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where Downsian logic really applies is in the election
of individuals to executive posts—presidents, gover-
nors, and big city mayors. To choose among candi-
dates for the presidency or the New York City
mayoralty is to choose among “executive teams’—
candidates with their retinues of future high adminis-
trators, financial supporters, ghost-writers, pollsters,
student ideologues, journalistic flacks, hangers-on, oc-
casionally burglars and spies. In executive elections
the candidates are highly visible; they bid for favor in
Downsian fashion; they substantially control govern-
ment (or appear to) and can be charged with its
accomplishments and derelictions (President Nixon for”
inflation, Mayor Lindsay for crime); elections are
typically close (now even in most old machine cities);
voters can traffic in “expected differentials” (between
executive candidates rather than parties). When the
late V. O. Key, Jr., wrote The Responsible Electorate,’? a
book in the Downsian spirit, he had the empirical
good sense to focus on competition between incumbent
and prospective presidential administrations rather
than more broadly on competition between parties.
Indeed, it can be argued that American representative
assemblies have declined in power in the twentieth
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century (especially at the city council level) and
executives have risen chiefly because it is the execu-
tives who offer electorates something like Downsian
accountability.

But at the congressional level the teamsmanship
model breaks down. To hark back to the discussion of
Britain, the specified resource and incentive arrange-
ments conducive to party unity among M.P.s are
absent in the congressional environment: First, the
way in which congressional candidates win party
nominations is not, to say the least, one that fosters
party cohesion in Congress. For one thing, 435 House
members and 98 senators (all but the Indiana pair)
are now nominated by direct primary (or can be, in
the few states with challenge primaries) rather than by
caucus or convention. There is no reason to expect
large primary electorates to honor party loyalty. (An
introduction of the direct primary system in Britain
might in itself destroy party cohesion in the Com-
mons.) For another, even where party organizations
are still strong enough to control congressional
primaries,® the parties are locally rather than
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nationally oriented; local party unity is vital to them,
national party unity is not. Apparently it never has
been.®

Second, unlike the M.P. the typical American
congressman has to mobilize his own resources initially
to win a nomination and then to win election and
reelection. He builds his own electoral coalition and
sustains it. He raises and spends a great deal of money
in doing so. He has at his command an elaborate set of
electoral resources that the Congress bestows upon all
its members. There will be more on these points later.
The important point here is that a congressman
can—indeed must—build a power base that is sub-
stantially independent of party.3¢ In the words of a
House member quoted by Clapp, “If we depended- on
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the party organization to get elected, none of us would
be heve.” X &

Third, Congress does not have to sustain a cabinet
and hence does not engage the ambitions of its
members in cabinet formation in such a fashion as to
induce party cohesion. It would be wrong to posit a
general one-to-one relation here between party cohe-
sion and cabinet sustenance. On the one hand, there is
nothing preventing congressmen from building disci-
plined congressional parties anyway if they wanted to
do so. On the other hand, as the records of the Third
and Fourth French republics show, cabinet regimes
can be anchored in relatively incohesive parties. Yet,
to pose the proposition in statistical rather than
deterministic form, the need for an assembly to sustain
a cabinet probably raises the likelihood that it will
spawn disciplined parties.%

The fact is that no theoretical treatment of the
United States Congress that posits parties as analytic
units will go very far. So we are left with individual
congressmen, with 535 men and women rather than
two parties, as units to be examined in the discussion
to come. The style of argument will be somewhat like
that of Downs, but the reality more like that of
Namier.*® Whether the choice of units is propitious
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can be shown only in the facts marshaled and the
arguments embellished around them. With the units
nailed down, still left unanswered is the question of
whether congressmen in search of reelection are in a
position to do anything about it.

Here it will be useful to deal first with the minority
subset of congressmen who serve marginal districts or
states—constituencies fairly evenly balanced between
the parties. The reason for taking up the marginals
separately is to consider whether their electoral pre-
cariousness ought to induce them to engage in distinc-
tive electoral activities. Marginals have an obvious
problem; to a substantial degree they are at the mercy
of national partisan electoral swings. But general voter
awareness of congressional legislative activities is low.*
Hence national swings in the congressional vote are
normally judgments on what the president is doing (or
is thought to be doing) rather than on what Congress
is doing. In the familiar case where parties controlling
the presidency lose House seats in the midterm, swings
seem to be not judgments on anything at all but rather
artifacts of the election cycle.*! More along a judgmen-
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tal line, there has been an impressive relation over the
years between partisan voting for the House and ups
and downs in real income among voters. The national
electorate rewards the congressional party of a presi-
dent who reigns during economic Eoﬁuol@ and
punishes the party of one who reigns during adver-
sity.#2 Rewards and penalties may be given by the
same circuitous route for other states of affairs, includ-
ing national involvement in wars.** With voters behav-
ing the way they do, it is in the electoral interest of a
marginal congressman to help insure that a presiden-
tial administration of his own party is a popular
success or that one of the opposite party is a failure.
(Purely from the standpoint of electoral interest there
is no reason why a congressman with a safe seat should
care one way or another.)

But what can a marginal congressman do to affect
the fortunes of a presidency? One shorthand course a
marginal serving under a president of his own party
can take is to support him diligently in roll call voting;
there is ambiguous evidence that relevant marginals
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do behave disproportionately in this fashion.** This
strategy may not always be the best one. During the
1958 recession, for example, it may have been wise for
marginal Republicans to support Democratic deficit-
spending bills over the opposition of President Eisen-
hower; in the 1958 election Eisenhower’s policies seem
to have been ruinous for members of his own party.
How about marginals of the opposition party? By the
same logic it might be advantageous for opposition
marginals to try to wreck the economys; if it were done
unobtrusively the voters would probably blame the
president, not them.
There are a number of intriguing theoretical possi-
- bilities here for marginals of parties both in and out of
power. Yet marginals seem not to pay much attention
to strategies of this sort, whether ingenuous or ingen-
ious. What we are pondering is whether individual
marginals can realistically hope to do anything to
affect the national component of the variance over
time in congressional partisan election percentages.*
And the answer seems to be no—or at least extraordi-
narily little. Leaving aside the problem of generating
collective congressional action, there is the root prob-
lem of knowing what to try to do. It is hard to point to
an instance in recent decades in which any group of
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congressmen (marginals or not) has done something
that has clearly changed the national congressional
electoral percentage in a direction in which the group
intended to change it (or to keep it stationary if that
was the intention). There are too many imponder-
ables. Most importantly, presidents follow their own
logic. So do events. Not even economists can have a
clear idea about what the effects of economic measures
will be. The election cycle adds its own kind of
perversity; the vigorous enactment of President John-
son’s Great Society legislation (by all the survey
evidence popular) was followed in 1966 by the largest
Republican gain in House popular vote percentage
of the last quarter century. Hence there is a lack
of usable lore among congressmen on what legisla-
tive actions will produce what national electoral ef-
fects ®

46. Nonetheless there are interesting questions here that have
never been explored. Do marginal congressmen—or members
generally—of the party not in control of the presidency try to
sabotage the economy? Of course they must not appear to do so,
but there are “respectable” ways of acting. How about Republi-
cans in the Eightieth Congress with their tax cutting in time of
inflation? Or Democrats with their spending programs under
President Nixon—also in a time of inflation? The answer is
probably no. It would have to be shown that the same congress-
men’s actions differ under presidencies of different parties,.and
they probably do not. Strategies like this not only require
duplicity, they require a vigorous consciousness of distant effects of
a sort that is foreign to the congressional mentality.




32 Congress: The Electoral Connection

And there is after all the problem of generating
collective action—especially action among nonmargi-
nal congressmen who can watch national election
percentages oscillate and presidents come and go with
relative equanimity. All in all the rational way for
marginal congressmen to deal with national trends is
to ignore them, to treat them as acts of God over which
they can exercise no control. It makes much more
sense to devote resources to things over which they
think they can have some control. There is evidence
that marginals do think and act distinctively. House
marginals are more likely than nonmarginals to turn
up as “district-oriented” and ‘“delegates” in role
studies;*’ they introduce more floor amendments;* in
general marginals of both houses display more frenzy
in their election-oriented activities. But these activities
are not directed toward affecting national election
percentages. And although they may differ in inten-
sity, they do not differ in kind from the activities
engaged in by everybody else.

Are, then, congressmen in a position to do anything
about getting reelected? If an answer is sought in their
ability to affect national partisan percentages, the
answer is no. But if an answer is sought in their ability
to affect the percentages in their own primary and
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general elections, the answer is yes. Or at least so the
case will be presented here. More specifically, it will be
argued that they think that they can affect their own
percentages, that in fact they can affect their own
percentages, and furthermore that there is reason for
them to try to do so. This last is obvious for the
marginals, but perhaps not so obvious for the nonmar-
ginals. Are they not, after all, occupants of “safe
seats”’? It is easy to form an image of congressmen who
inherit lush party pastures and then graze their way.
through careers without ever having to worry about
elections. But this image is misconceived, and it is
important to show why.

First, when looked at from the standpoint of a
career, congressional seats are not as safe as they may
seem. Of House members serving in the Ninety-third
Congress 58 percent had at least one time in their
careers won general elections with less than 55 percent
of the total vote, 77 percent with less than 60 percent
of the vote. For senators the figures were 70 percent
and 86 percent (the last figure including fifteen of the
twenty-two southerners). And aside from these No-
vember results there is competition in the primaries.
The fact is that the typical congressman at least
occasionally has won a narrow victory.*
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Second-—to look at the election figures from a
different angle—in United States House elections only
about a third of the variance in partisan percentages
over time is attributable to national swings. About half
the variance is local (or, more properly, residual, the
variance not explained by national and state compo-
nents).”® The local component is probably at least as
high in Senate elections. Hence vote variation over
which congressmen have reason to think they can
exercise some control (i.e. the primary vote and the
local component of the November vote) is substantial.
What this comes down to in general elections is that
district vote fluctuations beyond or in opposition to
national trends can be quite striking. For example,

of the same party, and 1 (Hiram Fong: R., Hawaii) had come into
the Senate at the same time his state .entered the union.
(Predecessors here are taken to be the last elected predecessors; i.e.
interim appointees are ignored.) Of House members serving in the
same Congress, 157 had originally succeeded members of *the
opposite party; 223 members of the same party; and 55 had
originally taken newly created seats. (District continuity at the
time of member transition is assumed here if a new district took in
substantially the same territory as an old one.) ;
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between 1968 and 1970 the Republican share of the
national House vote fell 3.3 percent, but the share of
Congressman Chester L. Mize (R., Kans.) fell from
67.6 percent to 45.0 percent, and he lost his seat. In
1972 four incumbent Republican senators lost their
seats; in general 1972 was not a bad year for
congressional Republicans, and all four senators had
won in 1966 with at least 58 percent of the vote. And
so it goes. In addition, there are the primaries.® It is
hard for anyone to feel absolutely secure in an
electoral environment of this sort. In Kingdon’s inter-
view study of candidates who had just run for office in
Wisconsin (about a third of them running for Con-
gress) the proportion who recalled having been “un-
certain” about electoral outcome during their cam-
paigns was high, and the incidence of uncertainty was
only modestly related to actual electoral outcome.’?
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