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public image. Members know that they do not win or lose elections solely as 
individual legislators. Voters’ attitudes about the national parties affect their 
choices in particular congressional elections.53 As a result, members take into 
account how their individual actions will affect public perceptions of their 
party as a whole. As one congressman explained to political scientist Randall 
Ripley, “We need a party record—and principles—as well as an individual 
record. The decline of the party image between 1962 and 1964 cost me 6 
percent at the polls.”54

Members also care about the collective image of their party because they 
want their party to command a congressional majority. Members gain power 
personally when their party is in the majority. Members of the majority party 
chair all committees and subcommittees, and majority leaders set the floor 
agenda. It is easier for members to advance their personal policy initiatives 
when they are in the majority.

Members concerned with winning elections and wielding influence will 
therefore pay attention to their party’s collective image. To foster positive pub-
lic impressions of their party, fellow partisans work to find common ground. 
They collaborate in efforts to construct an appealing policy agenda and then 
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FIGURE 9-2  �  Levels of Party Voting in Congress, 1970–2010

Source: Derived from annual CQ voting studies reported in CQ Weekly, January 3, 2011, 32.

Note: The graph shows the percentage of times the average Republican or Democrat in Congress voted  
with his party majority in partisan votes for the years listed. These composite party unity scores are based on 
votes that split the parties in the House and Senate—a majority of voting Republicans opposing a majority of 
voting Democrats. The scores have been recomputed to correct for absences.


