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The stronger linkages between presidential and congressional election 
results have given the congressional parties increasingly divergent constituencies, 
as is evident from Figures 5-6 and 5-7. Figure 5-6 displays the average difference 
in the share of major party presidential votes between districts won by Democrats 
and those won by Republicans in elections since 1952. Back in the early 1970s, 
the difference was relatively small, on the order of 7 or 8 percentage points. 
Since then, the gap has tripled, with most of the increase occurring in the past 
two decades. In 2010, Obama’s (2008) share of the vote in House districts won 
by Democrats (67 percent) was on average 23 percentage points higher than in 
districts won by Republicans (44 percent). Thus the House party coalitions now 
represent constituencies that are far more dissimilar, politically, than they were 
in the 1970s. A similar trend appears in comparable data on Senate elections 
(Figure 5-7). States tend to be more heterogeneous, politically and otherwise, 
than congressional districts, so the difference in the presidential vote between 
states won by Senate Democrats and Republicans is smaller. Nonetheless, we see 
a notable increase in this gap since the 1970s, most of it occurring in the past 
two decades.

Finally, survey data confirm that the congressional parties represent 
increasingly distinctive sets of voters. Those voters who supported each party’s 
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Figure 5-6  The Polarization of U.S. House Constituencies, 1952–2010

Note: Data for 1962 and 1966 are unavailable because of redistricting.

Source: Compiled by author.


