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imply small changes in the electorate’s collective standing decision, and these 
carry electoral consequences. Macro-level changes in partisanship typically 
represent shifting evaluations of the parties’ relative competence in governing, 
including economic performance. 

The national verdict in House elections closely follows the national division 
of party identification. Most Democrats vote Democratic; most Republicans vote 
Republican; and Independents usually split about 50-50. The outcome of this 
process is the “normal vote.”2 Figure 4-2 illustrates tracking macropartisanship 
and the House seat division over time.3 

Now we gain some understanding of how the Democrats were able to control 
the House of Representatives for forty years. The Democrats were the dominant 
party in terms of party identification; thus more people voted Democratic than 
Republican. The Democrats’ loss of their competitive advantage in partisanship 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s eventually caught up to them in 1994, with the 
Republicans’ takeover. 

It is often said that the Democrats had held on so long because of their 
collective incumbency advantage (see below). With most incumbents being 
Democrats and most incumbents seeking reelection, the Democrats were able to 
keep their congressional majority beyond the point where they held a dominant 
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Figure 4-2  Partisanship and House Seat Shares, 1946–2010

Source: Compiled by the authors.


