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Source: “Party Unity History,” CQ Weekly, January 3, 2011, 36.

Note: Party unity votes are defined as the percentage of all House and Senate votes in which a majority of 
Democrats opposed a majority of Republicans.

FIGURE 9-1  �  Party Unity Votes in Congress, 1970–2010
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constituencies and organized interests throughout the country. As one 
study noted, on a wide range of unrelated issues—“gun control, the econ-
omy, war, same-sex marriage, abortion, the environment, the financial 
bailout—the views of Republicans and Democrats have become increas-
ingly monolithic.”51

Party members also vote together because of their shared ideological com-
mitments. Changes in the ideological composition and the constituency base 
of the two congressional parties have contributed to the increased levels of 
partisanship in the contemporary Congress. Each of these sources of party 
unity—constituency and ideology—is discussed here. However, it is important 
to note that congressional party unity also has a source in explicitly partisan 
motives, meaning party members’ shared political interests in helping their 
party win elections and control Congress.52 These interests bring fellow parti-
sans together despite the diversity of their policy preferences. Indeed, even 
when interparty conflict in Congress was at a low ebb in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, the parties still successfully organized the committees and leader-
ship of Congress, and party affiliation remained the strongest single predictor 
of members’ voting behavior.

Members of Congress cooperate with their fellow partisans in part 
because their personal fate as politicians is bound up with their party’s  


