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Pretace

Like the first three editions of The Politics of Congressional Elections, this fourth
edition is about congressional election politics, broadly understood. In writing it, I
have tried to keep in mind that elections are means, not ends in themselves. What
happens during campaigns or on election days is, of course, fascinating and impor-
tant, and I do not neglect congressional candidates, campaigns, and voters. But
campaigns and elections are more than curious rituals only because they reflect
deeper structural patterns and currents in American political life and help deter-
mine how—and how well—we are governed. A considerable part of the book is
therefore devoted to tracing the connections between the electoral politics of Con-
gress and other important political phenomena. Examining congressional election
politics in this way inevitably raises fundamental questions about representation
and responsibility, and these are the central normative concerns of the book. My
intent here, then, is to offer a systematic account of what goes on in congressional
elections and to show how electoral politics reflect and shape other basic compo-
nents of the political system, with profound consequences for representative gov-
ernment.

Research on congressional elections continues to thrive, and, as before, it will
quickly become clear to the reader how much I have learned from the work and
ideas of other scholars. Information on congressional voters, candidates, and cam-
paign finances becomes richer with each passing election as well; we now have the
1988-1992 Senate Election Study to go along with the indispensable American
National Election Studies. These developments, along with the remarkable
upheavals produced by the congressional elections of the early 1990s, continue to
make thinking and writing about congressional elections an intellectual pleasure.

I remain deeply indebted to the many friends and colleagues who have guid-
ed and stimulated my thinking about congressional election politics. The genesis of

xvii



xviii PREFACE

this book was my work as a member of the Committee on Congressional Election
Research of the Board of Overseers of National Election Studies, which designed
the congressional component included in the American National Election Studies
since 1978. Everyone I worked with on the committee has contributed to it in
some way: Alan Abramowitz, David Brady, Heinz Eulau, Richard Fenno, John
Ferejohn, Morris Fiorina, Barbara Hinckley, Malcolm Jewell, Jack Katosh, James
Kuklinski, Thomas Mann, David Mayhew, Warren Miller, Glenn Parker, Barbara
Sinclair, Michael Traugott, Raymond Wolfinger, and Gerald Wright.

Since then, a continuing association with the NES Board has helped keep me
in touch with other scholars who have contributed in various ways to my under-
standing of congressional elections and politics: Larry Bartels, Richard Brody,
Stanley Feldman, William Flanigan, Charles Franklin, Edie Goldenberg, Mary
Jackman, Stanley Kelley, Rod Kiewiet, Donald Kinder, David Leege, Douglas
Rivers, Steven Rosenstone, Gina Sapiro, Merrill Shanks, Walter Stone, Mark
Westlye, and John Zaller. I also wish to thank the many political scientists who used
the earlier editions of this book in their teaching and have let me know what they
liked and disliked about the book.

I am grateful to all of my colleagues at University of California, San Diego, for
providing an environment wonderfully conducive to scholarly work. Samuel Ker-
nell read and commented on several chapters and has shared some of the research
reported in the book. I have also enjoyed instructive and stimulating conversations
with Nathaniel Beck, Amy Bridges, Peter Cowhey, Gary Cox, Elizabeth Gerber,
Richard Kronick, David Laitin, Skip Lupia, Mathew McCubbins, John Mendeloff,
and Samuel Popkin. Mo Fiorina, Herbert Jacob, Burdett Loomis, Tom Mann, and
Steve Rosenstone read the entire manuscript of the first edition, and their service
continues to register in this one. Jon Bond, Priscilla Southwell, Darrell West,
Lynda Powell, and five anonymous scholars reviewed previous editions with an eye
to improving this one; the book is clearly better for their suggestions. I am obliged
to Denise Gimlin, Edward Lazarus, Del Powell, and David Wilsford for helping to
gather some of the data analyzed in Chapter 6.

Part of the research reported here was supported by a grant from the Nation-
al Science Foundation, for which I am most grateful. Some of the data used in this
book were made available by the Inter-University Consortium for Political and
Social Research. The data for the 1978-1994 American National Election Studies
and the 1988-1992 Senate Election Study were originally collected by the Center
for Political Studies of the Institute for Social Research, University of Michigan,
under grants from the National Science Foundation. Neither the original collec-
tors of the data nor the consortium bear any responsibility for the analyses and
interpretations presented here, and the same, of course, holds for anyone else I
have mentioned.

GARY C. JACOBSON
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Chapter
1

Introduction

E lections touch the core of American political life. They provide ritual expression
of the myth that makes political authority legitimate: We are goveméﬂf’Mlﬂhﬁi—
rectly, by our own consent. Elections are also the focus of thoroughly practical poli®
tics. They determme who wxll hold | positions of real power in the political system and,

ame ich power is pursued, profo behav-

f pec 3g or seeking power! The mythical and practical components of
elections Teavar the pomt where electoral constraints are supposed to make leaders
responsive and responsible to the public. How comfortably they fit together has
‘deep consequences for the entire political system. Almost any important develop-
ment in American political life will be intertwined with the electoral process.

Congressional elections in particular are intimately linked to many basic phe-
nomena of American politics. In countless ways, obvious and subtle, they affect the
performance of Congress and, through it, the entire government. At the same time'
they reflect the changing political landscape, revealing as well as shaping its fun-
damental contours.

The basic questions to be asked about congressional elections are straightfor-
ward: Who gets elected to Congress and how?,Why do people vote the way they do
in congressional elections? How do electoral politics affect the way Congress
works and the kinds of policies it produces? What kind of representation do con-
gressional elections really provide? Every answer has further implications for the
workings of American politics; many of them must be traced out in order to grasp
the deeper role of congressmnal electlons in the pohtlcal process.

vhat goes on | ele jand to understand how they .
are connected mnad ways to other aspects of Ametican political Tife ‘are the*"
broad purposes of this bogk. It also has a more pointed intention ¥Igsed éarefull
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2 INTRODUCTION

re_;amhaﬂon*aﬂd;g _comEl,QXe' multifaceted business of electing ess to hel'
‘understand why politicians in Washington have found it so difficult to fashion miea-
sured solutions to pressing national problems.
A central theme in earlier editions of this book was that politieal incapacity
-stalemate were fostered by an electoral process that gave senators and representa-
tives every reason.to-be individually responsive but little reason to be collectivély
sesponsible; Since the third edition was published, the chickens of collective irre-
sponsibility have come home to roost. First, the 3992 elections brought thehigh-
est turnover of House seats in 50 years. Then the 1994 elections put Republicahs
tincontrel.of both Hotises of Congress for the first L%Je in 40 years. These elections
raised many new questions and opened many new possibilities, and I spend a good
deal of time in this edition examining the changes in the electoral politics of Con-
gress observed in the early 1990s and speculating on their durabilty.
Congressional elections are complex events. The sources of this complexity

are many. An important one is thg;ers from which. -
‘eongressionakelections can be examified. Consider the alternative ways the ques-

¢ congressional election going?” might be answered. A candidate.or.
campaign mgnager would immediately begin talking about what was goeing on in
th@¥district, jvho was ahead, what groups were supporting which candidate, how
much money was coming in, what issues were emerging. A hational party leader—
the president, for example—would reﬁ;ond in terms of how many seats the party-
might gain or lose in the House and Senate and what this might mean for the
administration’s programs. A pfivate citizen might grumble about the hot aix, mud-
slinging; and general perfidy of politicidhs, or might scarcely be aware that an elec-
tion was taking place.

Similarly, political scientists and other people who study congressional elec-
tions do so from'a variety of research orientétipn. Some study voters: Why do peo-
ple vote the way they do? Why do they vote at all? Others study eandidates-and
eampaigns: Who runs for Congress, and why? What goes on in campaigns? How is
money raised and spent—and what difference does it make? Or they explore the
aggregate results of congressional electionsy What accounts for the changes in the
distribution of House and Senate seats between the two parties? Still others are
interested in‘representatién: How are the activities of members of Congress, and
the performance of Congress as an institution, connected with what goes on in
elections? These and other questions are deserving of individual attention. But it is
no less essential to understand how they are all interrelated.

People involved in congressional elections are at least implicitly aware of the”
¢onnections between the different levels of analysis. Voters are interested primar-
ilysin-the candidates and campaigns in their state or district, but at least some are
conscious of the broader political context and may, for example, adapt their con-
gressional veting decision-to their feelings about presidential candidates. Presi-
dents worried about the overall makeup of the Congress are by no means indiffer-
ent_to individual races.and sometimes involve themselves in local campaigns.
Candidates and other congressional activists are mindful of national as well as focal
politieal conditions they believe influence election outcomes;@nd of course they




INTRODUCTION 3

spend a great deal of time trying to figure out how to appeal effectively to individ-
ual voters.

Scholars, too, are fully aware that a‘mxough reseal

"eongressional election terrain be subdivide erkablesplots, no-aspeet of con-
gressional elections can beting ) olat;ﬂ)n ‘Tt s essential to integrate vari-
ous streams of investigation for any clear account of what is going on. This is no
simple task. One difficulty is quite familiar to students of the social sciences:how
to connect the accounts of individual behavior to large-scale social phenomena.
The problem is one of coordinating the micro and macro level accounts of political
behavior (there are middle levels, too, of course). But it turns out to be a most
fruitful problem. Its solution is a rich source of insight into congressional election
processes and their consequences.

The approach taken in this book is to examine congressional elections from
several perspectives while attending throughout to the interconnections among
them. Chapter 2 sets out the legal and institutional contexg in which congres-
sional elections take place. This formal context is easily taken for granted and
overlooked, but it is, on reflection, fundamenital. The very existence of congres-
sional elections depends on this structure, and it shapes them in a great many
important ways. The chapter also surveys briefly the rich variety of social, eco-
nomic, and ethnic mixes that are found among states and congressional distriets,
for this dﬁ‘essity aunderlies many distinctive aspects of congressional election
politics,

The third and fourth chapters examine, respectively, congressional candidates
and campaigns. The pervasive effects of incumbency inject a theme common to
both of these chapters. The resources, strategies, and tactics of candidates vary
sharply, depending on whether a candidate is an incumbent, a challenger to an
ineumbent, or running for an open seatwhere neither candidate is an incumbent.
They also differ between House and Senate candidates in each of these categories.
The strategies of candidates in different electoral situations and the consequences
of varying strategies are explored. So are the roles of campaign money, organiza-
tion, campaign activities and tactics, and the local political context. Campaigns
both réflect and work to reinforce candidates’ assumptions about the electorate,
and they are also closely linked to the behavior in office of those electéd.

Chapter 5 deals vmth voting in congressmnal elections *Kniowing who vetes

e cision are valuable-pieces of information in their

Wi ‘but such knowledge is even more important as a means for understan -
ing what congressmnal elections medn, what they can and cannot accomplish. The
way voters react is tied closely to the behavior of candidates and the design and
operation of campaigns—and to what members of Congress do in office.

...Chapter 6 looks upon congressional elections as aggregate phenomena. When
all the individual contests are summedip’over an election year, the collective out-
come determines which party controls the Congress and with how large a majori-
ty. It also strongly influencesithe kinds of national policies that emerge; it is at this
level that the goﬁmment%‘s or is not held responsible. Congressional elections

ly. respond t« ‘political conditions. But aggregate outcomes are no

_',‘,“

h strategies-dictate:that the




