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Chapter 1 

American Political Geography 

David Brady and Mathew D. McCubbins 
 

I. Economic and Social Determinants of Political Divisions 

The compromise that brought the diverse American colonies together into a union 

reflected the divisions among the colonies at the framing of the Constitution. As a result of this 

division, legislative power was to be twice checked, first by a division of the Congress into a 

House and Senate and then by granting the executive a correctable veto over legislation. 

Representatives would be apportioned by population in the House and by state in the Senate, 

which served to create a different distribution of power in each representative body. The 

Electoral College, responsible for electing the president and vice president, combined these two 

forms of representation. Further, congressional districts would be drawn by states.  

Under some circumstances regional differences in the economy and society may be 

amplified by a system of representation; under others the system of representation may mute 

these differences. For much of American history regional differences have been amplified and 

have driven American politics and shaped our national assembly.   

Since the conclusion of the American Revolution the nation has, in fact if not in name, 

been the union of two quite different countries: the Northern and Southern states.1 The 

                                                 
1 It is indeed prophetic, that it was Charles Pinckney, leading the delegation from South Carolina who warned 
Madison at the Constitutional Convention that "South Carolina had already considered seceding from the Union" in 
anticipation of that meeting's attempts to "tamper with his state's right to keep importing slaves without limitation." 
(Cerami 2005, p. 113). Of course, South Carolina was constantly threatening to secede from the union, as they did 
during the Nullification Crisis in 1832. 
 

In discussing the Virginia and New Jersey Plans for the constitution, Madison remarked, "The 
great danger to our general government is the great southern and northern interests of the 
continent being opposed to each other."  (Cerami 2004, p. 138) 
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differences between these two regions manifested themselves economically, socially, and 

politically.  We now consider a variety of economic and social topics to demonstrate that the 

much-discussed contemporary division between Red and Blue states has roots that may be traced 

back to before the founding of the Republic.  

American Economic Geography: A Brief History 

There have long been considerable economic differences between the Northern and 

Southern states. These divisions began before the Republic itself. Shortly after the American 

Revolution, the North’s economy had moved toward small, relatively productive farming, and to 

fishing, trade and commerce, and industry (Margo 2000, Atack et al 2000, Walton and Rockoff 

1990). Helper (1857) argues that although the North and South were relatively equal in economic 

production at the time of the American Revolution, the South fell considerably behind as early as 

the 1850s. Table 1.1 presents an assessment of the economic fortunes of states judged by Helper 

(1857) to be of comparable size at the beginning of the republic. As is clear from these figures 

although the Southern states were on par or ahead of their northern counterparts at the time of the 

Revolution, they were well behind by the 1850s. 

 

Table 1.1: Comparison of a Selection of Three Northern and Three Southern States 

 Value of 
farms, farming 
implements 
and 
machinery, 
1850 

Exports 
1791 

Exports 
1852 

Imports 1852 Value of real 
and personal 
property, 1850 

New York $576,631,568 $2,505,465 $87,484,456 $178, 270, 999 $1,080,306,21
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Virginia $223, 423,315 $3,130,865 $2,724,657 $366,004 $391,646,4382 

 

 Value of farms, farming 
implements and 
machinery, 1850 

Exports 
1853 

Imports 1853 Value of real 
and personal 
property, 1850 

Massachusetts $112,285,391 $16,895,304 $41,367,956 $573,342,286 

North Carolina $71,823,298 Not reported Not reported3 $226,800,472 

 

 Value of farms, 
farming 
implements and 
machinery, 1850 

Value of real 
and personal 
property, 1850 

Imports4 Products of manufactures, 
mining and mechanic arts, 
1850 

Pennsylvania $422,598,640 $729,144,998 $21,963,021 $155,044,910 

South 
Carolina 

$86,518,038 $288,257,694 $1,750,000 $7,063,513 

 Data from Helper 1857 

Economic differences also manifested themselves in agricultural output. Each region 

grew a different assortment of products, as might be expected based on different types of soil, 

weather and slaveholdings. However, one way to examine the production of each region is to 

compare the total product and value of the North and South as Helper (1857) does. In 1850 he 

finds that the Northern states produced a total of 17,423,152 bushels more of agricultural product 

than did the Southern States and that the value of the North’s agriculture exceeded the South’s by 

$44,782,636.  Further he shows that “the annual hay crop of the free States is worth considerably 

more in dollars and cents than all the cotton, tobacco, rice, hay, hemp and sugar cane annually 

produced in the fifteen slave states.” The value of Northern agriculture is not simply a function 

of greater acreage farmed, either. Table 1.2 shows Helper’s data on the per acre productivity of 

land for crops grown in both the North and South. The greater productivity of land in the North 

                                                 
2 Helper includes the value of slaves in computing the value of Virginia’s population, but New York’s value does 
not include the monetary value of human beings.  
3 With reference to North Carolina, Helper writes “from the period of the formation of the government up to the year 
1853, inclusive, the exports and imports of North Carolina were so utterly insignificant that we are ashamed to 
record them.” 
4 Imports are into Philadelphia, PA in 1854 and Charleston, SC in 1855 
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is also reflected in the difference in value of farms and animal stock between the two regions. 

The combined value of the North’s farms and animal stock in 1850 is estimated to be 

$2,576,425,397 and the South’s is $1,492,107,338, which gives the North an advantage of more 

than $1 billion in the value of agricultural products. 

Table 1.2: Crop yield per acre (bushels), 1850 

Crop North South 

Wheat 12 9 

Oats 27 17 

Rye 18 11 

Indian 
Corn 

31 20 

Irish 
Potatoes 

125 113 

 

These statistics partially obscure the massive role that cotton played in the economy of 

the South. The productivity of Southern land began to decline at the end of the 18th Century due 

to a reduction in the soil’s productivity (Walton and Rockoff 1990).5 However, after the 

invention of the cotton gin (1794), agricultural productivity in the South spiked upward. In 1790 

American production of cotton totaled 3,135 bales, by 1830 production had grown ten-fold to 

731,452 bales, and by 1860 cotton production had climbed to 3,837,402 bales (Gray 1958; see 

also North 1961 for a discussion of the significance of cotton in American economic growth 

from 1800-1850).  The increase in cotton production caused a simultaneous increase in the value 

of slaves, especially with the embargo on the importation of new slaves, and led to a period 

during which most of the South’s wealth was in slaves (Weingast 2003 estimates that the value 

of slaves was equivalent to U.S. GDP at this time). Not only was the South’s wealth largely tied 

up in a single asset, but the North also had about 1/3 more total wealth than the South (Helper 

                                                 
5 Helper (1857) presents data showing a decline in the productivity of land in the South. 
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1857), and if we exclude the values of slaves the North’s wealth was about three times greater 

than the South’s.  

The data presented demonstrate that Northern states had considerably more value in their 

agricultural products than Southern states. Further, the brief state-by-state comparison suggests 

that Northern states were even wealthier in terms of manufacturing. Table 1.3 compares a 

number of different economic indicators for Northern and Southern states. 

Table 1.3: Comparison between Northern and Southern states 

 Exports, 
1855 

Imports, 
1855 

Product of 
Manufacturing, 
1859 

Miles 
of 
Canals, 
1854 

Miles of 
Railroad, 
1857 

Bank Capital 

North $167,520,693 $236,847,810 $842,586,058 3,682 17,855 $230,100,340 

South $107,480,688 $24,586,528 $165,413,027 1,116 6,859 $102,078,940 

 

These statistics all demonstrate that the North held a distinct advantage over the South, as 

measured by numerous economic indicators. Northern states possessed considerably greater 

infrastructure in the form of both canals and railroads than the South. This infrastructure, in turn, 

allowed Northern states to be connected both internally and to foreign markets, which is 

reflected in their import and export statistics. These data, when combined with the agricultural 

data, also show Northern states to be considerably more diversified, with agriculture and 

manufacturing comprising a significant portion of the total economic activity. Northern and 

Southern states clearly had different economies, and as Helper (1857) argued the North was 

pulling away from the South with regards to each region’s economic fortunes.  

Although the discussion to this point has centered on Northern and Southern states, the 

West also played an important role in the development of U.S. politics. While the West’s 
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economic structure never exactly matched either the North or South, income levels in the West 

look more like those found in the North than the South (see Heim 2000 for a discussion of 

various perspectives on regional economic convergence).  The West, both in its early form, as 

Western Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Kentucky, Ohio, Michigan, and in its later form, as 

Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, New Mexico, Nevada, Oregon, Washington, and 

Wyoming featured economies based on farming and resource extraction as in the South 

(California, and perhaps the entire West Coast, has since evolved an economy and politics that 

look more like the Northern states).  However, in 1880, income levels in the South were 51% of 

the U.S. average compared to incomes in the West that were 190% of the U.S. average and the 

Northeast where incomes were 141% of the U.S. average. Table 1.4 presents per capita income 

levels for 1900 and 1990 for the four regions recognized by the U.S. census over this period.6  

Table 1.4: Per capita GDP, by region (constant 1984-85 dollars) 

 1900 1990 

North $2,950 $13,980 

South $1,330 $10,700 

West $3,360 $11,150 

Midwest $2,310 $11,510 

Data from Barro and Sala-I-Martin 1995 

 

 

These data make it clear that although all the regions of the country have experienced 

economic gains, the South is still economically distinct from the rest of the country in income 

                                                 
6 In addition to the difference in per capita income between the South and other areas of the country, Margo (2000) 
finds that there existed a considerable North-South wage gap during the 19th century that grew considerably by the 
end of the 1800s. 



 11 

levels. This is a distinction that goes back at least as far as the 1850s, and also demonstrates that 

there are long-standing geographic differences in the economies of the states in the union.  

American Social Geography 

In addition to differences in economic structure, output and wealth between the North and 

South, the two regions differ along a number of social dimensions. In this section we consider 

the educational attainment of citizens of the different U.S. regions and differences in 

immigration across the country. Helper (1857) reports that the Northern states had 62,433 public 

schools while the Southern states had only 18,507 schools in 1850. Additionally, he shows that 

there were nearly five times as many students enrolled in the schools in the North than the South. 

In 1870 school enrollment continued to show definite regional differences. For instance, 73% of 

the total 5-18 year old population (both black and white) was enrolled in school in the Northeast. 

In the South, this population’s enrollment totaled only 30%; in the Midwest  67% and in the 

West 53% (U.S. Census 1870). The West at this time had just barely come into existence and 

there were only 3 states now considered Western included in the 1870 census. These divisions in 

school attendance are reflected in regional literacy rates of the 19th century. Table 1.5 lists the 

percentage of each region’s population older than age 10 that could not read or could not write 

according to the 1870 census. As is quite clear, the South was significantly different from the rest 

of the country in terms of the educational attainment of its residents.   

Table 1.5: Educational indicators, 1870 census 

 Percent of population 
that can’t read 

Percent of population 
that can’t write 

North 4.1% 5.7% 

South 25.6% 29.5% 
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Midwest 3.7% 6.2% 

West 7.7% 9.2% 

 

Similar to the economic trends, there has been considerable convergence in educational 

levels, but the South still lags behind the rest of the country in many indicators of educational 

attainment, as shown in Table 1.6. According to the 2000 census, and as shown in Table 4, the 

South has the highest percentage of the population without a high school diploma and the lowest 

percentage of the population with a bachelor’s degree or higher. This suggests that the gap 

between the Northern and Southern educational systems found by Helper and the 1870 census 

have not been completely eliminated, even after nearly 150 years.  

Table 1.6: Educational Attainment in Regions of the United States, 2000 

 % of population over 25 w/o high 
school diploma 

% of population with 
bachelors degree or 
higher 

Northeast 18.4 38.4 

South 22.3 30.6 

Midwest 16.5 30.8 

West 19.5 35.4 

*data U.S. Census, 2000 

The social composition of the U.S. states has also been greatly affected by immigration. 

Although almost all regions of the U.S. have been  affected by immigration, the region have been 

affected at different periods of time. Table 5 presents statistics on the percentage of the residents 

in a given region of the country that were foreign born. Perhaps the most striking aspect of this 

data is that the South has always had a far smaller percentage of foreign born among its 

population than the North or the West.  
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Table 1.7: Foreign born persons as percent of population 

 1870 2000 

Northeast 18% 13.5% 

South 6% 8.6% 

Midwest 20% 5.5% 

West 22% 18.6% 

 

One of the particularly interesting trends about changes in the U.S. population is that, 

despite these immigration statistics, the population in the South has dramatically increased over 

the last 130 years. As can be seen in Table 1.6, the South is now the most populated region of the 

country. During this same time period the West has experienced nearly a ten-fold increase in 

population. The political result of these population trends is that a greater number of members of 

the House of Representatives now come from the West and South, which is a decided change 

from over a century ago.  

Table 1.8: Population by Region in the United States. 

 Total population, 1870 Total population, 2000 

Northeast 12,298,730 53,594,378 

South 12,198,811 100,236,820 

Midwest 12,966,930 64,392,776 

West 691,034 63,197,932 

Total 38,155,505 281,421,906 
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While the historical differences in education and immigration have become muted over 

time, they are still clearly present. Moreover, the overall distribution of the U.S. population has 

clearly shifted to the South and West regions. 

 

II. Regional Political Divisions 

The regions, particularly the Northern and Southern, of the United States have been 

divided along economic and social lines since early in the Republic’s history. One consequence 

of this division has been the creation of political fracture lines between the different regions of 

the country. Although the regions have not always been solidly Democratic or solidly 

Republican, they have almost always been divided into separate partisan camps. Figure 1.1 

shows the long-running regional partisan division in presidential voting. In the following section 

we review briefly the history of the political divisions in the United States.   

Figure 1.1 Maps Showing Winner of State Popular Vote in Selected Presidential Elections 
Maps from Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. of Presidential Elections 

(Red = Democrat, Blue = Republican) 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

1792 election 
 
Nonpartisan election. No states 
went against Washington in the 
election 
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1860 election 
 
Partisan divisions clear before 
Civil War. North carried by 
Lincoln (Rep) with 180 votes and 
South carried by Breckenridge (S. 

Dem) with 72 votes. 

1880 election  
North—South divide after  
reconstruction  
North was carried by Republican 
Garfield who won the electoral 
college with 214 votes. South 
carried by Democrat Hancock 
who won 155 votes (Red states) 

1796 election 
 
First partisan election saw a 
North versus South division, 
with Adams (Federalist) beating 
Jefferson (Democrat) 
 
 

1828 election 
 
Partisan election with a clear 
North versus South division. 
Jackson (Democrat) beat Adams 
(National Republican) 
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1892 election  
 
Solid Democratic South 
combined with a few Northern 
states that voted Democrat lead to 
a Cleveland’s (Dem) Presidential 
victory 
 
 

1896 election 
 
Solid Rep. North vs. solid Dem. 
South, Midwest states vote with 
South and Western states split 
vote. Gives McKinley (Rep) the 
victory 
 

1904 election 
 
North and West vote together 
against the South, which leads to 
a Rep. Victory for Roosevelt. 
 

 

1916 election 
 
South and West vote together 
against the North, which leads to 
a Dem. Victory for Wilson. 
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1932 election 
 
Only the very-most Northern 
states vote Republican, as 
Roosevelt wins across the country 
 

 

1960 election 
 
Northern, Southern and 
Midwestern States vote for 
Democrat and give Kennedy the 
victory. 
 

1976 election 
 
Last election that featured a Solid 
Democratic South and it propelled 
Carter to victory. 
 

2004 election 
 
Republican South is clearly 
apparent, as is the divide between 
the North and South, with 
Midwest and West coast also 
divided, which gives Bush 
victory. 
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  Prior to the American Revolution, all of the British North American colonies permitted 

slavery.  Sentiment during the American Revolution led Vermont, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, 

New Hampshire, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New York to abolish slavery before the 18th 

Century.  States admitted prior to 1800 were divided, roughly, between slave states, Kentucky 

(1792) and Tennessee (1796), and a non-slave state, Vermont (1791). Following the War of 1812 

one of the critical political issues was the manner in which to admit new states in such a way that 

was amenable to both the North and South, which essentially meant balancing the admission of 

slave and free states (Sundquist 1983, Weingast 1991, McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2002). 

The state-based representation in the Senate made it possible to balance political power by 

simply considering the number of states supporting slavery and abolition, rather than considering 

the population of the states as the House of Representatives would require. To balance power 

between 1812 and 1850 there were six slave states and six free states admitted. The slave states 

were Mississippi (1817), Alabama (1819), Missouri (1821), Arkansas (1836), Florida (1845) and 

Texas (1845). The free states were Indiana (1816), Illinois (1811), Maine (1820), Michigan 

(1837), Iowa (1846) and Wisconsin (1848). After 1850 all of the states that were admitted 

entered the union as free states. The issue of slavery created a political division from early in the 

Republic’s history and the institution of the Senate ensured that this division carried forward 

with the admission of new states.   

In addition to the issue of slavery, the political demands of the U.S. regions reflected their 

economic and social differences. The commercial interests of the North demanded protection 

from English imports and English shipping and thus favored high tariffs on manufactured goods 
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and special privileges in banking, printing, and shipping (Bensel 2000, Studenski and Kroos 

1952, chapter 5). Northerners also wanted a larger banking system and to expand markets into 

new territories (see Poole and Rosenthal 1997, chapter 5 and McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal 

2002 for a discussion of how these trends reveal themselves in Congressional voting patterns).   

 While the North was moving towards an economy structured around industrial 

production, the South had large, relatively unproductive plantations, with the principal input to 

production being slaves.  The tremendous value of slaves at this time made the subject of 

runaway slaves an important political issue to Southerners (see Hummel and Weingast, this 

volume chapter 24).  

Southerners, first as Democrat-Republicans under Jefferson and later as Democrats under 

Jackson, sought states rights, the maintenance of the Missouri Compromise across the Louisiana 

Purchase, and relatively low tariffs.  Northerners, beginning as Federalists, later becoming 

National Republicans and members of various other small parties, and eventually calling 

themselves Whigs, sought higher tariffs that they imposed when they had power, advocated a 

national banking system, stable currency, and special privileges for shipping. In short, they 

pushed for policies associated with manufacturing and commerce. These Northern political 

parties sought to expand government and the boundaries of free soil (Sundquist 1983). 

 The Whigs could not sustain a unified national political party and eventually the 

Republicans picked up the Northern Whig banner. The election of Lincoln in 1860 precipitated a 

series of events that quickly led to the secession of Southern states and Civil War. The Civil War 

and its aftermath ended the debate on some issues (e.g. slavery), but it did not change the fact 

that parties and the economy were still divided geographically.  Indeed, the War and 

Reconstruction only exacerbated the economic differences for the next 50 years, as the North’s 
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industry developed while the South stayed principally agricultural, relatively poor, and highly 

susceptible to the panics that emanated from Wall Street. While financial panics led to 

widespread bankruptcies, unemployment, and business defaults in the North, the duration of 

these ills there was relatively short.  On the other hand, in the South, financial disruptions were 

more widespread and their effects were felt for much longer periods of time (Studenski and 

Kroos 1952, chapter 25).  

 During the 1920s and the early part of the Great Depression, Northern industrialists and 

workers sought protection from foreign competition.  Together they sought unemployment 

insurance, old-age pensions, health care, and other non-wage benefits (Gordon 1994, Klein 

2003). Industrial flight to the South and West exacerbated the migration trends that were already 

underway at this point (see Polsby 2004 for an elaboration of the causes of this migration). The 

population trends discussed in the previous section gave ever-greater political weight to the 

South and West. One result of this is the West’s continuing role as the critical balancing role in 

national elections. The importance of the Western vote can be seen in the maps that show the 

1896, 1916 and 2004 elections in which Western states played the key role in determining who 

won the presidency. 

Democratic control of political power during the 1930s led to the passage of policies 

collectively known as the New Deal, which was based around an implicit bargain within the 

Democratic party to require uniform taxes and benefits (exempting sectors of the economy most 

prevalent in the South) across the country so that the South and West did not have a wage 

advantage relative to the North.  Tax surpluses were then to be used towards improvements (i.e., 

public works projects) principally in the South.  This held the New Deal together as long as the 

Northerners did not press for further political reconstruction in the South, i.e., civil rights.  
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However, once the deal frayed, in 1937, an implicit three party system, between the Republicans, 

Northern Democrats and Southern Democrats resulted (Rohde 1991, Cox and McCubbins 1993, 

Poole and Rosenthal 1997). During the 1960s this three-party system began to return to a more 

traditional two-party system as the Warren Court’s political reconstruction of the South, waged 

principally through the redistricting cases, changed the basis of representation in the Southern 

states. Once congressional districts were redrawn, urban districts located in both the North and 

South came to be represented mostly by liberal Democrats; Rural and suburban districts were 

represented by Republicans. In both cases the representatives of the Democratic and Republican 

parties grew ever more polarized (see Jacobson, chapter 7 this volume). However, the 

polarization and regional divisions of 21st century American politics are yet another chapter in 

the history of regionalism in the United States. 

 

III. 20th Century trends  

 The basic regional fissures in American politics existed at the founding of the Republic 

and have persisted over nearly 225 years. In this section we review a few significant social and 

economic trends of the 20th century in order to highlight a number of trends that seem to affect 

all the regions of the country. These trends, discussed in the following section, have had a 

considerable effect on the social and economic composition of the American polity. However, 

they have not fundamentally altered the regional political divisions as Figure 1.1 makes clear. 

We offer this discussion because an overarching theory of Congress must incorporate both 

historical and contemporaneous circumstances.   Further, these current trends seem liable to 

affect politics into the future.  
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Demographic changes are likely to affect political behavior, such as individual partisan 

identification and voting (Campbell et al 1960, Berelson et al 1954, Fiorina 1981, Zaller 1992, 

Bartels 2000). Furthermore, scholars have shown that constituents impact representatives’ voting 

decisions in Congress (Burnham 1975, Erikson and Wright 2000, 2001, Ansolabehere, Snyder 

and Stewart 2001b, Canes-Wrone, Brady and Cogan 2002). Taken together, these findings 

suggest that changes in electoral constituencies are likely to affect the policies and votes of 

political representatives. Three of the most significant causes of demographic and constitutive 

change in the U.S. over the last century are immigration, the aging of the population, and the 

ubiquitous increase in the income and wealth of Americans.  

 Immigration has long been recognized as a significant factor in American society (Rubin 

1966). One effect of immigration is that by changing the composition of the American electorate, 

it has   impacted the behavior of representatives. Figure 1.2 shows the level of immigration on a 

decade-by-decade basis to the U.S. during the 20th Century. The flow of immigrants shows 

tremendous variability over the last century, driven in part by international and domestic 

conditions as well as by congressional decisions regulating the number of immigrants into the 

U.S. The combination of immigration’s effects on politics and the political effects on 

immigration demonstrates the need for a dynamic theory of political change, and one that does 

not presume an inevitable level of change caused by external factors.  

Figure 1.2: Annual immigration to United States, 1900-2000 (data from U.S. Census, 2000) 
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Another significant change across the various states is the substantial aging of the U.S. 

population, a trend that is occurring in nearly all advanced industrial democracies (Kinsella and 

Velkoff 2001). Figure 1.3 tracks the number of people in various age brackets over the last 100 

years. It shows clearly the aging of the baby boom generation as well as the general shift towards 

an older U.S. population. The increase in the age of the American population will have profound 

effects on American politics, which has been foreshadowed by the current debates over public 

and private pension plans, Social Security and Medicare, but will have much greater effects as 

the population continues to age.  

Figure 1.3: Population, by age group (000s) 
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 Perhaps the most dramatic changes over the last one hundred years are the increases in 

the economic fortunes of Americans and the emergence of an American middle class. Figure 1.4 

shows the per capita GDP over the last seventy years. According to these figures, the average 

real income of Americans has increased nearly five fold in the last 70 years. Figure 1.5 shows the 

dramatic increase in the value of S&P 500 stocks during the last 60 years. The research on 

income, wealth and politics suggest that wealth affects the types of political activity in which 

individuals engage (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).  Moreover, it is likely that the change in 

economic status of Americans over the last century has had considerable effects on their political 

behavior and policy preferences.   Indeed, the rise of the American middle class, in many states, 
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principally in the Midwest and West, was a factor in the Progressive Movement (Hofstadter 

1955, Wyman 1974) and its many political reforms.  These reforms and their effects on 

congressional elections, organization and behavior are the topic of many of the essays in this 

volume. 

Figure 1.4:  U.S. Per Capita Income (1996 dollars) 
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data from U.S. Census 2000
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Figure 1.5: Stock price of S&P 500 
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The distribution of income, or income equality, has also changed over the last century.  

Income equality increased during the early part of the Twentieth Century, decreased during the 

middle of the century and has increased over the past few decades (Levy and Murnane 1992, 

Jones and Weinberg 2000).  In part, these trends are the result of how we count income (Rector 

and Hederman 1999), and in part it is the result of changes in tax policy (Auten and Carroll 

1998), and the introduction of Social Security and Medicare (Liebman 2002), but it is largely the 

result of changes in households (Karoly and Burtless 1995, Weinberg 2004).  Whatever the 

cause, these differences cause political rifts and policy changes. 

 Immigration, aging voters and increasing wealth have all caused considerable 

demographic changes that we must take account of when we seek to understand why political 
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parties and politicians behave as they do. Furthermore, we must also examine the ways that 

political decisions affect these demographic changes, rather than view politicians as simply 

responding to the changes. 

  

IV. Conclusion  

The forgoing suggests that understanding the nation’s politics requires knowledge of the 

country’s economic and social background. A political economy approach to understanding 

American politics must account for the way that social and economic changes affect politics and 

the effect politics has on society and the economy. The alignment of economic and political 

divisions, for example, has made partisan polarization the norm and partisan comity the 

exception.  Periods of tight party competition, alternating party government, frequent divided 

government, and overlapping regional/economic/social divisions, leads to what is called 

polarized politics.  This was true in the 1820s, 1850s, 1870s, 1880s, 1930s and has been the norm 

since the late 1960s.  

Although recognition that the economic and social system affects politics is by no means 

new, this volume aims to contribute to a theory of politics that is, at its core, about the decisions 

of political actors. Throughout the ebbs and flows in politics and economics, we typically view 

members of Congress as responding to the demands of their constituents and party (Mayhew 

1974a). The essays in this volume examine how the organization, behavior, and policies 

produced by Congress have evolved with the corresponding evolution of social and economic 

factors.  
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 Scholars concerned with the history of institutions, including those who focus on the U.S. 

Congress, have often viewed institutional change as a teleological process in which history 

inevitably marches forward (Chiu 1928, Cooper 1970, Polsby 1969, Polsby, Gallagher and 

Rundquist 1968, Abramson and Cooper 1968, Price 1975). According to this view, there is an 

almost unavoidable move from less to more efficient institutions, from high to low transaction 

costs, from little to big government, from part-time to professional legislators, from generalists to 

specialists, from low to high legislative productivity (for examples, see North and Wallis 1986, 

Polsby 1968, Polsby, Gallagher and Rundquist 1969, Lipset 1959, Skowronek 1982, Weingast 

and Marshall 1988). While these theories have been valuable in directing our attention to 

changes in society, economy, and politics, some of this work is grounded in theories devoid of 

politics and does not take into account the strategic actions of politicians. Theories that do not 

incorporate actors’ strategies lack in some important manner an understanding of why, when and 

how individuals take actions that lead to the outcomes we observe. Ultimately, approaches that 

favor an inevitable march of history teach us a great deal about empirical conditions but are less 

use in understanding political history and creating robust congressional theory. 

 A brief consideration of three topics familiar to congressional scholars should make it 

clear that politics involves interaction between external factors and the decisions of political 

actors. For instance, consider the scholarship on the “solid South” (Key 1949) that largely 

presumed Democratic domination of the southern states was an unvarying fact. As Figure 1.6 

reveals and as should be clear from Figure 1.1, shortly after much of this literature was published 

the South began to switch to Republican presidential candidates and now Republicans dominate 

Southern states. It seems difficult to believe that this shift was inevitable, because specific 

Congressional decisions began the transition from Southern Democratic to Republican control of 
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the South (Sundquist 1983), and court decisions by the Warren Court finally finished the task of 

reconstructing the South. This example suggests that we must be careful to avoid developing 

theories that are specific to a particular period of congressional history, and we must further 

strive to construct more general theories that have the ability to incorporate period effects.  

 

Figure 1.6: Southern Democrats in U.S. Congress (data from Vital Statistics on Congress 1998) 
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Another example is Mayhew’s (1974b) observation about the decline of marginal seats in 

congressional House races. As Jacobson (1987) demonstrated, the famous decline in the number 

of marginal House seats was simply an artifact of incumbents winning by a larger margin. 

Jacobson showed that incumbents also faced a larger possible seat swing, which, in the end, left 

the probability of an incumbent losing any given election unchanged. The change in incumbent 

vote share has been traced to constituency service (Fiorina 1977), dealignment (Mayhew 1974a, 

Ferejohn 1977) and candidate quality (Jacobson 1990, Cox and Katz 1996, 2002). The most 

compelling of these explanations, candidate quality, integrates external changes in the political 

environment (redistricting and realignment) with the strategic decisions of politicians and 
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campaign fundraisers. Jacobson’s (1987) work demonstrates the importance of fully 

understanding the phenomenon to be examined, and his work, as well as Cox and Katz’s (1996, 

2002) research, shows the importance of considering the role strategy plays in politics. 

 One consequence of the interaction between external conditions and political strategy is 

the level of Congressional party voting, as measured by party unity scores. Analysis of certain 

periods, for instance 1940 to 1970, would lead one to the conclusion that parties were less 

cohesive and weaker (see for instance Brady, Cooper and Hurley 1979). However, if the analysis 

is extended to the 1990s, such a conclusion appears flawed, and it becomes clear that the decline 

in party unity was not part of an inevitable trend, but rather a temporary dip in party voting 

sandwiched between two periods of much higher party voting as shown in Figure 1.7. Observing 

the long-term movement of party voting reveals the difficulty in developing a general theory or 

conclusion based on a sub-sample of the time periods; it is likely that such a theory will be 

inaccurate if we go far enough backward or forward in time.  

 

Figure 1.7: Party Unity Voting in House and Senate 
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 These examples demonstrate the substantial variation in political trends and the errors 

that we can make if we draw our understanding of Congress and American politics from only the 

most modern era or fail to appreciate the interaction between social and economic conditions and 

political changes. We realize that our short discussion of the history of political and economic 

divisions in the U.S. is not new. Rather, we offer it as a way to explain what we see as the goal of 

a satisfying theory of U.S. Congress, which is to connect the type of external influences exerted 

on the strategies of political actors, on congressional activity, and eventually on policy outcomes. 

The papers in this volume take a first step in that direction by examining a historical period and 

taking seriously the underlying politics that affect congressional behavior. In their analyses of 

history and institutional change, the authors in this volume all utilize a rationalist approach to the 
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study of Congress. That is, they study the reasons why people do what they do. They follow the 

strategies people take to reach their ends. A strategic approach places people in relationships 

with other people who may have different ends. It is this difference in means and ends that leads 

to political competition and the resolution of that competition that sets the path of Congress in 

America. This volume seeks to move away from a teleological view of congressional history and 

examine how and why congressional institutions change. Accordingly, the focus in this volume 

is on the changes that have occurred within Congress and the ways in which political actors have 

structured institutions to achieve certain ends. 

 

 

V. Plan of the Book 

 This book has three parts. Part One examines the way in which external influences in the 

last 125 years, such as changes in party competition that resulted from westward expansion 

during the Progressive Era or changes in the economy and society that arose after WWII, 

affected the organization and behavior of Congress and congressmen.  Part Two looks at how the 

internal activity of Congress has changed and discusses the consequences, for policy making, of 

changes in the internal organization and procedure of the House and Senate.  Part Three 

examines the way in which the titanic partisan and economic divisions in the country have been 

played out in national policy making. We will now briefly review each part, in turn. 

 

Part I: External Influences on Congress 

The papers in this section examine how the external political, economic and social environment 

shapes the behavior of congressional actors. This part is itself divided into two sections. The first 
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focuses on the effects of Progressive era reforms in the states on congressional elections and 

organization. The second section considers the postwar era and the changes wrought by the 

Warren Court on state politics and congressional elections, and the political consequences of 

these changes in Congress.  

 

Part I, Section 1 

The papers in Section 1 are focused upon explaining the effects of a variety of changes that 

occurred during the Progressive Era. The ostensible goal of these reforms was to remove 

political power from the party machines and economic elites and place it in the hands of ordinary 

citizens. To that end, the favored reforms included direct election of politicians (especially U.S. 

Senators), initiative and referenda processes, campaign finance reform, direct election of judges, 

non-partisan political races, primary elections, recall processes, women’s suffrage, and civil 

service reform. The progressive reformers placed varying levels of importance on these goals, 

and there were considerable regional differences in support for each policy; however, what 

united all of the reformers was a desire to realign power (Sundquist 1983). The papers by 

Stephen Ansolabehere, Shigeo Hirano and James M. Snyder, Jr; Erik J. Engstrom and Samuel 

Kernell; William Bernhard and Brian Sala; Wendy J. Schiller; and Jeffery A. Jenkins in section 1 

of this part of the volume explore the ways in which various of these progressive reforms 

affected the behavior of congressmen. Luckily, from the point of view of social science, the 

implementation of these reforms was often staggered and did not occur across all states at the 

same time. This interrupted pattern of policy change allows scholars the opportunity to parse out 

the effects of individual policy changes. Together these papers suggest that the Progressive 

reformers hopes for dramatic reforms in Congress have gone largely unrealized.  
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Part I, Section 2 

The second section of this part of the volume highlights changes in the external environment of 

Congress that have occurred since World War II. This is a period marked by two significantly 

different relations between political parties. In the early part of the post-War period the division 

of the parties did not follow the traditional geographic focus. Instead, the Democratic Party 

straddled the traditional North-South divide. As is widely known (Sundquist 1983), this system 

eventually collapsed and the parties realigned along geographic lines with the North being the 

province of Democrats and the South serving as the base of the Republican Party. The Western 

states played the balancing role, and as they have swung between Republicans and Democrats, as 

has control of the federal government. It is against this backdrop that Jacobson, Aldrich et al and 

Canes-Wrone et al explore different indicators of party activity in Congress. The findings from 

these papers suggest that external factors have a profound connection to the activities of political 

parties within Congress.  

 

Part II Internal Changes in Congress 

The essays in part II examine internal changes in Congress and how political actors structure the 

institutions in which they serve. Of particular interest to the scholars in this part are institutions 

related to the control of the Congressional agenda such as committees, filibuster and cloture, and 

the motion to recommit. One of the central theoretical puzzles these authors seek to answer is: 

Why, if these institutions constrain the majority party, do they continue to exist? The general 

answer is that these institutions may not significantly affect the majority party’s ability to enact 

its goals and that the institutions may improve bargaining power with the President or the other 
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branch of Congress. This part is divided into four sections, focusing on the early 19th century, the 

Progressive Era, the postwar era and the somewhat longer time span running from the Civil War 

to the present, respectively. We now turn to discuss each section. 

 

Part II, Section 1 

Sections 1 focuses on Congressional changes during the 19th Century, during which slavery, 

tariffs, hard vs. soft money and territorial expansion were key political issues. Despite dramatic 

changes in the political issues over the last 200 years, the authors in this section all find that the 

seeds of many of the institutions and practices we observe in the contemporary Congress began 

during this time period. Congressional institutions, therefore, appear to be well-suited to the 

needs of strategic politicians, even as the issues they face change. This suggests that political 

actors will often find ways to adapt or manipulate institutions to serve their interests, and when 

we examine the function of an institution we must be cautious about interpreting our findings as 

related to the institutional origins. Of particular interest to the authors in this section, Charles 

Stewart, Chris Den Hartog and Craig Goodman, Craig Goodman and Timothy P. Nokken, and 

Jason M. Roberts and Steven S. Smith, is the evolution of the committee system and the ways in 

which politicians use committees to further their strategic goals.  

 

Part II, Section 2 

The works by Gregory Koger, Eric Schickler and Greg Wawro, Jamie L. Carson and Jason M. 

Roberts, and Charles J. Finocchiaro and David W. Rohde, address internal changes in Congress 

that occurred during the Progressive Era. This time period is marked by significant changes in 

the relationship between voters and politicians and the prominent reforms of the period aimed to 
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give voters a greater ability to affect public policy. At the same time that these changes were 

occurring in the relationship between voters and politicians, the U.S. Senate, in particular, was 

also revisiting and changing some of its central institutions such as the cloture rule. These papers 

offer a preliminary step at understanding the origins of institutional changes within Congress.   

 

Part II, section 3 Post War Period 

The Post War period featured two distinct political periods. The first involved the New Deal and 

the politics that followed it for over 20 years, in which Southern and Northern Democrats were 

able to hold their coalition together despite differences over civil rights. This coalition broke 

down in the 1960s as the Northern Democrats pushed legislation forward , which was designed 

to address racial inequities. As a result of the decision of Northern Democrats to change the 

terms underpinning the New Deal, the South slowly began to become the base of the Republican 

Party’s support. During most of the Post-War period the Democrats held a considerable 

advantage in the House and also typically controlled the Senate. The West during this period 

typically determined whether the Republicans or Democrats controlled the Senate.  This period 

of Democratic dominance characterizes most of the post War period until 1994, at which point 

the Republicans claim control of the U.S. House. Against this backdrop of political party change, 

the papers by Donald R. Wolfensberger; Gary W. Cox, Chris Den Hartog and Mathew D. 

McCubbins;  D.Roderick Kiewiet and Kevin Roust; and Robert ParksVan Houweling explore the 

ways in which the majority and minority parties use the tools at their disposal to affect 

legislation.  

 

Section 4, Post Bellum Trends 
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Over the last 150 years the U.S. has seen dramatic growth in the country. The number of states 

increased from 33 to 50, which added 34 seats to the Senate. The increase in the size of the U.S. 

was matched by its population growth, which grew from 31 million in 1860 to 296 million in 

2004. Over this time period the key policy issues change as well. The gold standard, tariffs, and 

hard versus soft money all disappear from the agenda during this period. Likewise, government 

intervention in the economy becomes accepted and the political debate centers on the extent and 

beneficiaries of the intervention. New issues such as civil rights and health and welfare programs 

become important in politics.  

At the same time that political issues were changing, the US was growing, expanding 

westward, and becoming predominantly urban as laborers moved away from the farms and 

towards cities. The movement of the population, coupled with court-ordered redistricting of the 

1960s (i.e. Westberry v. Sanders), made the House increasingly urban, and representatives 

accordingly focused more on issues of interest to urban residents (McCubbins and Schwartz 

1988, Ansolabehere, Gerber and Snyder 2002). The addition of Western states made the Senate 

more rural than the House, and as a result of the greater Western presence, the Senate supported 

farm subsidies (Thies 1998), reclamation and mining policies and added pork to appropriations 

bills.7 The divergence in each institution’s constituency led to conflicts in the goals of legislators 

                                                 
7 The argument for the Senate adding pork to appropriations bills comes from the greater number of veto players in 

the Senate, and therefore the greater use of pork to ensure passage of legislation (see Cox and McCubbins 2001 for a 
discussion of the relationship between veto players and pork provision). According to Citizens Against Government 
Waste, in the 2005 Congressional Pig Book, "detailing 13,997 pork projects," Congress handed out $246,261,000 in 
Agricultural pork in 2005. Of that amount, $112,816,000 was designated as Senate originated, while only $213,000 
was designated as House originated (the remainder having no clear sponsor in either the House or Senate, or it was 
added in conference).   The same pattern holds in almost every other area in which CAGW breaks down the 
proposals, for example, in Foreign Operations, $473,900,000 in pork was added according to CAGW, with 
$201,000,000 added by the Senate and only $1,700,000 added by the House. 
 CAGW reports that the House Appropriations Committee, in response to the Senate's rooting nature, but 
recognizing the necessity of the deals, often adds language to specify the conditions under which the Senate's pork is 
to be spent.  For example, in 2005 when allocating money for the Port Security Grant Program the House 
Appropriations Committee was "concerned that port security grants made to independent terminal operators are not 
coordinated at the State, local port authority, or Captain of the Port levels. Therefore, the Committee directs 
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in the House and Senate. Rybicki’s paper explores the manner in which these institutions 

reconciled their differences and how this varies over time as the actors and their strategies 

change. Nokken studies how the behavior of congressmen changes with the removal of electoral 

constraints in lame duck sessions of Congress. 

 

Part III, Policy 

The essays in this part trace out the ultimate policy effects of internal congressional changes and 

the external social dynamics. Hummel and Weingast and Berglof and Rosenthal analyze specific 

policy decisions that are historically important, and, in both works, the authors explore how 

legislation reflects the forces acting upon Congress and the political strategies of congressmen. 

Clinton and Lapinski analyze a broad swath of legislation to create a dataset of significant 

legislation that can be used to study the effects of internal and external change on Congressional 

output.  

 

                                                                                                                                                             
that…the coordination of all port security grants with the State, local port authority, and the Captain of the Port, to 
ensure all vested parties are aware and that the limited resources are maximized." Source: 2005 Congressional Pig 
Book, published by Citizens Against Government Waste available at: www.cagw.org 
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Part I: External Influences on Congress 

Part I is divided into a section addressing the Progressive Era and one considering 

the Post War period. The first section examines the reforms of the Progressive Era, which 

occurred during the early the late 19th and 20th Century and were designed by their 

proponents to change who held political power in the country. As such, many of these 

reforms aimed to wrest power away from political machines. At the national level the 

reforms included the passage of the Interstate Commerce Act (1887) and the Sherman 

Antitrust Act (1890), direct election of senators enshrined in the 17th Amendment, and 

passage of early regulation of railroads and food and drugs. Progressive reforms also 

targeted state and local political power. At the state and local level the reforms included 

the direct primary, secret ballot and the initiative, referendum and recall, civil service 

reforms, and adoption of city manager systems of government. Despite the ambitions of 

Progressive Era reformers the actual effect of these reforms is unclear, and the papers in 

this section examine the interaction between reforms and behavior of political actors.  

 The second section of Part I examines the politics of the post war period. At the 

end of World War II the New Deal alliance between Northern and Southern Democrats 

was still firmly in place without any obvious sign that it would fall apart within the next 

30 years. The major external changes that affected Congress and the balance of power 

within and between the political parties during this time period were a series of court 

decisions by the Warren Court that required redistricting of Congressional districts to 

enforce a one-man, one-vote rule. The first two of these decisions Baker v. Carr (1962) 

and Westberry v. Sanders (1964) precipitated a rash of state redistricting. Eight states 

were redistricted for the 89th Congress, 24 for the 90th 17 for the 91st and six for the 92nd.   
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One effect of this was that Democratic districts became increasingly urban and 

Republican districts increasingly rural, which realigned the nation’s historical geographic 

and political divisions. One can see this realignment in Figure 1.1 as the South no longer 

votes for Democratic presidential candidates. The papers in this section all consider how 

politics changes throughout the post war era. 

Part I, Section 1 

 In “What Did the Direct Primary do to Party Loyalty in Congress?” Stephen 

Ansolabehere, Shigeo Hirano and James M. Snyder, Jr. examine the panel of elections 

and roll call votes from 1890 to 1920 and find evidence that loyalty in Congress fell 

among a state's congressional delegation following the introduction of the primary. Also, 

incumbent defeat rates for renomination and split ticket voting increased in states that 

introduced the primaries compared with states that did not. The data, however, suggest 

that the primaries were not transformative. The largest effect of the direct primaries on 

disloyalty occurred within the Congress elected in 1908, which ultimately revolted 

against speaker Cannon. 

 Erik J. Engstrom and Samuel Kernell examine presidential coattails in “The 

Effects of Presidential Elections on Party Control of the Senate Under Indirect and Direct 

Elections.” They find a strong role for presidential elections under both indirect and 

direct elections, but one subject to the mediating influence of state electoral laws and 

institutions.  They also find that passage of the 17th Amendment further tightened the 

responsiveness of Senate to presidential elections and reduced the anti-Democratic bias 

of indirect elections.   
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 William Bernhard and Brian R. Sala examine the effects of the 17th Amendment 

in“The Dynamics of Senate Voting: Ideological Shirking and the 17th Amendment.” 

They show that the likelihood of extreme, or polarizing shifts declined significantly after 

1913. Conversely, the likelihood of moderating shifts increased.  The post-17th 

Amendment patterns of legislative voting are remarkably similar to findings from the 

modern period.   

 The relationship between constituents and politicians is also the focus of Wendy 

Schiller’s “The Electoral Connection: Career Building and Constituency Representation 

in the US Senate in the Age of Indirect Elections,” which delves deeper into the dynamics 

of Senate representation at the individual level between 1880 and 1913.  Of primary 

interest here is how a candidate won a Senate seat, the strategies that he employed to try 

to retain it, and whether his institutional behavior influenced his electoral success in 

subsequent elections.  In order to win and keep a Senate seat U.S. senators had to 

consolidate power within their own party organizations, and send continuous signals from 

Washington that they were both loyal partisans and attentive to constituents in the 

districts of State House and State Senate members. 

 The strategic actions of political actors and their relationship to the larger 

electoral environment take center stage in Jeffery Jenkins’ “The First ‘Southern 

Strategy:’ The Republican Party and Contested Election Cases in the Late-Nineteenth 

Century House.” He argues that the Republican Party strategically used House contested 

election cases in southern states as a systematic response to the changing political climate 

in the mid-1870s. Although the Republicans were relatively weak in the South, they used 
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contested elections cases to insure that the entire section of the country would not be lost 

completely as national electoral politics tightened. 

Part I, Section 2: Post War Period 

 Gary C. Jacobson undertakes an analysis of one of the oft-noted political trends of 

the last thirty years in “Explaining the Ideological Polarization of the Congressional 

Parties Since the 1970s.” He finds that the electoral connection explains a substantial 

portion of the division between the parties because their bases of support have changed 

and politician’s have reacted to those changes. At the same time, Congress appears to be 

more polarized than the electoral connection can directly explain and he argues that 

actions within the House and Senate contributed to the polarizing trend, not only 

indirectly by shaping electoral politics, but also directly by altering the formal and 

informal political environment within Congress itself. 

 John H. Aldrich, David W. Rohde and Michael W. Tofias in “One D is Not 

Enough: Measuring Conditional Party Government, 1887-2002”argue that analysis that 

takes into account only the first dimension from an ideal point estimation procedure may 

be missing important information regarding the underlying structure of politics. 

Specifically, the addition of a second dimension to our understanding of conditional party 

government allows us to better see the effects of shifts in Congressional opinion, such as 

that caused by racial issues during the 20th Century 

 In “Who Parties? Floor Voting, District Ideology, and Electoral Margins” 

Brandice Canes-Wrone, Julia Rabinovich, and Craig Volden examine the relationship 

between electoral safety and legislative voting, particularly the “marginality hypothesis,” 
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which states that members with safe seats are more likely to vote with their party. Their 

analysis is consistent with the marginality hypothesis for the 1980s and 1990s, especially 

for members from moderate districts. However, consistent with claims in the literature on 

the rise of the personal vote, they find that the opposite of the marginality hypothesis 

more accurately characterizes legislative behavior in the 1960s. 

 


