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The Congressional Elections of 1996

Gary C. Jacobson, UC San Diego

he idea that the Democrats could win

the White House by eight million votes
without winning control of Congress would
have been unthinkable only a couple of
years ago  Yet by the time it happened, no
one was surprised. More eloquent testi-
mony to the profound shift in the balance of
partisan competition in congressional elec-
tions in the 1990s could scarcely be imag-
ined

The Congressional Elections of 1996

Despite Clinton’s easy reelection, Repub-
jican congressional candidates did remarkably
well in 1696, Table | summarizes the results
in House elections since 1992, and Table 2
does the same for Senate elections. On elec-
tion day 1996, Republicans lost a mere eight
House seats, net. Moreover, because of Demo-
cratic opportunists switching to the Republi-
can ranks after the 1994 election and net Re-

1994 elections. Both sets of circumstances
were visibly in place well before 1996, so
the Democrats’ failure to retake Congress
was not surprising: indeed, it was predict-
able (and predicted; see Jacobson and Kim
1996)

The Structure
of Comptition
For House Seats

The most important

The Republican take-
over of Congress in 1994, Table }. Membership Changes in the House, 103d to 105th Congresses structural change in the bal-
and theugesthey soughitp ance of competition for
make of it, were the domi- House seats was the reallo-
nant forces shaping the Republicans  Democrats Independents cation of House seats that
1996 campaigns. After followed the 1990 census
heady success with quick The states in the South and
. Y 4 . 103rd Congress ates .

action on the Contract with West that gained seats were,
American, House Repub- Elected in 19972 176 254 { on average, considerably
licans overplayed their more Republican in their
hand on the budget in 1993, | [0dth Congress voting habits than the states

viving the Clin resi- i orthes d Mid-
reviving the Clinton presi Elected in 1094 230 504 . in the Northeast and Mid
dency from the near death west that lost the seats. The
it had experienced after At time of 1996 election 26 108 i drawing of majority-minof-
1994, Clinton shrewdiy ity districts also helped Re-
accepted their goal of bal- | 109tk Congress publicans by packing (over-

. _ o . .

;mt:mg thte guggel by 2002 Elected in 1996 98 206 ' X?glmmily Democra:1c)

ut rejected the means— rican American voters
cuts in Medicare, Medic- Change from 1592 +52 -52 0 into minority districts, leav-
aid, and education—that ing neighboring districts
Republicans proposed to | ~ <hee from 1934 2 2 0 relatively more Republican
get there. The 3e;mb}1~ Change on election day 3 +8 o (Hil 1995)‘. This chang; in
cans became the prirme vic- the underlying competitive
tims of their own “Iain | -—-eeermmermmmmsressrnrne e caieaae balance was easy to over-
wreck™ strategy of trying ook in 1992, wh)t;.n Bush's
to force his hand by shut- Incumnbents reetocted 196 163 dismal showing dragged
ting down the government Tncumbents defeated i7 3 down the whole %ackﬁ?t; buf
Ciinton held firm, and the even then, the Republicans
public sided with him de- Freshmen 32 41 pickup of 10 House seats

cisively {(Jacobson 1996a)
Republicans had mistakenly assumed that
public support for the goal—smaller, cheaper
government—meant public support for the
means—cutbacks in specific programs and
regulations—as well. Clinton was able to
exploit the fact it did not, and the vow to
protect “Medicare, Medicaid, education, and
the environment” became the mantra of his
victorious reelection campaign.  But the
Republican defeat on the budget raises an
obvious question: If the Republican
Congress's mistakes reelected Clinton, why
did they not also cost the party control of
Congress?

publican gains in special elections held during
the 104th Congress, the paity won only two
fewer House seats in 1996 than it had won in
1994  Republicans did even better in the
Senate, adding two new seats to the ten they
had picked up in 1994. Unlike Clinton, con-
gressional Demociats enjoyed little in the way
of a rebound from their 1994 debacle. Why
not? Part of the explanation lies in the electoral
politics of divided government during good
times, which I shalf discuss later. More funda-
mental however, were changes in the structure
of electoral competition for congressional seats
that were both revealed and magnified by the

despite losing the White
House signaled that the competitive bal-
ance had undergone a fundamental change.
Regression analysis of post-war Houseelec-
tion results indicates that, in elections since
1992, Republicans have won about 43 more
House seats than they would have won
under equivalent national conditions dur-
ing the 1946-1990 period (Jacobson 1997)
During that era, they won an average of 180
House seats; adding 43 seats gives theman
approximate base of 223, anarrow majority
very close to their current House strength
(228 seats).

A second, related improvement in the
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Republicans’ competitive positionemerged
from the 1994 election itself. Most of the
seats the party added in 1994 were seats a
Repubtican should have held in the first
place. A serviceable measure of a district’s
partisan feanings can be computed by taking
the average division of its two-party vote for
president in 1988 and 1992 The national
mean for this measure is49 9 percent Demo-
cratic; its median is 48 3 percent Demo-

nations. How thoroughty the switch in party

‘control altered the distribution of campaign

funds for 1996 will remain in question until the
Federal Election Commission publishes the
complete data for the election cycle later in
1997 Republicans did enjoy an unusual
fundraising advantage at least through 1995
{Jacobson and Kim 1996). After the budget
showdown, the Democrats’ chances of retak-
ing the House improved, and some contribu-

are typical success rates for the two groups

“guring the postwar period.” Of course, ex-""

perienced challengers are much more likely
to tun for seats where their parly’s candi-
date has a plausible chance to win, but their
electoral superiority remains after other
relevant electoral conditions are taken into
account (Jacobson 1989, 1997),

Tie Democrats’ problemn was thatonly
22.1 percent of their challengess had previ-

eratic (Jacobson 1996b). Ofthe ous experience in elective of-
fifty-six districts newly taken Tabte 2. Membership Changes in the Senate, 103d to 105th fice,afigure below theirpost-
by Republicans in 1994, thirty- Congresses war average of 235.3 percent
seven (66 percent) had voted and not at all typical of the
Republican, on average, in the party ina“good” Democratic
two preceding presidential elec- year. The Democrats needed
tions. Democratstook back only Republicans Democrats 1o pick up at least 19 seats to
three of these thirty-seven seats retake the House in 1996, In
(8 percent) in 1996, compared every postwar election in
to fl'zve of the other ninetcei (26 103d Congress 43 57 which tltjley have added 19 or
percent). . more seats to their total, at
The Democrats’ problems 104th Congress > 47 least 31.2 percent of their
were compounded by another | 054 Congress 55 45 challengers had served in
tegacy of 1994: the loss of elective office; the average
majority control.  Predictably, Change from 1992 #12 .12 forthese fiveelections (1948,
the insults of minority status 1958, 1964, 1974, and [982)
prompted an exodus of Demo- Change from 1994 +2 -2 is 35.7 percent. If history is
crats from the House, giving any guide, then, Democrats
Republicansashotatopenseats | ~w-r---=rsmersssormmrmaes s did nothave asufficientnum-
in Republican-leaning districts. ber of high-quality chalieng-
A higher number and propor- Incumbents reelected 12 7 ers to retake the House In-
tion of Democrats than Repub- deed, the datain Table | show
licans voluntarily left the House Incumbents cefeated ! 0 that even if strategic retire-
in 1996, and a smaller propor- ments had not cost them amry
. . . Freshmen 9 6 .
tion of the Democrats did so in open seats, they did not de-

pursuit of higher office
(Jacobson 1997). As in 1994, a dispropor-
tionate share of the Democrats abandoned
seats that had been voting Repubtican at the
presidential level, particularly in the South;
of the tweive such seats, the Democrats lost
six Revealingly, twenty three of the twenty-
eight retiring Democrats announced their
departures before the end of 1993, while a
majority of Republican retirees (eleven of
twenty-one) announced theirs in 1996. Stra-
tegic retirements inspired by the Repubii-
cans’ seeming ascendancy through most of
1995 made it harder for Democrats to ex-
ploit the shift in public opinion away from
the Republican Congress after the budget
showdown.

Strategic responses to the new com-
petitive environment worked to the Repub-
jicans’ advantage in other ways as well, The
Republican takeover of Congress trans-
formed the campaign money market. Demo-
crats no longer had their majority status and
commiliee power (o attract campaign cor-
wributions from business-ariented Political
Action Commitiees, who after, 1994, were
freer 10 follow their (Republican) hearts as
well as their pocketbooks in aliocating do-

tors no doubt hedged their bets. The full effects
of the new financial environment will prob-
ably not appear until 1998, when the durability
of the Republicans’ majority status will not be
in doubt.

Finally, the shock of 1994, the prospec-
tive imbalance in campaign funds, and the
reality that, even if they won, they were likely
to be in the minority evidently made it more
difficult for Democrats to recruit high-quality
candidates to take on incumbent Republicans.
Quality candidates are crucial to a party’s
success because congressional elections re-
main largely candidate centered events. A
favorable national climate does a party little
good in districts where it fails to field a candi-
date with the skill and resources to take advan-
1age of the climate. A simple but powerful
measure of quality is experience in prior elec-
tive public office. In 1996 as in all previous
postwar House elections, challengers who had
previously won elective public office were far
more suceessful than were those who had not.
Experienced Democratic challengers won 23.4
percent {eleven of forty-seven) of the contests
they entered, whereas only 3.9 percent of the
158 amateurs defeated the incumbent. These

feat enough Republican in-
cumbents to win a majority. The signs of
Pemocratic revival evidently carne too late
to bring out a class of challengers capable
of taking back the House.

The Senate Contests

Retirements alse hurt the Democrats
in Senate contests, and their troubles were
compounded by the luck of the draw . Thir-
teen senators retired in 1996, the iargest
number of voluntary departures since sena-
tors have been elected directly by voters,
Eight of the thirteen were Democrats, four
of them from the South. The timing of
retirement announcements again suggests
strategic withdrawal, all eight of the Demo-
crats, but only one of the Republicans, had
announced their retirements by November,
1995, Republicans won three of the seats
left open by departing Democrats, two in
the South (Alabama and Arkansas), and
one in Nebraska, a state won handily by
Bob Dole Republican Senator Larry
Pressler of South Dakota was the only in-
cumbent defeated in the general election,
and his was the only Republican Senate
seat lost in 1996. (An appointed Senator
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_ from Kansas, Sheila Frakm, lost the Repub-
lican primary to Sam Brownback, the even-
tual winner)

Democrats had bad luck in the class of

Senate seats up in 1996. Asin 1992, Senate
and presidential outcomes tended to malch,
though more 50 in states won by Dole than
in stares won by Clinton. Republicans won
fourteen of the seventeen seats at stake in
states won by Dole, while Democrats won
ten of the seventeen seats at stake in states
won by Clinton. The Republicans’ good
fortune was that stales won by Dole were
mare likely to have Senate contests. Only
three of the nineteen states won by Dole
lacked a Senate race in 1996, compared to
fourteen of Clinton’s thirty-one states. By
the luck of the draw, Democrats were poorly
positioned to take advantage of whatever
help Clinton’s victory might have provided
their Senate candidates.

The Campaigns

Strategic career decisions taken by pro-
spective Democratic congressionat candi-
dates, along with the other structural shifts
in the balance of competition for seats, clearly
made it harder for Democrats to exploit
Clinton’s victory. Yet it remains a question
just how exploitable Clinton’s victory was.
Democratic congressional candidates
sought, like Clinton, to portray the Republi-
cans in Congress as a gang of iiresponsible
extremists in thrall to Newt Gingrich. But
heir efforts were oniy modestly successful.
Why was a stance so helpful to Clinton not
equally helpful tocongressional Democrats?

There are several reasons. First, many
potentiaily vulnerable Republicans did what
Democrats had routinely done tohold on to
seats against contrary national tides during
their 40 years of hegemony: run as indepen-
dent champions of local district interests.
Republicans took Congress in 1994 by na-
tionalizing the election and moved lock-
step to act on the agenda outlined in the
Contract with America during the first few
months of 1993 Had they stuck together
throughout the 104th Congress, the 1996
congressional elections might have become
a referendum on their collective perfor-
mance as a party. That is certainly what
Demecrats tried to make it once Republi-
cans had moved from the popular generali-
ties to the much less popular specifics of
their “revolutionary'” budget.

In the end, however, the Republicans’
brief flirtation with responsible party gov-
ernment fell to the desire of individuals to
win reefection and rhe party as a whole {0
keep its majority. Afterthe budget debacie,
Republicans with moderate constituencies
bolted the purty on such issues as repeal of

the asshuli weapons ban, weakening endan-

" gered species protection, and raising the mini--

mum wage (Salant 1996). Vulnerable Repub-
licans highlighted the votes on which they had
parted from Gingrich, who himseif encour-
aged members to run against him if it would
help their campaigns (Koszczuk 1996). The
Contract with America, so prominent in 1994
and 1995, was conspicuous by its absence
from many of the Republican incumbents’
1996 campaigns,

The Republicans’ tactical retreat culmi-
nated in the passage of spending measures,
welfare and health insurance reformns accept-
able to Clinton in the spring and summer of
1906 These popular actions strengthened
Clinton’s record and thus his candidacy, but
they did the same for congressional Republi-
cans, both as achievements in their own right
and as counters to charges of extremism and
intransigence.

The 1996 Election
in Historical Context

The closest historical precedent for the
Republican triumph of 1994 was 1946, the
most recent election in which the GOP won
control of Congress at midterm with a Demo-
crat in the White House. Demccrats hoped,
and Republicans feared, that the precedent for
1996 would be 1948, when Harry Truman’s
political resurrection swept the Democrats back
inte control of Congress. Unfortunately forthe
Democrats, the historical model for 1996 was
not 1948, but 1984, when Ronald Reagan
cruised to easy reelection on a tide of good
economic news while his party was picking up
only fourteen seats in the House and losing
three in the Senate.

Both Reagan and Clinton ran upbeat cam-
paigns extolling asirong economy and popular
policy successes. Both drew upon extraordi-
nary political skills to extend their appeal be-
yond their party’s normal electoral base. Both
won easy reelection. But neither of their cam-
paigns offered much leverage to their congres-
sional chailengers. If times are good and the
president deserves another term, why replace
the incumbents or majority party in Congress,
who can plausibly claim a share of the credit
for peace, prosperity, and progress? Other
status-quo presidential elections under divided
government—Dwight D. Eisenhower sreelec-
tion 1956 and Richard M. Nixon’s reelection
in 1972—offer confirming examples. Every
postwar president reelected to a second full
tesm has had remarkably short coattails  All
four saw their party lose Senate seats, and their
largest pickup in the House was Reagan's
paliry fourteen seats in 1984

In 1996, the difficulty for Democratic
chailengers was amplified by the very strategy
that revived Clinton’s presidency. By nccept-

ing so many of the Republican goals——agree-
ing to balance the budget by 2002, dectaring .
that “the era of big government is over,”
signing a bill ending welfare entitlements
that had been part of the social safety net
since the New Deal, opposing gay mar-
riages, and supporting prayer in schook-—
Clinton took command of the political cen-
ter But by campaigning onarecord indistia-
guishable from that of a moderate Republi-
can, Clinton gave voters lstle reason to elect
more Demociats to Congress. The contrast
with Truman's reelection campaign, a spiz-
ited defense of the New Deal, could hardly
be starker

Clinton, of course, faced a very differ-
ent political environment than did Truman
Truman had a natural majority to rally; now
the parties are evenly matched. The New
Deal policies Truman defended enjoyed
broad public support; now the Republican
themes of lower taxes and smaller govern-
ment hold sway. Clinton won reelection by
adapting to a more conservative political
environment in much the same way that
moderate and conservative Democrats had
won congressional seats in areas unfriendly
to their party for years Such a strategy
acknowiedges political reality but does noth-
ing to alter it

Clinton helped congressional Republi-
cans in other ways as well. He saved them
from themselves by stopping them in 1995
and bringing them back toward the center in
1996 His firm opposition to unpopular
budget cuts, assaults on environmental regu-
lation and the Department of Education, and
kindred Republican proposals in 1995 forced
them to rein in their most extreme impulses
and alerted them to the political danger lurk-
ing in revolutionary rhetoric and radical
policy changes His maneuvering toward
consensus on budget decisions and such
issues as welfare reform, minimum wage,
and health insurance portability gave them a
chance to look responsible and effective.

Maoreover, the administration’s aura of
scandal and widespread doubts about
Clinton’s personal character gave voters
additional reason to keep Republicans in a
position to keep an eye on him. Indeed, there
is some evidence that the revelations late in
the campaign of contributions to the Demo-
cratic Nationa! Committee from foreign
sources moved late-deciding voters into the
Republican column, reducing Clinton’s mar-
gin of victory and thereby preventing the
Democrats from retaking the House De-
spite the implied affront to the Dole cam-
paign, Republican leaders did not hesitate to
make the neas certainty of Clinton’s reelec-
tion an argument for voting Republican for

Continued on pg 14
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‘The 104th Republicans:
Of Classes and Cannon Fodder

Tim Barnett and Burdett Loomis, University of Kansas

We were the cannon fodder of the Great
Society
First-term Pemocrat, 89th Congress

What actually resulted [in a new mem-
bers' retreat to discuss issues, includ-
ing campaignfinance] was anexchange
of ideas on how to become more visible
inone sdistrict. [various]innovations
might come under the heading of betier
reptesentation, but they were clearly
intended to enhance our chances of
reelection

Rep. Toby Moffett (D-CN), discussing
first-termers in 94th Congress

S ince the early 1960s, congressional turn
over has declined steadily. Large classes
of new members, once the norm on Capitol
Hill, have become the exception, not the
rule. This trend renders the arrival of a large
congressional class as disproportionateiy
important for enacting major institutional
and policy changes. Most simply, the ar-
rival of a sizable freshman class usually
heralds an alteration in the balance of parti-
san power within the Congress. For ex-
ample, the 1958 elections witnessed the
increase of 62 new House Demociats (net
gain of 49) and a net gain of 15 seats in the
Senate, ending a brief era of narrow majori-
ties in both chambers (Sundquist, 1968).
The 86th Congress did pursue a substantial
Democratic agenda, without much success,
but both chambers remained under solid
Democratic control through 1980, Con-
versely, the great turnover of 1992, which
included |10 new members, was an excep-
tion to most large infusions of new blood, in
that the Republicans cut only ten seats from
the Democratic margin,

Rather than focus on the individual
legislator as our unit of analysis, we wiil
examine entire classes of legislators in the
UUS. House Ordinarily, congressional
classes make their mark in two distinct,
though related, ways. Fiist, a class may
provide the votes that will allow the passage
of an ambitious policy agenda. Alterna-
tively, a iarge class may produce little im-
pact in its first term, but by winning reeiec-
tion consistently Hs members may affect
policies over a long period of lime{see
Hibbing, 1991). The 8%9th Congress (1965-

66) reflects the first kind, and the 94th 4th
Congress {1975-76) the second (see Fishel,
1973, Loomis, 1988, respectively). In the
latter, survivalist context, first-term members,
whatever their policy preferences, can concen-
trate on winning reelection; the former, “can-
non fodder” context, however, tends to place
legislators™ core goals — reelection, policy
influence, and internal power {to say nothing
of advancement to higher office)— in conflict
Of course, individual legistators from cannon
fodderclasses can and do survive to exert great
power (e.g., Speaker Tom Foley, first elected
in 1964). Likewise, a survivalist class can
produce major changes in its initiai term, as the
Class of 1974 did in providing the margin to
oust three senior committee chairmen.

Survivalist and Cannon Fodder
Classes in the Modern House

We have identified six large, partisan
classes that have entered the House since 1946.
Excepting the 1940s with two such classes and
the 1980s with none, each decade has pro-
duced a single large, partisan infusion of new-
comers. Qur criteria for inclusion are straight-
forward: a ciass needed to have at least sixty
new members of the party that captured the
House and at least a 2:1 majority-minority
advantage among first-termers. Thus, the 1930
elections that gave Ronald Reagan a shost-
term conservative (but not Republican) major-
ity does not quatify, although it may represent
the closest fit with the 1994 class (see below).
Qur analysis inctudes only the majority mem-
bers of each class.

The Long and Short of Electoral Survival
No element of congressional life has been
mote directly related to the increasing elec-

toral effects of incumbency than the shape of

political careers. ( ibbing, 1991) L. ge,
partisan classes offer especialiy strong tests to
the power of incumbency as a protector of
legislators who often gained their seats by
defeating a sitting member or winning an open
seat previously held by the opposing party
From the 80th through the 89th Congress, on
the whole, large-class tegislators found it dif-
ficult 1o hold their seats: 45 percent of the
majority members did not return to the House
after their initial term, and six of ten did not
remain after four years. In short, all these
large, pattisan classes provided cannon fodder

for the opposition in their first two reelection
bids.(see Table 1) But then the bleeding
stops - in part, to be sure, because a lot of
blood has atready been spilied. Save for the
postwar 80th Congress's Republicans, the
remainder of the classes exhibit similar long-
term survival rates. Between twelve and
eighteen percent of each class (1948, 1958,
1964, 1974) become so-called careerists, as
their members extend theh tenure to ten
terms or more{Buliock, 1972). The class of
1974, largely because of its initial survival
rates, remained vulnerable in 8 succession of
subsequent elections; by 1983, through de-
feat or retirement, more than haif the class
(519%) had departed the House, just eight
percent less than the class of 1958, Still, as
the same point in its career, the “cannon
fodder" class of 1964 had lost a full 67
percent of its initial members (and from a
smatler base of 67 Democrats as opposed to
75 in the 1974 class).

Only occasionally are new members of
Congress asked to vote systematically in
ways that might compromise their electoral
survivaly that was surely the case in 1963-6,
as congressional Democrats ratified an ac-
tivist domestic policy agenda  The elector-
ate responded by electing 47 more Republi-
cans to the House, largely because it thought
that President Johnson and his congressional
allies were moving too far, too fast{(Sundquist,
499). As of the mid-1960s, the effecis of
incumbency were modest at most (Erickson,
1571). In that we have no full-blown “can-
non fodder™ situation between the 89th and
104th Congresses, the question in 1996 was
the extent to which aclass could benefit from
the increased effects of incumbency (in par-
ticular, the “sophomore surge™) to ieduce the
effects of highly partisan voting record that
was often seen as going too far.

The Reagan Republicans.

Before examining the fate of the 104th
Republican freshmen, however, we might
get some ¢lues from the success rates of the
last congressional class to embark upon an
aggressive partisan agenda: the Republicans
of the 98th Congiess, whoentered the House
with Ronald Reagan and who supported his
agenda of tax cuts, some domestic budget
reductions, and increased military spend-
ing. To be sure, Republicans did nat win
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control of the House in 1980, but at least for
the first few months of the 98th Congress a
revitalized Conservative Coalition domi-
nated the legislative process. In 1982, Re-
publicans lost 26 House seals, a number that
fell far short of the number predicted by
models using data from postwar
elections (Jacobson, 1992, 173} Among

/ B
termers lend support to Speaker Gingrich’s
agenda, as expressed in the Contract with

America and the October budget reconcilia-
tion, but many pushed the Speaker to be as
aggressive as possible in confronting the
Clinton Administration. Within a Republican
majority notable for its partisan unity, the
freshmen offered disproportionate voting sup-

was the attempt to convert their image from

“revolitioridries to “commonsense” legisla- -

tors. Indeed, the last few months of the
104th Congress afforded them the opportu-
nity to vote for compromise spending pack-
ages that allowed them to distance them-
seives from the harsh implications of the
budget votes of 1995 and the effects of
closing much of the

freshmen, |3 losttheir

bids for reelectionand

two others did not re-

turn forasecondterm | gon- Mg,

still, more than seven | gress  Frogh 1

inten (71 %)survived.

Toanextent,she 1980 | 80th  Numbe: 73R

Republicans were (1946) Paoertt:

“shock troops for- the | gyq  Numbe: 79D

Reagan Revolution” | (1g4g) Percent:

{Jacobson, 1993, 45),

but after their initial | 86th  Numba: 82D

defeats they proved | (1958) Pecal:

r'esilient‘,wiihanoverw goh  Number 67D

a]%survn'ral r.'m.:of_ 54 (1964) Pacet:

percent in their fifth

term that exceeded | 94th  Numbe: 78D

that of the 1974 ciass | (1974) Peomt

(49%) and far SUC ) o Nomber  74R

passed the fifth term (1984) Paoa:

rate of the 1964

Democrats {33%). [o7th] Numbe: 527
By any objective j (1980) Paot:

measure, freshman

Republicans in the | * Republicens do not cepture

104th Congress pur- | Spronesapatentid working

sued a more aggres-

Tabie1. Large, Partisan Classss since 1946: Survival over Thne
Number and Perentage of Classin House by tem:

2 3 4 5 ] 7
29 23 18 15 1% 9
4% D% 2% 2% 2% 12%
49 30 26 24 23 21
62 3B% X% W% 2% %
38 29 29 27 &5 2
B3%  AT% AT 4 40% 35%
39 33 27 22 20 16
58%  49% A% 3% 3% 24%
72 61 47 37 29 25
ge% 81 63% 4% 39%  33%
59 - - - - -
86

a7 37 32 28 21 15
71%  71% 63% B4% 0% 9%

mgority on mgor tegigiaion In much of 1981

Deta sources: vaious Congressiond Quartedy Almanas and Weekly Reporis

Haueein 1980, but GOP/Demoadic codition gave consarvaives ad Resgan

federal government.
The fact is that this
class, with all its po-
a8 g 10+ | tential for becoming
cannon fodder for the
7 5 1 Gingrich revohution,
0% 7% 1% |emerged from the
14 13 3 }996 election .Eargeiy
18% 179, 17% intact and with the
prospect for continued
18 17 H — even expanded in-
3% 2% 18% | fluence — on Capiiol
w w0 e AT
19 5% 1% With twa forced
retirements
23 23 14 {Waldholz/Greene
31% 3% 19% | and Cooley), success-
ful Senate candidacy
- - h (Brownback), and 12
defeats, the 105th
15 11 - Congress will wel-
% 21% come back 59 of the
74 first-term Repub-
licans{80%) This
group survived at a
higher rate than the

sive and extensive

partisan agendathan did the 1980 GOP first-
termers. Moreover, many of the 104th class
reveled in their descriptions as revolution-
ary. In effect, this class conducted an ex-
periment in its own electoral survival, In-
deed, given its members’ ideological zeal,
the class may have merited the labet “canon
fodder” as much — or mare — than that of
“eannon fodder.”

The 104th Republicans: From Cannon
Fodder to Congressional Elite
Their strength was their willingness to
fose the nextelection. That's what gave
them the moral authority no one else

could match.
Christopher Shays (R-CN)

They. . considered themselves real
butr-kickers
Sonny Bono (R-CA)

By the end of 1995 the freshman Re-
publicans had contributed greatly to the
interpretation of the 10dth Congress as the
most ideological and partisan in at [east
thirty years. Not only did the GOP first-

port-— 1o the point that they could pressure the

Speaker with their numbers (almost a third of

GOP House membership).

Despite individual exceptions on particu-
\ar issues, the freshman Republicans generally
accepted the assessments that they had helped
foment revolutionary politics in the House. At
the same time, little of their agenda became
law, and their willingness to shut down the
federal government quickly came to be viewed
as a major miscalculation. Less than a year
before mid-term elections, Republicans ingen-
eral and freshmen in particular faced the real
prospect of losing control of the House, just as
had their predecessors in 1948 and 1954. By
April, 1995, House Republicans fad seen their
performance on generic congressionai trial
heats decline from a 12-point advantage six
months before to a six or seven point
deficit(Gruenwald and Kalb, 1996). In addi-
tion, 35 first-term Republicans were among
the 44 Republicans targeted by the $35 million
AFL-CIO independent expenditure campaign
in the general election, according to
PoliticsNow

Others can sort out the campaign strate-
gies of the freshmen, but central to their efforts

1980 class and can
look forward to an off-year election that
will favor their party More imporiantly,
however, the Class of 1994 has benefited
from committee appointments that wiil ce-
ment their power for years to come. In the
105th Congress, 16 of the 1994 Republican
freshmen {27%) will hold assignments on
the traditional power commiltees of Appro-
priations, Ways and Means, and Rules. In
the modern {postwar) House, 710 other class
has received as many power commitiee
slots, even after accumulating more senior-
ity. In comparison, after three terms the
classes of 1948, 1958, 1964, and 1974 had
won four, ten, seven, and 15 such assign-
ments, respectively.

Maost notable in these commiltee as-
signments is the willingness —even pref-
erence — of House Republicans to give
important seats to electorally marginal
members. For example, none of the four
new Republicans members (two 1994 fresh-
men, two 1996 newcomers) of Ways and
Means received more than 52 percent of the
vote in 1996 Such an appointment pattern
reflects the dual anticipation that the com-
Continued on pg 14
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- The 1996 Senate Elections:
Open Seats and the Geezer Repeats

Ronald Keith Gaddie, The University of Oklahoma

he outcome of the contest for control of

the US. Senate was never in much
doubt., Vulnerable Republican incumbents
such as Larry Pressler and Jesse Helms were
balanced by the retirement of four senior
Democrats in the South. While this election
seems anti-climactic - a net swing of two
seats, and only one incumbent defeat —
there are several elements of the 1996 Sen-
ate elections that merit closer examination.

This brief essay discusses two elements of

the 1996 Senate elections — open seats and
the success of an elder southern Republican
incumbent — that contributed to the main-
tenance of the GOP majority

Open Seats
"Denmocratic retirements are the
chief stumbling block tothe parry's win-
ning back the Senate,” Robert Balkin,
The Washington Post, October 28.

Open seats are the most comrmon av-
enue for electoral change. Since 1968, 98
senators have been elected through open
seats, compared to 81 incumbents who were
defeated in either primaries (17} or general
elections (64). Although partisan change is
more likely to occur through incumbent
defeats, the current GOP majority is builton
the switch of six Democratic open seats in
1994, While only one incumbent lost in
1996, dramatic change was afoot in the
Senate, where fourteen senators (eight
Democrats and six Republicans) opted to
retire, thereby creating & post-war record
number of open seats.

Table 1: Open Seats

and Party Switches, 1968-1996

Triplet Open  Aparty A DtoR
1668-72 16 11 7 (63.8)
1974-78 25 15 6 (40}

1980-84 12 7 4 (571
1986-90 15 6 3 (80

1992-96 30 9 9  {100)
Tote 98 48 29 604

As indicated in Table I, the trend in
seat changes favor the Republicans. Since
1968, about half of open senate seats
switched parties. Ofthose switches, over 60
percent are from Democrat to Republican
If one locks at triplets (sets of three concu-
rent congressional elections that include ali

Senate seats), the only cycle where over half of
switches were to the Democrats was 1974.78.
For the remaining cycles, two-thirds of the
switches that occur are to the GOP, including
all nine open seat switches since 1992.

One consequence of incumbent retire-
ment is the “retirement slump” in the general
election. In 1996 there was a partisan bias to
the slump: the average retirement slump was
over 16 points for Democrats, while Republi-
cans experienced an average falloff of about
11 points. The impact of Democratic retire-
ments in the South is the source of the partisan
difference. Republicans have long argued that
the presence of dominant Democratic incum-
bents squashed GOP opportunities, When the
four southern cases are removed from the
calcutation, no partisan difference is apparent
in the siump. However, the average slump in
the four southern seats is over 27 points

Several explanations of the open seat out-
comes inn 1996 appears in Tabie 2. In column
I a coattails model of senate elections tests how
the two-vote for the senate tracked with the
two-party vote for Bob Dole? The senate vote
did track with the Dole vote: 62 percent of the
variation in the open seat vote is explained by
the Dole vote. This result also indicates that in
the open seats, the GOP candidates ran ahead
of Dole. The slope of the coefficient indicates
that Dote only had to carry about 47 percent of
the vote in order for a Republican to win the
two-party Senate vote; coattails were not a
driving force in 1996,

What about other controls, such as candi-
date quality and campaign finance?
Abramowitz and Segal (1992) and Campbell
and Summers {1950} find spending and experi-
ence are important in senate elections, When
controls for spending (the ratio of Republican
to Democratic dollars) and experience (net
advantage on the Krasno-Green Index) are
introduced (cotumn II}, no significant impact
is observed. House members seeking the Sea-
ate nonetheless performed exceptionally well
in 1996: seven wor open seats, and one (Beb
Torricelli) defeated a House colleague {Dick
Zimmer) for the New Jersey seat.

Animprovement in the model occurs when
controls are introduced for the normal vote
trends (the average of the two-paity vote over
thiree elections) and the South (1 if a southern
state). These variables (column HDalso heighten
the impoitance of the Dole campaign to GOP

prospects in open seats. A stronger Dole
performance would have benefited Repubii-
cans, especially outside the South. In the
South, realigning trends took hold, and the
absence of Democratic mcumbents unleashed
in the South. Republicans ran eight points
better in the South than elsewhere.

The variable that best explained the
outcome of senate elections was the magni-
tude and direction of the gender gap (col-
umns IV and V). Drawing on state-by-state
exit poll data from CNN and PoliticsNow,
the magnitude of the partisan gap can be
estimated. The regression resuits indicate
that the gender gap contsols overwhelm ail
other indicators, including the Dole vote,
and these controls provide the best explana-
tion for the outcome of senate open seais.
The driving force behind senate elections is
the partisan gap among women: the gap
among women akone explains 75 percent of
the variance in the vote, while the male
partisan gap expiains 55 percent; together
these variables explain 83 percent of the
variance. The slope of the female partisan
gap is twice that of the male partisan gap,
indicating that the GOP essentially lived or
died in open senate races based on thelr
ability to attract female voters.

“The Sunshine Boys”

Despite the retiremtent of several senior
senators in both parties, the oldest senator
sought reelection: 93-year old I Strem
Thurmond. While Thurmond was returned
to office with a majority, his was one of the
closest races in the South or involving an
incumbent {(Wyman, 1996). This was the
first election in Thurmond's senate career
where his popular support fell below 55
percent.

Polls commissioned by Thurmond in-
dicated that the voters of Soutk Carolina
preferred that he not seek another term in
office {Ayers, 1996}, Triai heats conducted
throughout the summer showed Thurmond
running ahead of all of his potential cppo-
nents, but with the expressed supportof less
than haif of the voters surveyed {Wyman,
1996). In exit pells conducted for CNN, 31
percent of South Caolina voters who had
reservations about Thurmond’s age none-
theless chose to reelect him (CNN, 1996)
Thurmond's reelection margin (53-44, o




54.6 percent of the two-party vote) illus- .
trates the lack of enthusiasm for his bid
Thurmond’s reelection was dependent
on the support he garnered from black vot-
ers. The failed Democratic primary candi-
date, Cecil Williams, an African-American
minister, endorsed Thurmond over Demo-
cratic nominee Elliott Close. Exit polls
indicate that Thurmond garnered
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to vote with the Contract with America more
than 25 peicent of the time but less than 93
percent of the time. All other former House
members entering the Senate were fockstep in
support of or in opposition to the 1994 Repub-
lican agenda.

Grant’s {1996) examination of Senate pri-
mary candidates in open seats indicated that

_has indicated he will not be a candidate for

governor, Wendell Ford (KY), John Glenn
(OH), Fritz Hollings (8C), and Dale
Bumpers (AR) are in their 70s and they are
all likely to step aside.

If the Democrats named above retire,
three centrist southern Democrats will re-
main in the Senate: Graham, John Breaux
{LA) and Charles Robb (VA), the

21 percent of the biack vote (CNN, | Table 2: Explaining the Vote in Open Seats
1996). If one extrapolates from
these data, based on 25 percent of | Variables ! I ik v
all wmout being black, it appears | Constant 2243 2587 1539 3861
that about 5.3 percent of the total { Dole Vote 60" 48" .45 003
vote cast on November 5 were black i
ballots for Strom Thurmeond. This Spe'!c‘i'sng Fatio 0.52
figure represents the difference be- Exdgg?ﬁce 1.76
sween Thurmond’s vote share and Normda\glecieTrmd 26"
his recetving less than a majerity '
Had those ballots been cast for his Sotth 8 42"
apponent, Thurmond may have | Famde Patisan Gap A
found himself retired to Edgefield | \de Patisn Gop oo
County to await the result of the
next Ms. South Carolina pageant.

There are lessons for Republi- | Adjusted-R2 062 081 076 082
cans and Democrats from the close | N=14," p<.01

ideological disposition of fresh-
man Max Cleland (GA) is centrist,
V| while Mary Landrieu (L. A)hasleft-
50 | wardleanings The partisan trends
and the historic performance of the
president’s party at the second mid-
term indicate that seats leftopenby
Democrats in 1998 stand a good
chance of switching to the GOP
column. The outcome of the 1998
election will reinforce the conser-
vative, Republican majority
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call of this Republican icon. For
Republicans, it is worth noting that while
the South is realigned to the GOP, realign-
ment plus incumbency is not sufficient o
ensure electoral security. Pespite his status
as an icon, Thurmond received less white
suppott than any GOP incumbent in the
South. Other factors extended beyond the
racial basis of the southernrealignment, and
those factors served asa countervailing force
to the Republican electoral tide. For Demo-
crats, the lesson is simple: don't take black
ballots tor granted. If the black voters had
supported Republican candidates in Louisi-
ana and Georgia at the levels observed in
South Carolina, the GOP would likely have
gained those seats. Conversely, more tradi-
tionally-Democratic voting by blacks might
have toppled Thurmond.

A More Partisan Senate?
Conservative icons such as Thurmond
will continue in office, but the new senate
" wiil make them appear more mainstream, as
even more ideological freshmen senators
enter the chamber. The 1996 Senate elec-
tions continued the obliteration of the mod-
erate middle in the U S. Senate  The four
retiring southern DPemocrats — Nunn,
Heflin. Johnston, and Pryor - were re-
placed by two Democrats and two Republi-
cans, of whom only Max Cleland (D-GA)
has centrist bona fides
Of the eight House membess who ad-
vanced 1o the Senate. only one had an ADA
score between 23 and 735 — Johnson (D-SD)
-— who was also the only incoming senator

this extremism permeates the freshman class.
Extreme candidates were more likely to pre-
vail over moderates in the open seat primaries;
an examination of his categories of ideology
for the party nominees indicates that moderate
candidates did not do well against the extrem-
ists, and that often voter choices were cleatly
defined in terms of the ideology of the candi-
dates (see also Todd and Schneider, 1996).

Toward 1998: Sitting in the Catbird Seat

The GOP sits in art enviable position with
regard to the Senate. In & thirteen state South
(the eleven secession states plus Kentucky and
Oklahoma), Republicans hold 18 of 26 senate
seats; if the retirement trend proceeds as ex-
pected, and partisan trends are unabated, the
GOP could hold a 21-seat conservative base
among the 26 southern senate seats. This
would mean that the GOP would only have to
hold 30 of the 74 northern seats to preserve a
majority in the chamber. By comparison,
Democrats would have to win over 60 percent
of non-southern seats to regain the chamber . In
1998 this would mean picking up five current
GOP seats, in addition to holding the 18 cur-
rently-Democratic seats. Such a pickup by the
incumbent president’s party at the midterm has
occurred on one other oecasion — 1934 — and
back then realigning trends favored the Demo-
crats.

Locking toward 1998, the prospects are
not good for the Democrats. More Democratic
{18} than Republican (16) seats are up, and the
exodus of moderate Democrats is poised to
continue, While Democrat Bob Gizham (FL)
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The South in'the House, Version ‘96

Charles S. Bullock III, University of Georgia

n 1996, as during most of its history, the

South sailed against the general electoial
tide. As Democrats gained ten seats in the
rest of the nation, the South saw the GOP
win five open seats which more than oflset
the defeat of three flawed freshmen.

The net gain of two in the region paled
against the shift of nine seats to the GOP in
1992 and 16 two years later. Nonetheless,
(GOP advances were not inconsequential in
light of the national pattern and, when
coupled with Republican gains in the US
Senate and state legislatures, show that the
GOP tide continues to rise in what for gen-
erations was a placid Democratic inland
sea

While the partisan drift of the South (in
House, Senate and presidential voting) was
opposite that of the North, pervasive incum-
bent success marked both regions. That
incurnbents won reelection is not surpris-
ing, except that in four southern states redis-
tricting was widely thought to have endan-
gered some members. Yet the only casualty
inaredrawn district, Texan Steve Stockman
(R), was already endangered and his district
changed fittle in the court’s reconfiguration.

Party

The 19%90s have brought unprecedented
success to the GOP. At the beginning of the
decade, Republicans held about a third of
the region’s seats in both chambers (Alstrup
1996). In the new Congress, Republicans
command 37 percent of the House seats
from the 11 southern states with majoriies
in the Alabama, Florida, Georgia. Coiisi-

ana Mtsswmggt South Carolina and Ten-
nessee delegatmns Democrats have ma-
jorities in Texas and Virginia while the
North Carolina and Arkansas delegations
are evenly divided. Before 1992, Republi-
cans constituted a majority only in Florida
and held haif Louisiana’s seats.
Republicans have been especially suc-
cessful in the Deep South h where_they now
control, aimost 70 percent of the seats. Re-

_pubhcans fill all but 11 of 36 seats appor-

tioned to Alabama, Geernm, Louisiana,
Mississippi and South Carolinas naandof Lhose,
only fouf are filled by whites Across the
entire South, which for decades sent more
than 100 white Democrats to the House,
only 19 experienced white, non-Hispanic

Dremocrats took the oath on January 3, 1997,

Diespite continued erosion of their once
tmpregnable position, Demogratssantokesome
heart from successfully defending most of the
1% seats vacaléd by meimbers of thelr party.
Key to success was the nommauon of conser-

o104 o e T

ﬂmt {hey wef tsnnp[y dmwhn iz membersof
the northem hberaE nge of the pmtx(q%g 2.,
Biackand Black | 986) The open seats won by,
“Republicans included four of five vacated dis-
tncts won by ( George Bush in 1992 (Bu[lock
1996). Partisan realignient ir these disiricts

may | Elave advanced 50 far that onEy the rem'mg
mcumbent it could stand agamst i
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Race

White Democrats have been replaced not
just by Republicans but also by African Ameri-
cans of their own party. Affirmative action
gerrymandering demanded by the Department
of Justice added 13 new majority black dis-
tricts to the four that already existed. Begin-
ning in 1995 in Miller v Johnson, courts found
violations of the Equal Protection Clause in
Florida, Georgia, Louisiana and Texas dis-

tiicts drawn predominanty on the basis of

race. In correcting the constitutional viola-
riom, six districts ceased to have black majori-
ties. Anattorney with the ACLU, which worked
to insure that Georgia had three majority black
districts, lamented, *I really fear that this court
is sending us back to the dark days of the 19th
century” (Matthews 1995). Some white Demo-
crats hoped that their party would regain seats
in districts that had fallen to Republicans ear-
lier in the decade but now had larger concentra-
tions of black voters. When the retumns were
counted, neither the fears of African Ameri-
cans nor the hopes of white Democrats had
been realized.

Of the Aftican Americans whose districts
were whitened, all but Louisiana’s Cleo Fields
sought reelection and all five who ran suc-
ceeded Two members performed better in the
new districts than they had in the older, blacker

ones. North Florida’s Corine Brown saw her

vate share break 60 percent for the first time
and, despite the free-for-all special elections
held in 13 Texas distzicts, Sheila Jackson Lee
boosted her percentage four poings te 77
Excepting Fields, Georgians Cynthia
McKinney and Sanford Bishop had the most
changed distiicts. McKinney had represented

a 63 percent hlack district that, like General
Sherman’s march, went from Atlanta to Sa-
vanaak, When her 260-mile long district
was dismembered, she opted to run in dis-
trict 4 that the 1990 census showed to be 37
percent black In district 2, Bishop's Afri-
can- American percentage dropped from 57
10 39 as the boundaries were recast to follow
county lines and the finger that twisted into
Macon was amputated.

The reconfiguration forced McKinney
and Bishop to spend more money, campaign
more aggressively, and in Bishop's case,
move to a new address. Challengers in both
parties believed the rhetoric — some of it
from McKinney — and sought to take ad-
vantage of what they believed to be hopeless
situations for the incumbents.

The incumbents easily overcame pri-
mary challenges as McKinney took 67 per-
cent of the vote in defeating three white
challengers, including the 1994 Democratic
nominee in the district and a two-term staie
senator who had represented a majority-
black district. Bishop bested two opponents
with 39 percent of the vote.

Even after she won renomination with-
out a runoff, many thought McKinney to be
in troubie since she managed only 46 percent
of the combined Democratic and Republi-
can votes cast in the primary . Moreover, her
very liberal voting record had ADA, ACLU
and COPE scores about 25 poinis highe:
than Bishop’s (Barone and Ujifusa 1993)
and she had been an outspoken supporter ol
the president.

Towin in November, McKinney needed
white votes and one source might have been
the district’s Jewish population which is
high for the South, constituting somewhere
around six percent of the electorate. When
McKinney’s opponent criticized her for vot-
ing against a motion sponsored by Rep John
Lewis {ID-GA) to sanction the anti-Semitic
comments of one of Louis Farrakhan's lieu-
tenants, McKinney's father denounced the
challenger as a “racist Jew,” further alienat-
ing a possible source of white support. The
tumultuous campaign, coupled with the
challenger's ability to raise funds to publi-
cize his moderate agenda {pro-choice and
gun control), led Congressional Quarierly
to rate this contest a toss-up (Kalb 1996)
while the Southern Political Report gave
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McKinney a slight lead {Wyman 1996).

“The outcome was not close. To near-
unanimous black support, McKinney added
almost 30 percent of the white vote for a 58
vole share, equalling Newt Gingrich’s vic-
tory margin in a neighboring district.
McKinney was helped by racial transition
underway in DeKalb County, where the
great bulk of her constituents lived and
implementation of the Motor Voter Law
which resulted in African Americans com-
prising 41 percent of the registrants.

In rural, southwest Georgia, Bishop
had advantages stemming from his support
of the economically-important peanut crop
as a member of the Agriculture Committee.
His moderate record — the Conservative
Coalition index showed him to be the most
conservative black Demaocrat — and bira-
cial appeals enabled Bishop o survive in
one of the racially tenser portions of the
state. Bishop took 36 percent of the white
vote on his way to a 54 percent majority,
confirming his belief that “Cotton, peanuts
and soybeans are all more important than
my race” {Grann 1996).

The standards for racially polarized
voting set forth by the Supreme Court in
Thornburg v. Gingles (1986}, the first case
to interpret Section 2 of the Voting Rights
Act (the provision that gave rise io recent
racial gerrymandering), have been inter-
preted by some to mean that jurisdictions
are vulnerable whenever minority-preferred
candidates poll a majority of the black, but
not the white, vote. From that perspective,
the vote for McKinney and Bishop was
racially polarized It is useful to put those
vote shares in perspective. Exit polls show
Bill Clinton supported by only 29 percent of
Georgia's whites in 1996 while Max Cletand
attracted 37 percent white support in be-
coming Sam Nunn's successor. White
Permocratic nominees in congressional dis-
tricts 8 and 10, two of the districts that
inherited substantial numbers of African
Americans excised from districts 2 and 4,
attracted no more than a third of the white
vote. Recent statewide Democrats have
consistently failed to get the bulk of the
white vote when facing competitive Repub-
lican nominees {Bullock and Furr 1994). In
1994, white Demnocratic congressional nomi-
nees foniy one of whom won) averaged 35
percent of the white vote. The botiom iine
is that the two black, congressional Bemo-
crats did as well as white Democrats now do
in Georgia suggesting that for white voters,
party is mote imporiant than candidate’s
Tiace.

Rather than interpret her victory as
evidence that African Americans can win in
majority white districts, McKinney asserted

that she’triumphed only because of incum-
bency ‘and that ‘a majority-black district is
essential to win the initial election. Testingher
proposition mustawaitachanging ofthe guard,
bul is her argument reasonable?

There is little debate that incumbents are
advantaged and African Americans tend to
attract more white voters as incumbents (Bui-
lock 1984). I isnotclear, however, that blacks
would be unable to win in the live reconfigured
districts The first hurdle to election is to win
nomination.  As growing shares of white
southerners vote in GOP primaries, black vot-
ers candominate Democratic primaries in some
majority white districts as occurred when
McKinney was renominated in 1996

African Americans who ofien get ned-
unanimous black support in the general elec-
tion could win these districts with less than 30
percent of the white vote, a threshold that is
increasingly feasible. When running for open
seats in 1992, McKinney and Bishop each
polled approximately 30 percent of the white
vote and black candidates seeking the Florida
seat ultimately won by Corrine Brown took
hetween 20 and 19 percent of the non-black
vote (Lichtman 1996; Maggiotto 1996). There-
fore it is not unreasonable to expect that black
non-incumbents couid win in the districts
crafted in the latest round of redistricting.

Summary

Although there is stili some bleeding,
southern Democrats are no longer hemorrhag-
ing. In 1996, Republicans nibble away at what
remains of white Democratic strength but were
denied major gains as the South’s traditional
party often nominated moderates, or even con-
servatives. Even as the region’s congressional
preference becomes increasingly Republican,
five African Americans survived in majority-
white districts by running about as well among
white voters as white Democratic nominees
do.

Notes

1. In addition 1o the four districts that gave the
pluralities to Bush in 1992 (Builock 1996), the
area in Texas 5, as redrawn in August 1996,
gave Bush a narrow plurality.

2. District 18 in Houston had been held by an
African American since 1972 but lacked a
black majority until redrawn in the 1980s

3. North Carolina’s [ 2™ district was also struck
down in June 1996 but the trial court delayed
the drawing of mew districts until after the
November elections

4 In district 8 the Democrat got about 34
percent of the white vote while the white

Democrat it district 10 ook 30 percent of

‘the- white vote.
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ESTRRRRRRR TheMOi‘e Things Chang.e.°°: R
Republican Realignment in the Mountain West

Peter F. Galderisi, Utah State University

n the 1970s and 1980s political analysts

discussed the potential for a long-term
Republican realignment. Attention was gen-
erally focused, and with good cause, on the
changing dynamics of elections in the once
most Democratic region of the country, the
South.! As the Southern movement to the

fact that only two governorships are decided in
presidential election years).

Recent studies of regional demographic
trends indicate the continuation of Republican
dominance. "People moving here are largely
conservative; many are fleeing what they con-
sider ili-conceived liberal government on ei-

West Republicanrealignment? Perhaps . With
little variation, the Republicans have main-
tained their virtual lock on the state legisla-
tures {controfling 13 of 16 chambers). They
now reside in 6 of the § governor’s man-
sions—almost a complete reversal of their
1984 fortunes.* And history dictates that the
Republicans

Repubtican Party

was progressing, Republicans in the Mountain West: House Results, 1984-1996 should increase
however, a guiet their regional
revolution had al- 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 margins of vic-
r'eadygccun'ed 10 % seats 708% 62,5% 62«5% 54\2% 54 2% 75~G% 83n3% tory, if not their
the less-popu- % votes 61.4% 57.1% 55.6% 52.8% 50.3% 581% 56.2% numbers in the
lated states of the | @ve. dist vote % 60.7% 56.5% 55.0% 52.6% 499% 58.1% 55.3% 1998 midterm
Mountain West: ave. win. vole % 71.3% 669% 63.6% 66.7% 60.2% 64.6% 594% House elections.
Arizona, Colo- natl. % vote 47.0% 44.6% 45.5% 45.0% 45.6% 52.4% 49.0% The issue of
rado, Idaho, realignmeni in
Montana, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, and  ther coast; and they either adopt or bring with  the region is however not fully resolved.
Wyoming. themn the kind of independent streak that has  Although the size of the Republican House

The Mountain West was once the sec-
ond most Democratic region in the country,
with Republicans winning only one-thizd of
afl House elections from 1932 10 19657 In
1984, the year of Ronald Reagan's landslide
reetection victory, it was clearly the most
Republican, as Republicans captured 70.8%,
or 17 of the region’s 24 House seats (29%
above the national pioportion), held 68 9%,
or 11 of 16 Senate seats (15 9% above), and
won 66 1% of the presidential vote (7.3%
above). The movement to the Republicans
was slow, characteristic of what political
anzalysts call a secular, creeping, or roliing
realignment. The causes were many: a
change in social class identification, with a
parallel change to more conservative atti-
tudes about welfare; economic diversifica-
tion with less dependence upon national
government revenues; an increasing frus-
tration with national public land policies; a
reaction to Democratic sociaf policies; along
with a strategic application of Republican
Party resources to open House and incum-
bent Senate seats {Galderisi et al. 1987,
Lyons 1987). The Mountain West was
clearly “Reagan country " The president’s
popularsupport ineach of the region’s states
exceeded the national proportion in 1984,
with Idaho, Utah, and Wyoming providing
three of his top four victories. Only in pre-
serving their hold on the region's governor-
ships (7 of 8 after the 1984 elections, all 8
before) did the Democrats show any sign of
continuing strength (perhaps aided by the

always dominated Western political thinking.”
(Kenworthy 1996). Recent electoral trends
seem to verify this analysis. After the 1994
midierm elections, Republicans controlled 18
of the 24 House seats and 11 of the 16 Senate
seats (respectively, 21.9% and 16.8% above
the national figures).

In 1996, the Repubiican Revolution of
1994 continued seemingiy unabated. The Re-
publicans won two more U.S. House seats (20
of 24, or 83.3%) and maintained their over-
whelming control of the Senate delegation (12
of 16, or 75%).* Al 15 Republicans who ran
for House reelection were victorious, includ-
ing three freshman who were targeted by the
Democratic Party (as well as labor and envi-
ronmental organizations) for defeat, and the
Republicans held on to their two open seats.
Democrats were less fortunate in the six seats
they held. Democratic incumbents were re-
elected in three districts, but Bill Orton lost his
tenuous hold on Utah’s heavily-Republican
third district as he faced a credible and well-
financed challenger for the first time (not to
mention a pre-election monument designation
in his district by the president). They also lost
one of their two open seats (Montana), held by
Pat Williams since the consolidation of that
state’s 2 districts after reapportionment. The
Senate races were a draw. All 3 incumbents,
including 2 Republicans, were reelected (al-
though with lowered electoral margins) and
the Republicans held the seats vacated in Colo-
rado and Wyoming

Is this a solidification of the Mountain

delegation is larger than it was in 1984, the
comparative depth of Republican support is
smaller. In 1984, Republican House candi-
dates won 01.4% of the regional vote (com-
pared to 47% nationally), with mean aver-
ages of 60.7% of the vote in each of the 24
districts in which they ran and 71. 3% in the
17 districts they won. In 1996, Republican
candidates still managed to do better here
than the country as a whole {and better than
they did from 1988-1992), but they won only
56.2% of the regional vote, with district
averages of 55.3% and 59 4%, respectively.
Only one candidaie surpassed the average
1984 victory level Compared to 1984, or
any year since, the party is doing more with
less: the difference between the proportion
of seats won and votes won now stands at

over 27% 4
Voting patierns in the region for na-
tional office are highly volatile. Aggregate
Republican presidential strength has varied
by as much as 28% since 1984 Independent
and third party presidential support has been
as high as 25.6%. The Republican propor-
tion of the House vote has varied by as much
as 11.1%, the proportion of House seats by
as much as 29.1%. As elsewhere, more Re-
publican seats are being won at the margins,
where minor shifts in demography, mobili-
zation, candidate quality, and local and na-
tional trends can spel success or defeat for
either party’s candidates. For example, a last
minute campaign warming Republican vot-
Continued on pg 15
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The 1996 Minnesota Senate Race:
How to Win An Unpopularity Contest

Steven E. Schier, Carleton College

he 1996 Minnesota Senate election

promised to be a sharply contested af-
fair, and in this respect at least, it did not
disappoint. The contest pitched the most
liberal Senate incumbens seeking reelection
in 1996, Paul Wellstone, against the man he
had unseated six years earlier, Rudy
Boschwitz. Both candidates suffered from
serious image problems with large segments
of the electorate; the least unpopular would
win. All of the ingredients foracompetitive
race were present: a formidable challenger
with substantial campaign resources, an in-
cumbent with a conspicaous and controver-
sial record, and both campaigns’ use of
skilled Washington operatives and exten-
sive campaign commercials (Jacobson.
1997, pp. 78-79).

Paul Wellstone had never achieved high
popularity as a Senate incumbent. His first
year in office involved several highly pub-
licized blunders. Wellstone had former
vice-president Walter Mondale escort him
to his swearing-in, snubbing the tradition
that called for his senior colleague from
Minnesota, Republican David Purenberger,
to accompany him. Wellstone heid an ill-
advised press conference at the Vietnam
Veterans Memorial, infuriating veterans’
groups. He hectored President Bush about
the Gulf War during & White House recep-
tion. Wellstone’s vote against the Guif War
further damaged his popularity in Minne-
sota. By the Spring of 1991, Wellstone’s
behavior convinced 51 percent of respon-
dents in a MINNEAPOLIS STAR TRI-
BUNE poll to disapprove of his perfor-
mance as a Senator (Congressional Quar-
terty, 1991, p. 783).

From this low point, Paul Wellstone
began to fearn and improve on the job.
Always an enthusiastic campaigner, he re-
turned home frequently to pursue the retail
politics he loved. Over the remainder of his
Senate term, he stood out as an energetic
defender of government benefits for Minne-
sotans. He became an important player in

the ill-starred health care reform effort of

1993-94, championing a Canadian-style
single payer system. Veterans and farm
groups found him to be their fiscal friend.
The arrival of a Republican Congress in
1994 further aided his efforts to portray
himself as a scrappy fighter for the average

person against the Republican “extremist”
budget cutters in Washington. By 1996, just

over 50 percent of Minnesotans approved of

Wellstone's job performance — a definite
improvement, but a weak enough showing to
mark him as electorally vulnerable {Daves,
1996, p. 6.

Usually reelection contests center on the
record of the incumbent. In 1996, Minneso-
tans had the choice between two incumbents.
Rudy Boschwitz made clear early on his intent
to run for the seat again. He had passed up the
1994 race, won by Republican Rod Grams,
claiming that he was “not ready” to refurn to
politics yet  Less charitable observers saw a
strong desire by Boschwitz to "get even™ with
the upstart professer who had unseated him.

If Wellstone was less than overwhelm-
ingly popular by 1996, so was Rudy Boschwitz,
A major reason lay in how Boschwitz lost the
1990 Senate race. Boschwitz held alead inthe
high single digits on the Friday before the
Tuesday election. Over the weekend, a letter
Boschwitz had written to Jewish supporters in
the state became public.  The letter charged
that Wellstone had married a Christian and had
raised his children as “nonlews.” In a state
with a tiny Jewish population, this did not
smack of religious tolerance. Tracking polls
showed Welistone with his first lead of the
election on Monday night, and he won by just

over one percent of the vote in Tuesday. If

Boschwitz was to regain his seat, he con-
fronted an impostant image-repair project first.

Boschwitz’s presence in the primary field
prevented any other major candidates from
entering. Boschwitz managed to block the
endorsement of Bert McKasy, a former state
comimerce commissioner favored by the party's
right wing, at the state convention. McKasy
withdrew shortly afterwards, and Boschwitz
cruised to victory with 81 percent of the vote in
the early September primary.

In retrospect, primary night was the
Boschwitz campaign’s high water mark, A
poll released that night showed he was viewed
more positively than Wellstone and locked in
2 43-42 dead heat with the incumbent (Smith,
1996A). This was a remarkable showing for
Boschwitz, given the Minnesota political envi-
ronment of 1996 The state is more liberal than
most. Clinton’s job approvai consistently rated
10 percent higher than his nationai average,
and George Bush's 10 percent lower About

10 percent fewer supported the Gulf Warin
Minnesota than did nationwide The Dole
campaign proved dead-on-arrival in the state.
Clinton posted leads over Dole in the fifteen
to thirty point range throughout the fall. The
Minnesota economy was booming, with un-
employment at record lows, usually good
news for incumbents.

So how did Boschwitz get close by
early September? Since May, the National
Republican Senatorial Committee had bar-
raged the state with negative tv and radio
spots about Wellstone’s record. The spots
involved their share of distortions and em-
ployed harsh language, terming Wellstone
“unbelievably” and “embarrassingly”™ 1ib-
eral and “stuck in the sixties, decades out of
touch” By early September, this advertis-
ing had driven up Welistone's negatives
(Smith, 1996A). The Senator’s vote against
welfare reform also found its way into the
attack ad mix. At one point, the NRSC ran
an ad praising Clinton for signing the bill
and faulting Wellstone for opposing it

The Wellstone campaign had responded
to this with a defensive crouch. Though it
had run some positive ads, the airwaves for
months had been dominated by anti-
Wellstone messages

The Senator was still stuck in the Sen-
ate, not able to flex his rhetoric on the
hustings yet. In early debates between the
candidates, Wellstone seemed cranky and
out-of-sorts, while Boschwitz, though less
rhetorically impressive, seemed more re-
faxed

The situation trended steadily in
Wellstones favor during the last six weeks
of the campaign. Several reasons account
for this. The most obvious reason lay in the
mistakes of the Boschwiiz campaign. Un-
der the ttelage ol Republican campaign
guru Arthur Finkelstein, the campaign con-
tinued to air primarily negative ads, while
the NRSC also churned out attack spots.
The result was the highest proportion of
negative advertising that any Senale cam-
paign had ever placed before the Mianesota
electorate

By mid-October, Minnesotans had
enough. A STAR TRIBUNE poll revealed
that & large majority of respondents had
seen or heard ads for the Senate campaign
Of those who had encountered any cam-
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paign advertising, 55 percent said it made

‘them more likely to vote for Wellstone;

while only 30 were more likely to vote for
Boschwitz (Baden, 1996). A large majority
of voters believed that the pegative ads
aimed at Wellstone sought to “attack™ him,
not “explain his record.” Wellstone now led
the race by nine points, 47 percent to 38
percent {Baden, 1996)

The Boschwitz ads failed because their
tone obstructed their substantive message
One ad featured a pot-bellied cartoon
Wellstone waving a “liberal” sign as vari-
ous of his Senate votes were mentioned.
Another showed bedraggled sixties leftovers
meeting in convention to induct Wellstone
into the “1967 iiberal hall of fame.” The
harsh tore of these ads could only appeal to
those already opposed to Wellstone and
who took umbrage at the sixties and his
liberalism  These voters were alieady in
Boschwitz’s pocket, The ads instead needed
to explain Lo voters with reservations about
Wellstone just what Boschwitz would do
for them

Boschwitz apparently did not think his
image needed repair, but given the circum-
stances surrounding his defeat in 1990, he
was wrong. In the mid-October poll, only
half his voters were voting FOR him while
halfwere voting AGAINST Wellstone The
chaltenger had provided few reasons thus
far for an affirmative vote for him. The
Boschwitz campaign began to run more
positive ads aftermid-October, but the harsh
attack ads also continued to air.

The Wellstone campaign responded
well to the challenge of mid-September
First, the campaign hired Washirgton con-
sultant Mandy Grunwald {of Clinton’92
fame) to reshape their advertising strategy
Grunwald ran a mix of positive ads and what
columnist Joe Klein has termed “empathetic
negative” spots (Klein, 1996). A good ex-
ample of the latter was a spot [ocusing on
domestic violence. It began with Wellstone
talking with quiet passion about the scourge
of domestic violence and how he gave money
from his salary to fight it. Then, viewers
were notified that Rudy Boschwitz voted to
increase his own pay and had stated that
596,000 wasn’t a lot to live on. Then back
to Wellstone who explains that his entire
pay increase goes to fight domestic vio-
lence.  The Clinton campaign used this
empathetic positive-negative-empathetic
positive approach against Dole with devas-
tating effect. The targets of these Wellstone
spots were female voters who would re-
spond to empathetic messages but not to the
harsh attacks of the anti-Wellstone forces.

By early November, Wellstone led by four

poinis among male voters, but by 21 points
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ameong female voters (Smith, 1996B).

Wellstone got a lift from a visit by the
President a week before theelection. Boschwirz
was reduced to claiming that on many issues,
such as GATT, NAFTA, welfare reform and
the Freedom to Farm Act, he agreed with
Clinton but Wellstone did not. Meanwhile,
Clinton was rthetorically embracing Wellstone
before a large crowd at the Target Center in
Minneapolis. The Senator had found his cam-
paign voice again and proved to be a happy and
energetic warrior on the campaign trail. The
crankiness of September had vanished. The
Wellstone campaign also devoted consider-
able regources from its substantial $7 million
campaign war chest to voter registration and
gei-out-the-vote efforts.

TheBoschwitzcampaign in contrastraised
about $5 billion and spent very little on such
efforts. Clearly behind going into the final
weekend, the campaign attempted a high-risk
attack on Wellstone's character, reminiscent
of the “lewish letier” of 1990, Boschwitz
appeared at a press conference will several
steelworkers who claimed that Wellstone had
refused to respond to their questions about
whether he had participated in a flag burning in
the 1960s. One steelworker claimed that a
local ofTiciat that he would not name had told
him that Welistone had admitred to burning the
flag. Based on this hearsay “evidence,”
Boschwitz called for the Senator to answer the
questions about flag-burming. The Boschwitz
campaign was forced quickly to back away
from this nasty and desperate tactic. The logic
behind the attack was mystifying. Flag burn-
ing was hardly a major issue for most Minne-
sotans, and the absence of evidence subjected
Boschwitz to harsh treatment from the state
media. The Sain Paul Pioneer Press headline
the next day read “Boschwitz Blunder,
Wellstone Windfall" (Ragsdale, Salisbury and
Coffman, 1996).

On November 5, Wellstone bested
Boschwiiz by 50-41 percent. Dean Barkley,
the Reform Party candidate gained 7 percent of
the vote. The Senator maintained the same
percentage he won in 1990; Boschwitz had
slipped back. Why? Jon Lemer, campaign
manager for Boschwitz, correctly claimed that
the environment was “bad” for Minnesota
Republicans in 1996. Clinton won the state by
sixteen points (3 1% to 353%) and all incumbent
Democratic Representatives won reelection
handily. Still, the Boschwitz campaign failed
10 make the most of their opportunity, while
the Wellstone campaign capitalized on the
factors working for them in 1996

Boschwitz's support never rose above 42
percent in any poil from July to November,
while Wellsione's trended up to 50 percent,
Why? The Wellstone camp effectively de-
ployed its candidate and adveitising in Ocloe-

ber and tied the Senator 1o a popular presi-
dent a week before the balloting. The
Boschwitz effort continued negative ads
beyond the point at which they became
counterproductive and had to fight to keep
the unpopular Newt Gingrich out of the
State in October. 1In the end, Rudy
Boschwitz failed to explain to voters why
they should support him. Wellstone had the
easier sale to make in Minnesota in 1996,
but he also did a better job of making the
sale.

Does the 1996 Minnesota Senate race
demonstrate a new impotence for negative
ads? Hardly. Wellsione and other candi-
dates used negative themes in their ads to
great effect in the state in 1996 Bui the
Boschwitz failure does suggest the limits of
negative ads. If your candidate is well
knownandnotthat well liked, simply going
negative on a comparably well known and
disliked opponent isn't enough. Yourcan-
didate must also appear a more desirable
alternative. The Boschwitz campaign was
too negative, too much of the time, earning
him an unwanted first place in Minnesota’s
unpopularity contest

Notes

I. Polls throughout the campaign showed
Barkley in single digits. He attacked
Wellstone for his fiscal undiscipline and
Boschwitz for his endorsernent of Dole’s
tax cuts. In the debates in which he pastici-
pated, Barkley fared well — perhaps be-
cause neither of the other candidates at-
tacked him. Peolls during the campaign
could notreveal whether Barkley took more
votes [rom Boschwitz or Wellstone
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Congressional Elections
Continued from pg. 4

Congress. Regardless of whether many
voters deliberately balanced their vote for
Clinton with one for a Republican congres-
sional candidate, the public was pleased
with the final equilibrivm A majority of
respondents to a Pew Research poll con-
ducted immediately after the election said
they were happy with Clinton’s reelection
(53 percent, compared to 42 percent who
said they were unhappy), but an even larger
majority—65 perceni—said they were
happy that the Republicans had retained
control of Congress (only 27 percent were

unhappy)

1998 and Beyond

‘The 1996 elections leave no doubt that
the balance of competition for congressional
seats has shified sharply toward the Repub-
licans in the 1990s. The narrow House
majority now held by the Republicans ap-
proximates their current “natural” strength
in House elections and constitutes a deci-
sive break from the solid Democratic ma-
jorities of the previous four decades. The
House, like the Senate, is now up for grabs
by either party, though Republicans prob-
ably enjoy a small advantage overall in
both

The immediate future continues to look
promising to congressional Republicans.
The most regular occurrence in American
electoral history is the president’s party's

loss of Hduse seats in midterm elections, so the

“Republicans can count on strengthening their

grip on the House in 1998. And although the
out-party does not invariably pick up Senate
seats, the a review of the lineup of seats up for
election in 1998 suggests that Republican op-
partunities for gain outnumber those of Demo-
crats. Speculating beyond 1998 is riskier -no
one who has witnessed the reversals of fortune
besetting George Bush, Bill Clinton, or the
congressional Republicans in recemt years
should fee! confident about any prediction-—
put if our past experience with electoral poli-
tics under divided government is any guide,
the Demaocrats will have a very difficult time
winning control of Congress as fong as a Demo-
crat sits in the White House. Their best oppor-
tunity will come if and when voters become
disenchanted with the next Repubiican admin-
istration

Notes

I According to a national exit poil. those veters who
made their decision in the last few days before the
election went for Dole over Clinton. 4G percent 1o 335
percent Seethe Los Angeles Times. T November 1996
p A2Z

2 Reposted in Hotline. 15 November 1996
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mittee seats will enhance the reelection
chances of members while not moderating
their voting patterns significantly. As one
Republican staffer noted: “Democrats his-
toricaliy have . rewarded their loyal mem-
bers. Republicans are much more of a
team. .” (Cohen, 1996). How much of a
teamn remains to be seer, but there is little
question that the Repubtican Class of 1994
has not only survived but will play a major
congressional role for years 1o come.
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The More Things Change...
continued from pg. 11
ers of the hazards of providing Bill Clinton
(projected as the national winner long be-
fore election day) with a Democratic House

(which was still inguestion) may have helped
regional Republican can-

trends in this region, with 16% of the nation’s

national importance
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inthe Mountain Westcon-

tinued to run above the dismal 1996 national
performance, the regional drop in turnout
from {992 was precipitous, with some states
suffering double-digit declines.

The key to the region’s future perhaps
lies in which party can most attract a grow-
ing Hispanic population, which in 1996
reacted negatively tothe Republican Party's
strong anti-tmmigrant stand, and which, in
this region as well as others, increased its
support for Democratic candidates. Bill
Clinton won three (Arizona, New Mexico,
Nevadu) of the four states with the highest
proportion of voters of Hispanic-origin (Ari-
zona voting Democratic for the first time
since 1948), and barely lost the fourth (Colo-
rado). Compared to 1994, the Republican
proportion of the U.S. House vote declined
in 70.6% of these four states’ districis, while
it increased in 71.4% of the districts in
Idaho, Montana, Utak, and Wyoming.®

Whether this demographic and geo-
graphic split of the Mountain West contin-
ues i5 in question. For now, the region that
was far ahead in its movement to national,
consesvative Republican politics seems 1o
be catching up to the volatile, competitive,
low-turnout politics of the rest of the nation,
even as it continues to elect overwhelm-
ingly Republican congressional delegations
As its population increases. the political

2. Dara for this essay s analyses are 1aken from Stanley
and Niemi {1995}, Conge essionied QuanrerIv's Guide to
S Efecrions (19943, annual editions of the CO Alma-
nay (1984-1994), and post-election summaries in the
New York Times and Washingron Post

3 Ben Nighthorse Campbell’s 1995 party switch pro-
vided this twelfth Senate seat

4 In the legislaures of ldsho. Utah, and Wyoming,
Democrats currently provide [ittle more than token
opposition Republican Govemnors Leavite {Un) and
Racicot (Mt} won landmark reelection victories, the
farter perhaps assisted by the death of his chatienger
shortly before the election

5 My limited analysis indicates that this difference
cannot be atsributed solely to successtut partisan gerry-
munders

6. According to ABC News exir polls. Clinton’s His-
panic support ran from 66 to 85% in these states.
Nautionally. Cliston’s support is estimased ar about
71%. an 1% increase from 1992 National Hispanic
support for Bemocratic House cundidates was abowt
13% higher in 1996 than it was in 1994 (Puente 1996)
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