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In this data visualization, we use data from the General Social Survey to explore long-running trends in the association
between a college education and political tolerance toward five groups. For tolerance toward militarists, anti-religionists,
communists, and gay men, we show that the tolerance gap between college-educated and non—college educated
individuals has narrowed, and this is largely attributable to increased tolerance among the non—college educated. We
also find that the tolerance gap toward racists has narrowed; however, this is the result of decreased tolerance among

Past studies have found that a college education is associ-
ated with greater levels of political tolerance (Bobo and
Licari 1989; Campbell and Horowitz 2016; Kingston et al.
2003). However, recent protests related to controversial
speakers on college campuses have led to a popular conten-
tion that a college education actually suppresses political
tolerance. These discussions led us to explore long-running
trends in the association between education and political
tolerance.

Since the 1970s, the General Social Survey (Smith et al.
2018) has consistently included 15 items related to political
tolerance. Specifically, these items consider political toler-
ance toward five groups: (1) militarists who advocate doing
away with elections and letting the military run the country,
(2) anti-religionists who are against all churches and reli-
gion, (3) communists, (4) gay men, and (5) racists who
believe that blacks are genetically inferior. For each group,
respondents were asked whether they support or oppose that
group having the right to three types of expression: making a
public speech, teaching at a college or university, and having
a book in a public library. Each of the 15 variables (5 groups
x 3 types of expression) is dichotomous, where 1 = supports
freedom of expression for this group and 0 = opposes free-
dom of expression for this group. Using these measures as
our outcome variables, we estimated 15 separate logistic
regression models and present the results in Figure 1. In each

model, we included an interaction between whether the
respondent was a college graduate (1 = had at least a bache-
lor’s degree, 0 = had no more than a high school diploma)
and survey year, allowing us to explore trends in the associa-
tion between college and political tolerance. We included
controls for age, gender, race/ethnicity, and region of resi-
dence at age 16. While the unadjusted trends are substan-
tively similar to the adjusted trends, we elected to include
these covariates in order to present more conservative esti-
mates of the association between college and political toler-
ance. We used survey weights for all analyses.

Figure 1 presents predicted probabilities derived from the
15 logistic regression models. The figure reveals two notable
findings. First, for tolerance toward militarists, anti-religion-
ists, communists, and gay men, the tolerance gap between the
college educated and non—college educated has narrowed.
This is largely attributable to increased tolerance among the
non—college educated. While tolerance toward these groups
has increased among college graduates, tolerance was already
high in the 1970s among college graduates, and the increases

'East Carolina University, Greenville, NC, USA

Corresponding Author:

Colin Campbell, East Carolina University, 407A Brewster Building,
Greenville NC, 27858, USA.

Email: campbellco | 6@ecu.edu

@ @@ Creative Commons Non Commercial CC BY-NC: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 License (http://www.creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits non-commercial use, reproduction
and distribution of the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access pages

(https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).


https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://srd.sagepub.com
mailto:campbellco16@ecu.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F2378023118805858&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-10-11

2 Socius: Sociological Research for a Dynamic World

Professor Speech Book

Militarist
Predicted Probability

Predicted Probability

Anti-Religionist

ot
EE.
E a
E¥
0 ® 2
a o
FELLFSLTT FELESFS FELFFS 5
Yoar Year Yoar
£
c g e
=8 =
>3
53
O] 'w 2
&)
LFEFLPEL PN LI PETLFN PSSP
Year Year Yoar
)
.
58
.5 o
g1
T o
FFLEFL T SIS F T IS F 5%
Year Year Yoar

~———=a— No College ~——=&—— College

Figure 1. This figure displays trends in tolerance for three types of expression (i.e., “Professor”—teaching at a college or university,
“Speech”—making a public speech, and “Book”—having a book in a public library) for five groups (i.e., militarists who advocate doing
away with elections and letting the military run the country, anti-religionists who are against all churches and religion, communists, gay
men, and racists who believe that blacks are genetically inferior). Estimates were derived from weighted logistic regression models that
included an interaction between college and survey year as well as controls for age, gender, race/ethnicity, and region of residence at age
16. The shaded areas represent 95 percent confidence intervals. Data are from the General Social Survey. N = 26,734.
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were larger among the non—college educated. The increases
in tolerance toward gay men are particularly striking. For
example, in 1976, the predicted probability that a non—college
educated person would support a gay man teaching at a col-
lege or university was .5; by 2016, the predicted probability
had increased to .87.

The second key finding relates to tolerance toward racists.
In particular, the tolerance gap toward racists between col-
lege educated and non—college educated individuals also
narrowed; however, the narrowing gap is largely due to
decreased tolerance among college graduates. For example,
in 1976, the predicted probability that a college-educated
person would support a racist teaching at a college or univer-
sity was .62. In 2016, the predicted probability was .51.

Figure 1 shows that college graduates are not becoming
less tolerant overall, and while tolerance among the non—
college educated has increased, college graduates still report
higher levels of political tolerance on average. However,
college graduates have become less tolerant of racists. We
suspect this is because racists express particularly hateful
speech and that the threats posed by racists are perceived as
concrete and credible. Still, while college graduates have
become less tolerant of racists over time, college graduates
are not less tolerant toward racists than non—college
graduates.
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