselves on the right, ostensibly so as to minimize contact with their ideological opponents. Dispassionate
centrists and eclectics were most comfortable in the middle. The right-left ideological measuring stick which
developed from this example has been a mainstay of ideological classification in the newsmedia and social
sciences ever since. Nonetheless, more recently scholars and skeptics have begun to question its value (Maddox
and Lillie, 1984). Disagreement arises on two questions: (1) what are the essential dimensions underlying
political attitudes? and (2) how many of these dimensions are needed to adequately characterize political
ideologies?” The questions have been answered from both normative and empirical directions.

The most recent and vocal challenge to the left-right continuum has been offered by classical liberals
who contend that the scheme places them too close for comfort to authoritarian doctrines on the right which
advocate strong economic and social controls (Maddox and Lillie, 1984). They argue that positions vis-a-vis
economic and social "freedoms" ought to be the fundamental dimensions of concern for purposes of ideological
classification (see figure 1). Interestingly, such a framework establishes classical liberalism as the counterpoint
to discredited doctrines on both ends of the left-right continuum. Another scheme provided by a Brookings
Institution advocate (Sundquist, 1983) embellishes the picture by adding a foreign policy dimension to the
classical liberal scheme. On the other hand, most ideologues have been less hostile toward the left-right
continuum. The left-right continuum corresponds with Marxist demonology, while many conservative anti-
communists are satisfied that it maximizes their political distance from their nemesis, communism.

Empiricists have more rigorously addressed the same questions with multivariate statistical methods
(Knoke, 1979; Conover and Feldman, 1981). Most frequently, factor analysis is used to identify fundamental
dimensions of rank and file political/social attitudinal variation using survey data or Congressional voting
records. Generally, scholars find that two or more dimensions are necessary to adequately characterize
American popular and elite political perspectives. The most frequently cited factors are concerned with (1)
economic policy, (2) social policy, (3) racial policy, and (4) international policy. Still, the methods used in
obtaining the factors, their interpretation, and criteria for inclusion are somewhat arbitrary and not immune
from the bias which characterizes ideological advocates.

This study uses a comprehensive compilation of leftist and rightist organizations and periodicals
maintained and annually updated by Laird Wilcox’s Editorial Research Service (Wilcox, 1989). Wilcox is a
freelance investigator and monitor of political extremist groups who has won wide praise from the leftist and
rightist fringes for his even-handed and unpolemical analyses of political extremism. He characterizes himself
as a "classical liberal" and dismisses the right-left continuum for obscuring ideological differences. The
ideological categorization scheme he uses to code organizations and periodicals goes beyond the left-right
dichotomy relied upon in much political research and classifies according to special interest affiliation.
Ideological categories which are traditionally viewed as rightist include: (1) anti-abortion (AA), which consists
of outfits concerned with protecting the "rights of the unborn", (2) conservative anti-communist (CA), which "is
the mainstream of the American Right and includes many listings not otherwise classifiable”, (3) free market
(FM), which consists of interests primarily interested in laissez faire economics but which are more conservative
than libertarians on social issues, (4) anti-gun control (GC), which is made up of groups which oppose laws
restricting the use and sale of firearms, (5) genealogical-historical (GH), which consists of patriotic lineage
groups, (6) libertarian-freedom (LF), which is "freedom oriented, ranging from laissez-faire classical liberals to
philosophical anarchist", (7) Nazi (NZ), which advocates the doctrine and values the symbols of the Third
Reich, (8) racial-nationalism (RN), which promotes a more "home grown" version of ethnocentrism
characterized by hostility toward Jews and Blacks and "tends toward conspiracy theories", (9) tax-rebellion
(TR), which "range from radical non-filers to ’pro se’ litigants who represent themselves in legal matters to
constitutional scholars who dispute the legality of the income tax". Traditionally leftist categories are: (1) anti-
nuclear (AN), which includes organizations and publications whose primary concern is to limit nuclear power
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and/or weapons, (2) environmental-ecological (EE), which includes groups concerned with general
environmental issues, (3) feminist-gay (FG), which consists of radical feminist, lesbian, and gay outfits, (4)
liberal-left (LL), which covers "groups working toward reforms in the American capitalist system rather than
proposing sweeping revolutionary changes", and (5) Marxist-socialist (MS), which advocates "radical and
revolutionary opposition to the capitalist framework of American society".

The Geography of Political Extremism

State and federal election data are rich sources of information concerning regional patterns of political
advocacy. Researchers and pundits have concluded from recent presidential election results, particularly the
1984 election pitting Republican conservative vs. liberal Democrat, that the West and South are ideologically
more conservative regions than the East, industrial belt, and Pacific Northwest (see figure 2). Furthermore,
conservative candidates generally fare better in rural and suburban regions, while liberals are stronger in central
cities. One might expect to find leftist and rightist political extremist activity strongest in those environments
where their more mainstream rightist and leftist counterparts have experienced the most electoral success. An
inspection of 1984 state Presidential election data (figure 2) and state extremist activity quotients based on
Wilcox data and 1980 population census data” confirms this. Leftist organization and periodical density is
significantly negatively correlated (p=-.264) at the 10% level with the percentage of the Reagan vote, while
rightist activity is significantly positively correlated (p=.380).

The reason that a stronger correlation for rightist activity was not found can be determined from
studying figures 2 and 4. By and large, rightist outfits are concentrated in the western half of the country. They
are particularly dense in the Pacific Northwest and Mountain States. In the East, considerable organizational
might is focused on the District of Columbia. Areas of relatively weak density, on the other hand, are found in
the South and Plains States. Yet, these are regions in which Reagan fared well.

Within the right wing are ideological categories which depart from the rightist profile (figures 6-20).
Genealogical-historical organizations are, with the exception of California, confined to the older states east of
the Mississippi. Racial nationalist organizations and publications are relatively plentiful in the Old Confederacy
states (the only right wing category so strongly represented there) and are also heavily concentrated in the
Pacific Northwest. The former region has been a strong-hold of Ku Klux Klan organizations for decades, while
the latter arca has recently been targeted by white supremacist sects for colonization. Nazi entries are
concentrated in the Pacific Northwest and isolated "boondocks" states such as Arkansas and West Virginia but
are scarce in the South. Anti-gun control entries are denser in the Rocky Mountain states and Appalachian
states. Tax rebellion outfits are sparsely represented east of the Mississippi but are strong in the West. Anti-
abortion listings are heavily concentrated in New England and the northern Plains states. Libertarian outfits
are heavily concentrated in the Southwest. Free marketers are found disproportionately in the Southwest and
Pacific Northwest. Pro-family listings are densest in the Plains and Mountain states. Conservative anti-
communist, the most numerous category, conforms closely to the overall right wing spatial pattern.

A coefficient of regional specialization measure? (table 1), which summarizes on a scale of zero to one
how closely ideological organization state distributions mirror population distribution (zero=no regional
specialization, one=complete regional specialization), indicates that left wing activity is more concentrated than
rightist activity. Figure 3 reaffirms this. Organizations and periodicals are heavily concentrated along the Pacific
and Atlantic coasts. Approximately forty percent of leftist organizations and periodicals are contained within
the Boston, New York, Washington D.C., San Francisco, and Oakland metropolitan areas (table 2). Groups
outside these areas tend to cluster in University cities and towns with national reputations such as Madison, WI
(University of Wisconsin) and Raleigh-Durham, NC (Duke University, University of North Carolina).

There are some anomalies in leftist sub-category spatial patterns as well. Anti-nuclear (AN) and
environmental-ecological groups are more dispersed and can be found disproportionately in sparsely populated
Plains and Mountain states. These spatial patterns resemble the average rightist profile almost as much as the
leftist profile according to coefficients of spatial similarity which compare leftist category distributions to rightist
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