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ran the whole show.”49 In 2012 in the Senate, “59.8 percent of 251 votes split 
along party lines, the most in a presidential election year since 1996.”50 

 Figure 9-2 depicts unity votes for the two parties in each chamber from 1956 
to 2012. House and Senate Democrats voted on average with their party  
92 percent of the time in 2011 and 2012. House Republicans voted on average 
almost as consistently as the Democrats in those years. Similarly, Senate 
Democrats were as united in their votes as members of the two parties in the 
House. “Only Senate Republicans showed a noteworthy departure from the 
partisan norm; their average party unity score fell from 86 percent” in 2011 to 80 
percent.51 This change occurred because six vulnerable Republican senators 
“departed from their party’s majority on at least a third” of the party unity votes.52 

Party cohesion stems from a number of roots. Members of a political party 
vote similarly because they are elected by many of the same sorts of 
constituencies and organized interests throughout the country. As one study 
noted, on a wide range of unrelated issues—“gun control, the economy, war, 
same-sex marriage, abortion, the environment, the financial bailout—the 
views of Republicans and Democrats have become increasingly monolithic.”53

Party members also vote together because of their shared ideological 
commitments. 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 

Source: CQ Weekly, January 21, 2013, 133.

FIGURE 9-1  �  Party Unity Votes in House, Senate, and Congress, 1953–2012
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