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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.54 These interests bring fellow 
partisans 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 
leadership 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 public 
image and collective reputation. 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.55 (Three 
“wave” elections in a row—’06, ’08, and ’10—demonstrate that voters will turn 
out the majority party when they believe it has messed up.) As a result, 
members take into account how their individual actions will affect public 
perceptions of their party as a whole. There are exceptions, however. Numerous 
Republicans unsuccessfully urged GOP representative Todd Akin, Mo. (of 
“legitimate rape” fame), to drop out as the Senate challenger to Democratic 
incumbent Claire McCaskill. As former Missouri GOP senator John Danforth 
stated, Akin “damages the Republican brand.”56 

Members also care about the collective image of their party because they 
want their party to command a congressional majority. Members gain power 
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FIGURE 9-2  �  Average Party Unity Votes in the House and Senate, 1956–2012
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