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is important to measure polarization by attending to the interaction of both dimen-
sions, thereby determining the extent to which parties are far apart ideologically and 
composed of partisans loyal to the distinctive ideological tilts of their parties.

To gauge party polarization in a manner responsive to these issues, our mea-
sure combines party distance and party loyalty. Using DW-NOMINATE scores 
created by Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal,14 we determine party distance 
within a Congress by calculating the ideological distance between the medians 
of the Democratic and Republican parties in each chamber and then averaging 
these two scores.15 We determine party loyalty by calculating the proportion of 
legislators in each chamber who are closer to their party median score than to the 
chamber median score and average the two chamber scores.16 We standardize the 
party distance and party loyalty scores and add three (+3) to each data series to get 
rid of negative values and then multiply the party distance and party loyalty scores 
together. It is the product of the party distance and party loyalty scores that we use 
as our overall party polarization measure. As this multiplicative score rises across 
Congresses, party polarization can be said to be increasing.

Figure 17-3 presents the distribution of party polarization scores across 
the period from the 67th Congress to the 110th. For comparative purposes, the 
75th Congress (1937–1939) is the Congress with the lowest or most depolar-
ized score, followed closely by the 80th (1947–1949), 78th (1943–1945), and 
83rd (1953–1955) Congresses. The most polarized score in this figure is for the 
110th Congress (2007–2008), followed closely by the 108th (2003–2004), 109th 
(2005–2006), and 107th (2001–2002). The four Congresses of the George W. 
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Figure 17-3  Polarization by Congress

Source: Compiled by authors.


