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involved a swing of only 9 percentage points. The 2008 to 2010 surge was as if 
one out of 6 Democratic voters from 2008 switched to vote Republican in 2010. 

To summarize, changes in the party composition of congressional seats typi-
cally are a function of a small fraction of the electorate switching from one party 
to the other with its congressional vote. We next discuss the causes of these small 
changes in the partisan tide. Relevant explanatory variables include the elector-
ate’s party identification, the electorate’s ideological mood, and reactions to the 
current presidential administration’s performance.

The Partisan Base of the Congressional Vote
Most voters in the United States identify with one of the two dominant politi-
cal parties—the Republicans or the Democrats. This identification provides 
voters with a standing decision to vote for their favored party—unless the 
information from the current campaign gives reason to temporarily defect with 
their vote. Most votes are partisan votes (Republicans voting Republican and 
Democrats voting Democratic), and voters rarely change their partisanship. 
This provides a certain stability to the national congressional vote over time. 
The national division of party identification—sometimes called “macroparti-
sanship”—is not a constant; however, small changes in macropartisanship 
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Figure 4-1  Democratic House Seats and Vote Share, 1946–2010

Source: Compiled by authors.


