
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Seth Charles McKee 

2005 

 

 



 
The Dissertation Committee for Seth Charles McKee certifies that this is the 

approved version of the following dissertation: 

 

 

This Ain’t Your Daddy’s Dixie: Explaining Partisan Change in 
Southern U.S. House Elections, 1988-2004 

 

 

 

 

 
Committee: 
 

Daron R. Shaw, Supervisor 

David L. Leal 

Brian E. Roberts 

John Sides 

Earl Black 

Lawrence C. Dodd 



This Ain’t Your Daddy’s Dixie: Explaining Partisan Change in 
Southern U.S. House Elections, 1988-2004 

 
 

 

by 

Seth Charles McKee, B.S., M.S.  
 

 

 

Dissertation 
Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 
December 2005 

 



Dedication 

I dedicate this dissertation to my wife, Esther Chao McKee. Thank you Esther for always 

supporting me, and truly acting as my better half. 



 v 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank the members of my dissertation committee for their 

guidance and support: Daron R. Shaw, David L. Leal, Brian E. Roberts, John Sides, Earl 

Black, and Lawrence C. Dodd. In particular, I thank Daron Shaw, my chair, for 

expressing an interest in my progress at an early stage of my graduate education. Daron 

showed me what it means to be a teacher and scholar of political science. Also, I must 

single out John Sides for his painstaking oversight of the dissertation. John’s comments 

and suggestions have definitely improved the current product and give me 

encouragement as I move toward preparing the dissertation for publication.  

Other professors whom I credit for assisting in my professional development 

include: Danny Adkison, Ted Arrington, Bruce Buchanan, Walter Dean Burnham, Ken 

Godwin, Tse-Min Lin, and Phil Paolino. In addition, I want to acknowledge some of my 

colleagues from the graduate program who are not only good friends, but collaborators: 

Brian K. Arbour, Danny Hayes, Jeremy M. Teigen, and Mathieu Turgeon. And Julie 

George deserves a special thanks for helping me navigate the administrative maze that 

accompanies the dissertation.  

Finally, I thank my family, my father Arnold James McKee, Jr., my mother Susan 

D. Martin, my stepfather Daniel Martin, my stepmother Marilyn McKee, my father-in-

law Paul C. Chao, and my mother-in-law Ruth Chao. The guidance, love, and 

encouragement of my parents have spurred me to be a success in whatever I pursue. Last, 

but certainly not least, thank you Marjorie “Nommie” Walker, for being the world’s 

greatest grandmother—yes, you lived to see the day I finished my formal education! 



 vi 

 

 This Ain’t Your Daddy’s Dixie: Explaining Partisan Change in 
Southern U.S. House Elections, 1988-2004 

 

Publication No._____________ 

 

 

Seth Charles McKee, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2005 

 

Supervisor:  Daron R. Shaw 

 

I seek to explain partisan change in southern U.S. House races from 1988 to 2004. 

Partisan change over this span of elections is characterized by the ascendancy of the 

Republican party. I contend that the Republican takeover of the southern House 

delegation is due to a combination of three interrelated factors: (1) increasing Republican 

identification among white southerners, (2) redistricting, and (3) the emergence of viable 
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Chapter 1: Introduction: This Ain’t Your Daddy’s Dixie 
 

“This Ain’t Your Daddy’s Dixie: Explaining Partisan Change in Southern U.S. 

House Elections, 1988-2004,” is a story of rapid political transformation in the eleven 

former Confederate states. Not that long ago, the typical white southerner would profess 

they would rather vote for a yellow dog if it ran on the Democratic ticket than cast a 

ballot for a Republican. Times have changed. These so-called Yellow Dog Democrats are 

now exotic, if only for the fact that they are so endangered. And, although it took decades 

after the switch to Republican voting in presidential contests, southern change came at 

last in southern House elections in the 1990s. When change finally arrived in House 

contests, it was swift—the GOP commanded a third of southern seats after the 1990 

elections and just four years later it was the majority party. Since taking over after the 

1994 elections, the Republican delegation has continued to expand at the direct expense 

of white Democrats. The one-party Democratic Solid South is now a historical relic. In 

the South, the Republican party has a viable presence in elections from top to bottom, 

from president down to sheriff. This truly ain’t your daddy’s Dixie. 

The drastic shift in partisan control of the southern House delegation warrants 

study for several reasons. First, the study of political change is a worthy endeavor in its 

own right because it is the business of political scientists to understand the factors that 

lead to partisan transformations. Southern House elections from 1988 to 2004 encompass 

a striking incidence of political change. Second, the ascendancy of southern Republicans 

has substantial consequences for national politics, especially since the large southern 

GOP contingent has assured a national majority in the House of Representatives. And 
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third, the change in partisan control means a change in representation, particularly with 

respect to policy outputs.  

In this dissertation, I devote my energy to contributing to our understanding of the 

first question. Specifically, regarding the first question on political change, I present a 

tripartite explanation to account for the pattern of Republican advancement in southern 

House elections. Most of the study is devoted to providing evidence, theoretical and 

empirical, to support my explanation for partisan change in southern House contests.  

I have an explanation of partisan change that, in its broad contours, is 

parsimonious and unique. I characterize the macro-pattern of Republican ascendancy as 

an instance of punctuated equilibrium. Punctuated equilibrium is a dynamic process; it 

begins with a stable state that is disrupted by a period of rapid change that ends in a new 

equilibrium drastically different from the previous. In the case of southern House 

elections, party competition was in equilibrium in the late 1980s with the Democrats in 

the majority. The period of punctuated change occurred when the GOP netted twenty-five 

seats after the 1992 and 1994 elections. After 1994, Republican gains leveled off and a 

new equilibrium has held ever since with the GOP firmly in the majority.  

I contend that three temporally sequential and interdependent factors account for 

this instance of punctuated equilibrium in southern House elections: (1) the continuing 

increase in Republican identification among white southerners, (2) the impact of 

redistricting, and (3) the emergence of viable Republican candidates. Although these 

three factors have been investigated in the literature independently of one another, I 

depart from extant scholarship by advancing a synthetic analysis of these causes. I argue 

that the GOP’s attainment and maintenance of its majority status was a function of the 

interaction between the structural and behavioral conditions listed above.  
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Specifically, the increasing Republican identification of southern white voters 

provided a necessary foundation for Republican gains, but it was the destabilizing effect 

of redistricting that explains the sudden increase in Republican victories that occurred in 

the 1992 and 1994 House elections. Redistricting weakened the incumbency advantage of 

many Democrats and created more Republican districts, thus triggering an elite response, 

the emergence of Republican candidates who were adept at campaigning on a message 

more in step with the views of southern whites.  

The dissertation proceeds in five chapters. Chapter 2 presents a detailed 

explanation for the pattern of Republican advancement. I answer the questions of why the 

GOP finally became the majority in the southern House delegation in the mid 1990s and 

why Republicans have registered steady gains ever since. I review the relevant literature 

on party competition in House contests, briefly sketch the historical record of political 

change in the post-World War II South, and conclude with a restatement of my 

explanation of partisan change in southern House elections from 1988 to 2004. 

Chapter 3 focuses on the role of long-term partisan change in southern House 

elections by documenting and interpreting the steady increase in the number of white 

southerners who identify with the Republican party. The growth in southern 

Republicanism is a function of the interaction of elites and the mass public with respect 

to the positions the parties take on political issues. Both conversion and generational 

replacement account for the increasing number of Republican identifiers.   

Chapter 4 highlights the critical role that redistricting played in the ascendancy of 

the Republican party. Redistricting disrupted the electoral status quo by directly 

weakening the incumbency advantage of Democrats through the redrawing of 

congressional boundaries that contained large numbers of redrawn voters. Apart from the 

newly created majority-minority districts that ensured the election of minority candidates, 
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redrawn voters in neighboring districts swung Republican in their vote choice. They did 

so for at least three reasons: (1) redrawn Republican voters no longer split their tickets 

(Republican for president and Democratic for House) because they lacked a bond with 

their new Democratic representative, (2) short-term political factors like public opinion 

favored the GOP, and (3) redistricting conditioned the emergence of Republican 

candidates who had the resources to wage competitive campaigns and thus win the votes 

of many erstwhile Democratic voters. 

Chapter 5 investigates the role of elites by examining patterns of Republican 

candidate emergence and the distribution of campaign funds. Redistricting clearly 

impacted candidate emergence, with better funded and thus more viable Republicans 

running in those districts that were most competitive. There was an increase in the 

number of Republican candidates with prior elective experience running in 1992 during 

the first election proceeding redistricting. Yet in subsequent elections, particularly 1994, 

previous elective experience was not as relevant because of the nature of the political 

climate and the reality that the GOP did not possess a pool of experienced candidates able 

to run at a time when the party was rapidly ascending. 

Chapter 6 concludes with a recap of the explanation for Republican advancement 

in southern House elections and presents an assessment of the future state of party 

competition in the South. Demographic change and party positioning are identified as key 

factors impinging on the status of party competition in future southern House elections.  
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Chapter 2: Explaining Partisan Change in Southern House Elections 

 
The onset of GOP southern growth can be readily identified and tracked. The causes are 
subject to greater debate. (1996, 451)  –Charles S. Bullock III  
 

INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary southern congressional elections look nothing like they did a half 

century ago, or as they did as late as the 1980s. The presence of Republicans in the 

southern House delegation was virtually non-existent fifty years ago and their numbers 

stagnated at approximately a third of the membership in the late 1980s. But in the 1990s, 

a long anticipated reversal of political fortune occurred with southern Republicans 

attaining majority status in 1994 and expanding upon their number of seats in subsequent 

elections. What accounts for the rise of the Republican party in southern House elections? 

More specifically, how can one explain the unique pattern of advancement, in which the 

GOP is the preferred party among most white southerners in presidential elections since 

1968 and yet they don’t take control of the House until twenty-six years later in an 

unexpected surge of victorious candidates? In this chapter I offer an explanation for the 

ascendancy of the Republican party in southern House elections in the mid 1990s. 

Essentially, my explanation can be condensed into three temporally sequential and 

interdependent factors: (1) the continuing increase in Republican identification among 

white southerners, (2) the partisan impact of redistricting implemented prior to the 1992 

elections, and (3) the emergence of viable Republican candidates who struck the right 

chords with an electorate primed for representational change.  

The chapter proceeds in the following order. First, I discuss the pattern of 

Republican advancement in southern House contests. Then, I review the literature on 
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party competition in House elections before, and after the Republican takeover of 

Congress. Next, I provide an historical account of the explanation of Republican 

ascendancy. I conclude with a restatement of the theoretical explanation for Republican 

ascendancy in southern House elections. 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH: BEFORE, AND AFTER REPUBLICAN ASCENDANCY 

Right up until the Republican takeover in 1994, the apparent permanent minority 

status of the Republican Party spawned several hypotheses for the failure of the GOP to 

win back the House. The preeminent congressional elections scholar Gary Jacobson 

(1990) offered two explanations that accounted for Democratic dominance: (1) the 

Democratic party contested more districts and ran better candidates, as measured by 

previous officeholding experience and (2) the nature of congressional service, with its 

heavy emphasis on redistributive politics, was thought to be more suitable to Democratic 

candidates who generally subscribe to the idea that government should provide a bounty 

of services to its constituents.  

In making his argument for a party-based electoral order, Byron Shafer (1991) 

argued that divided government was a function of the different partisan preferences that 

voters held toward a particular institution. According to Shafer, the GOP controls the 

presidency because it deals with cultural values and foreign policy. The Senate is not 

dominated by either party, because the Senate deals with issues that advantage both 

parties, e.g., Republicans with respect to foreign policy and cultural values, and 

Democrats with respect to social welfare and service provision. The House, in keeping 

with the view of Jacobson, provides a distinct advantage for Democrats because it deals 

primarily with social welfare and service provision.    

Alan Ehrenhalt’s (1991) explanation for Democratic superiority in congressional 

elections jibes with the arguments of Jacobson and Shafer. Ehrenhalt makes the 
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observation that the Democratic party is the party of government in the sense that 

Democrats believe that government plays a necessary role in improving the lives of 

citizens. So, unlike many Republicans (perhaps most according to Ehrenhalt), Democrats 

are not conflicted in their role as representatives because they believe in the pork barrel 

when it is done to improve the welfare of constituents. Ehrenhalt writes, “Congressmen, 

… are judged by how well they deliver—how good they are at providing federal money 

for the district and personal service for the constituency. Democrats are the ones who 

know how to do that, and voters reward them accordingly” (224). Ehrenhalt claims that 

the Democratic Party attracts better candidates because “it is the obvious magnet for 

people who think running for office is worth the considerable sacrifice it entails” (224).  

In addition to superior candidates and a philosophy of government more 

congruent with the mission of representation, we must of course add the role of 

incumbency. Incumbency affords a candidate at least two major advantages. First, 

incumbents deter strong challengers because strong challengers act strategically in the 

sense that they prefer to run for a seat when their chances are most favorable (Jacobson 

and Kernell 1983) and that is when a seat is open. Second, based on their previous 

electoral performance, incumbents have cultivated a core of supporters and by virtue of 

holding office they enjoy name recognition and the ability to raise large sums of money 

particularly from PACs who seek influence by placing their money on the incumbent 

because the incumbent has a better chance of winning the election. The incumbency 

advantage has loomed largest in the South because of the history of a one-party system. 

The hegemony of the Democratic party had the effect of perpetuating itself because 
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ambitious politicians seeking a career in electoral politics would naturally identify with 

and run as candidates of the dominant party.1  

The perpetual Democratic majority in southern House elections became a self-

fulfilling prophecy because the next generation of candidates saw a career in politics as 

more feasible under the Democratic label. According to Jacobson (1990; 1991), the GOP 

was relegated to its minority status because Republicans “have fielded inferior candidates 

on the wrong side of issues that are important to voters in House elections.” Jacobson is 

accurate up to a point because in an age of candidate-centered elections, the Democratic 

party ran superior candidates, especially with respect to previous elective experience.    

Jacobson argues that the reason the Republican party was the minority party for 

so long was not structural, but political. Structural arguments pointed to gerrymandering, 

campaign finance, and incumbency as the advantages afforded to Democrats. Jacobson 

dismisses each of these explanations. Gerrymandering was found not to have much of an 

overall partisan bias (although there are exceptions like California, a Democratic bias, 

and Indiana, a Republican bias that did not pan out) in the 1980s. Neither party gained or 

lost more than a handful of seats because of redistricting. And in the case of campaign 

finance, on average, Republican candidates were better funded.  

As for incumbency, Jacobson shows that Republican candidates performed no 

better in open seat contests (even those open seats that were held by Republicans), where 

of course, incumbency is not a factor. This evidence, however, is not satisfactory for 

dismissing incumbency as an advantage for Democrats. As Davidson and Oleszek (2000, 

                                                
1 Speaking to the disadvantage of being the minority party, Cox and Katz (2002) contend that the value of a 
seat for a minority party candidate is worth less and therefore an ambitious candidate will run under the 
majority party label. According to Cox and Katz: “Truly hopeless minorities, such as the Republicans were 
for so long in the South, suffer much larger investment problems. Such parties see ambitious and talented 
politicians who might otherwise join their ranks seek instead to compete within the majority party” (2002, 
215). 
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70) put it, “In politics, nothing succeeds like success.” Well in the South, since the end of 

Reconstruction up until the 1990s, to say that Republican candidates have not had much 

success is the ultimate understatement. Losing on a massive scale takes its toll on a party 

and this is reflected in the historically large number of seats southern Republicans did not 

even bother to contest. Strategic politicians avoided running as Republicans, because 

strategic politicians are (by definition) rational actors whose goal is to win, not put up a 

good fight. There is indeed a connection between fielding quality candidates and a track 

record of electoral success. Jacobson argues that the main problem with the Republican 

party was its failure to run quality candidates. But the reason there were relatively less 

quality Republican candidates was because so many Democrats held seats in the southern 

House delegation (Black and Black 2002). Incumbency was a key factor in prolonging 

Democratic hegemony because these members used their incumbency to ward off quality 

challengers and to cultivate political support across party lines.  

In hindsight, after the GOP captured a majority of House seats in the 1994 

elections, it appears that in the South the Democratic party was not better positioned on 

the issues. Instead, it may have been the case that southern Democrats were able to 

maintain their seats because they proved adept at deflecting issues that would prove 

electorally harmful, particularly those sorts of “values” issues (school prayer, abortion, 

crime, gun control, gay rights, affirmative action) that have proven the demise of 

Democratic presidential candidates (Rae 1994). Thus, southern Democratic 

representatives and candidates were not necessarily on the right side of the issues, but in 

so many instances they were blessed with an inferior Republican opposition—ill 

equipped to exploit the political weaknesses of the Democratic party. In this respect, 

candidate emergence is a crucial variable. The GOP needed to run strong candidates who 

could exploit the weaknesses of southern Democrats. 
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Linda Fowler (1993) has noted the key role of candidate emergence in the context 

of southern House elections. In the words of Fowler:  

If political elites fail to provide meaningful alternatives to the status quo or to 
structure cleavages in an intelligible and coherent fashion, then the public can 
hardly be faulted for aborting the periodic adjustment in the party system that 
political scientists have predicted with such certainty. (1993, 35) 

According to Fowler, the missing ingredient for a Republican takeover in the 

South was the absence of strong candidates willing to exploit the weaknesses of the 

Democratic party.   

Indeed, the long-predicted Republican realignment has not taken place in the 

1980s, despite substantial GOP gains among voters, because a high incidence of 

uncontested seats and uncompetitive Republican challengers has prevented the party from 

capitalizing on its strength at the top of the ticket, particularly in the South. (Fowler 1993, 

35-36) 

Both Jacobson (1990; 1991) and Fowler (1993) are correct in citing the deficit of 

viable Republican candidates as being fundamental to the reason why the GOP was 

unable to attain a House majority in the 1980s. But what these scholars and others have 

overlooked is that a structural change was necessary for the emergence of viable 

candidates capable of ushering in a Republican majority. Redistricting implemented for 

the 1992 elections was just the sort of structural change needed for the advent of viable 

Republican candidates.  

As discussed earlier, there was no change in the partisan balance of the southern 

House delegation from 1986 to 1990. The political system was in a state of short-term 

equilibrium induced primarily by the incumbency advantage accruing to both Democrats 

and Republicans. For the GOP to increase their number of House seats (one-third of the 

delegation in 1986, 1988, and 1990), a shock to the political system would be 
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necessary—the kind of shock that could upset the status quo by weakening the 

incumbency advantage of Democrats. Redistricting proved the perfect remedy. 

Redistricting led to improved political opportunities for Republican House 

candidates. The Department of Justice (DOJ) enforced a majority-minority maximization 

agenda on eight southern states (AL, FL, GA, LA, NC, SC, TX, and VA) for the 

decennial reapportionment that was undertaken before the 1992 elections (Bullock 1998, 

2000; Butler 2002; Clayton 2000; Cunningham 2001). Black voters were packed into 

thirteen newly created black majority districts because a smaller minority percentage 

would still have allowed minority voters to elect the representatives of their choice 

(Epstein and O’Halloran 1999a, 1999b, 2000). Several of the districts adjacent to these 

majority-minority districts were of course made proportionally whiter and many became 

Republican pickups in 1992 and subsequent elections (Bullock 1995a, 1995b; Hill 1995; 

Lublin and Voss 2000).  

Earl and Merle Black (2002) point out that race-based redistricting was just the 

sort of destabilizing mechanism that the GOP needed to make gains in House races.  

Before redistricting, 53 of 116 southern House districts—fewer than half of the 

region’s seats—had been carried by Bush in 1988 with 60 percent or more of the vote. 

After redistricting, 65 of the South’s 125 congressional seats—a clear majority—had 

given Bush a landslide vote in 1988. (Black and Black 2002, 330) 

So not only did more districts reflect a Republican advantage (based on the 

district-level 1988 Republican presidential vote) after the 1991/1992 round of 

redistricting, it turned out that the advantage materialized into Republican gains in 

southern House races. The new racial foundations as a consequence of race-based 

redistricting, “improved the southern Republicans’ presidential foundations” (Black and 

Black 2002, 337), and this contributed to Republican success in southern House races. 
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Between the 1988 and 2000 presidential elections, there was a 71 percent decline in the 

number of white southerners who voted Republican for president and Democratic for the 

House and a 65 percent increase in the proportion of white southerners who voted a 

straight Republican ticket.2 The 1992 House elections marked the beginning of a swift 

end to the Democratic party’s majority status in the South.  

The reconfiguration of congressional districts fostered greater Republican voting 

in House races by increasing the likelihood that white southerners would vote in line with 

their presidential preferences. Why? The literature on race-based redistricting has grown 

tremendously in no small part to explain why Republican candidates have 

disproportionately benefited.3 For instance, Kevin Hill (1995) measured the impact of 

racial-redistricting on the eight southern states (AL, FL, GA, LA, NC, SC, TX, and VA) 

that each added at least one new black majority district before the 1992 elections. Based 

on a district-level analysis (using Gelman and King’s (1994) JudgeIt program), Hill 

regressed the 1992 Democratic House vote on the presidential vote, incumbency, 

contestedness of the district, percent black, the change in percent black (from 1990) and a 

dummy for black majority district. His model correctly predicts the four seats in these 

states that switched to the Republican party “due to racial redistricting: Alabama 6 and 

Georgia 1, 3, and 4” (1995, 397). A shortcoming of Hill’s work is that he does not 

address whether or not white voting behavior is relatively constant before and after 

redistricting. Thus it appears he is suggesting that the reduction in the black population of 

districts is great enough for a Republican candidate to win based solely on the more 

favorable racial composition of the district. 

                                                
2 Based on author’s calculation of ANES data. 
3 For a comprehensive review of the literature on race-based redistricting in congressional elections see 
McKee (2004). 
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Petrocik and Desposato (1998) take issue with Hill’s analysis. They find that a 

reduction in black population alone was not sufficient for Republican candidates to win 

in so many southern districts in 1992, and especially 1994. Rather, white voters who had 

previously supported Democratic candidates had to defect in large enough numbers for 

Republican candidates to win. Further, the most likely white voters to defect (vote 

Republican) were so-called new voters, those voters districted into seats presided over by 

white Democratic incumbents. Coupled with a GOP tide in 1994 (they do not adequately 

flesh out the components of the GOP tide) and the severance of the incumbency bond, 

these new voters voted Republican in great enough numbers for Republican candidates to 

win seats that were affected by racial districting. The explanation put forth by Petrocik 

and Desposato (1998) is more complete and plausible than Hill’s, but they perhaps place 

too much emphasis on the importance of the GOP tide and downplay the significance of 

candidate emergence (a topic given little discussion). 

Redistricting led to an increase in Republican voting, but there would not have 

been greater Republican voting if redistricting did not provide the impetus for the 

emergence of viable Republican candidates. Jacobson (1996; 2000; 2001) has contributed 

greatly in offering a supply-side or candidate-centered explanation for Republican 

ascendancy in congressional elections. Jacobson demonstrates convincingly that those 

Democratic incumbent-held districts that were more Republican at the presidential level 

(he takes the district’s average GOP two-party vote for the 1988 and 1992 elections) were 

targeted by Republican candidates. Compared against Democratic leaning districts (based 

on presidential vote) the Republican challengers in Republican leaning districts were 
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more experienced and better funded and it paid off as a greater number of these seats 

were won by Republicans in 1994 (Jacobson 1996).4  

Alan Abramowitz (1995) provides corroborative evidence with ANES survey 

data, showing that better funded Republican challengers targeted those districts with 

more Republican identifiers and the increase in spending resulted in more political 

support. Black and Black (2002, 338) also point out that these presidentially Republican 

districts represented by Democrats were in the GOP’s crosshairs: 

Encouraged by their initial success in 1992, Gingrich and Armey intensified their 

efforts to find, fund, and foster GOP congressional candidates ready to run in districts 

where Reagan and Bush had previously attracted landslide majorities.  

Ronald Keith Gaddie and Charles Bullock (2000) focus solely on open seats and 

find interestingly, that Republican amateurs (held no prior elective office) in contested 

southern primaries did better than experienced GOP opponents in 1994. This 

phenomenon certainly speaks to the anti-incumbent, anti-careerist, anti-politics mood of 

the electorate documented so thoroughly by Jacobson (1996) and Ladd (1995). 

Nonetheless, from 1982 to 1994, with respect to open seat general elections, Gaddie and 

Bullock also find that the most successful Republican candidates were well funded and 

had previous political experience (winning more than 80 percent of the time against 

Democratic challengers lacking these two vital resources).  

Gaddie and Bullock (2000) present rich data on candidate quality and spending. 

They argue cogently, picking up on the finding of Jacobson (1990), that prior to the 

1990s, the Republican Party fielded inferior candidates even in those districts that were 

                                                
4 In none of Jacobson’s work does he analyze the impact of racial districting on Republican gains. He 
favorably cites the work of Hill (1995) in his agreement that majority-minority districting led to Republican 
pickups (Jacobson 1996; 2001).  
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Republican in presidential voting, and this partially accounts for their inability to win 

open seats in the 1980s. As Jacobson (1990) argued, Republicans could not blame their 

minority status on a structural explanation like incumbency, because they failed to win so 

many seats when they became open contests. Republicans did not win these contests 

because the Democrats fielded superior candidates. In effect, Republican candidates were 

less “strategic” because compared to the Democrats, not as many Republican candidates 

were well-funded and experienced, even in those seats where the odds of winning were 

certainly more favorable based on the partisanship of the district.  

Before the 1990s, the percentage of quality Republican challengers (about nine 

percent for each election) in the South remained the same since the early 1960s (Jacobson 

1990, 63). Of course Jacobson (2001) points out that the largest pool of future members 

is supplied by state legislatures and unfortunately for the Republican Party, there was a 

meager supply of Republican contenders because southern state legislatures were 

historically dominated by the Democrats. More specifically, Gaddie and Bullock (2000, 

71) point to the even lower likelihood of finding a Republican state legislator who 

represented territory that overlapped with the local congressional district. This was a 

fundamental problem with top-down Republican advancement. By the late 1990s 

however, the Democratic advantage “in candidate development and promotion has 

become less pronounced … almost to the point of disappearing” (Gaddie and Bullock 

2000, 71). In other words, because of the recent success of the Republican Party—

especially in congressional elections, their numbers have substantially improved in state 

legislatures and this has put in place a farm system for candidate recruitment. 

Thus far, I have discussed the role of redistricting and candidate emergence with 

respect to the advancement of the GOP in southern House elections in the 1990s. 

Redistricting triggered an elite response by fostering the emergence of viable Republican 
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candidates and in turn increased the rate of Republican voting, particularly among 

redrawn, or so-called new voters. That said, a Republican House majority would not have 

been possible without the presence of one more condition: an increase in the number of 

Republican identifiers. The growing number of southern Republicans provided a 

necessary foundation for Republican ascendancy in House elections in the 1990s (see 

Wattenberg 1991). The work of Green et al. (2002) shows that the increase in Republican 

partisanship was both a function of conversion and generational replacement—with 

younger cohorts more likely to identify with the GOP. 

Alan Abramowitz and Kyle Saunders (1998) (henceforth designated AS) contend 

that Republican ascendancy was the culmination of a secular realignment in party 

identification and ideology. Recognizing that the literature points to presidential vote 

choice and retrospective evaluations as factors that can impact party identification, AS 

argue that neither factor can account for “long-term shifts in the party loyalties of the 

electorate” (636). What they say can explain a long-term change in party ID is the effect 

of policy preferences. Because the parties have taken clear stands on policies, over the 

years voters have responded by lining up their party identifications with their ideological 

positions on the policies advocated by the parties.  

The evidence is strongly supportive of their theory, especially based on a path 

analysis that shows ideology drives partisanship and not vice versa. Furthermore, based 

on panel data (1978 and 1992-1994 ANES), it is evident that among conservative 

respondents in 1994 who had Democratic parents, they were much more likely to be 

Republicans than were their counterparts in 1978. AS also run a regression with party ID 

being a function of parental partisanship and ideology (controlling for age, gender, 

education, family income, race, and region). They run this model on the 1978 and 1994 

data (separately) and find that the coefficient for ideology is noticeably larger in 1994 
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(although they do not say whether it is significantly larger than the ideology coefficient in 

1978). Furthermore, AS find that among respondents of different levels (low, moderate, 

and high) of awareness with respect to party issue differences, the correlation between 

party ID and ideology is substantially greater in 1994 than it was in 1978.  

The work of Abramowitz and Saunders (1998) fits nicely with the evidence of 

Jacobson (2001), who finds that the parties in government have become more polarized 

(see also Aldrich and Rohde 1997-1998; Rohde 1991; Stonecash et al. 2003) and their 

electorates (to a lesser extent) have followed suit (although the process is dynamic and 

interactive, the direction is primarily top down). Jacobson notes that the “southern 

strategy” “emerged because Republican candidates sensed an opportunity to win converts 

among conservative white southerners” (2001, 252). 

In adopting positions, then, politicians are guided by the opportunities and 

constraints presented by configurations of public opinion on political issues. Party 

polarization in Congress depended on the expectation that voters would reward, or at 

least not punish, voting with one’s party’s majority. (Jacobson 2001, 252) 

Black and Black (2002, ch. 7) show that the election of Ronald Reagan led to the 

realignment of white conservatives (especially those of the religious right) into the GOP 

(based on PID) and also caused the dealignment of white moderates (away from the 

Democratic Party) (see their Figure 7.2, p. 223). Based on exit poll data, 70 percent of 

conservative white southerners identified with the GOP in 2000 and white moderates 

were a little more likely to side with the GOP (just under 40 percent) than with the 

Democratic party. Black and Black (2002) point to the importance of ideology as a key 

determinant in understanding the current party system in the South. If one only looks to 

party ID then Democratic strength is overstated and thus Republican strength is 

underestimated.  
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Combining ideology with party ID gives a better sense of the “competitive 

equilibrium” in southern congressional elections. Among white southerners, Black and 

Black divide these voters into core Republicans (all Republican identifiers and 

conservative independents), core Democrats (liberal and moderate Democrats), and 

swing voters (conservative Democrats and liberal and moderate independents) (243). In 

order to capture a majority of the vote in most southern contests, a Republican (or 

Democratic) candidate must capture a portion of the swing vote because core 

Republicans (and core Democrats) do no constitute a majority of the southern electorate. 

Among white southerners, Republican identifiers are currently a plurality of the southern 

electorate and their numbers continue to grow. Future Republican House gains will 

depend on the growing percentage of Republican identifiers.   

What can we conclude from the literature on party competition in House elections 

that occurred before, and after the Republican party became the majority in Congress and 

in the South? First, it is not plausible that the GOP was relegated to minority status before 

the 1994 elections because voters preferred candidates who delivered the pork barrel and 

thus Democrats, because they had a decided advantage in this regard. Either Republicans 

changed their tune with respect to performing constituency service after they won a 

majority of seats, or this was not the basis for deciding elections. The GOP may present 

itself as the more fiscally responsible party but this is hard to reconcile with the empirical 

evidence of congressional spending undertaken by Republican and Democratic House 

members.  

Instead, a more convincing explanation is that the GOP was able to shift the terms 

of the electoral debate from one of constituency service, where the Democrats had the 

advantage, to a debate over ideologically-based issues where the Republicans had the 

edge. The message of reform as outlined in the GOP’s Contract with America served to 
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nationalize (Fiorina 2005; Jacobson 2001) House elections and shined the spotlight on 

how out of step the Democrats were with the principles held by white southerners.  

To be sure, the positions outlined in the Contract with America purposely avoided 

some hot-button social issues like abortion and school prayer5, but the overall theme was 

that the Democratic majority was out of touch with rank-and-file Americans because of 

the party’s profligate behavior (e.g., the House Bank Scandal, President Clinton’s 

actions: gays in the military, the 1993 budget, and health care). In fact, constituency 

service came to be seen as a liability because Republicans were able to frame it as an 

instance of Democratic largesse. The Republican party, under the leadership of 

Representatives Newt Gingrich, promised to bring back responsible governance and if 

they failed then they demanded the voters kick them out of office. Thus, in contrast to the 

1980s, in the early 1990s, the Republican party, under the direction of Gingrich touted a 

message of reform that finally resonated with a southern electorate, which now had a 

clear choice in House elections. 

As Morris Fiorina (2005) (also see Aldrich 1995) contends, in the contemporary 

House there are more members who possess strong policy commitments and therefore 

issues have become more important and more nationalized in House elections. In 

response, the cue of partisanship became decidedly more relevant than the cue of 

incumbency. Candidates who are able to cast incumbents as out of step with the views of 

their constituents face defeat (Erikson and Wright 2005). In the 1990s, constituency 

service was no longer the issue, there was an expectation of constituency service 

irrespective of a candidate’s partisanship (Fiorina 2005) and therefore ideologically-

based issues came to the fore and on these issues, Republicans were more competitive. 

                                                
5 These issues would have been acceptable as topics to bring up in the South but the Contract with America 
was designed to be a national Republican agenda. 



 20 

The literature on House elections after the GOP secured its majority in 1994 is 

more accurate in terms of pointing to the causes leading to the Republican takeover. As 

mentioned, there are several important works that explain the effect of redistricting and 

candidate emergence on Republican gains in House elections. In addition, the research of 

Abramowitz and Saunders (1998) and Green et al. (2002) demonstrate the importance of 

a partisan realignment among white southerners in favor of the GOP as being a 

fundamental component of Republican ascendancy. And the work of Black and Black 

(2002) is by far the most comprehensive in documenting the rise of the southern 

Republican party in congressional elections since the end of World War II.  

Yet despite the tremendous amount of high-level scholarship on party competition 

in contemporary House elections, no one has offered an integrated explanation to account 

for party system change. Instead, the causes for Republican ascendancy are typically 

identified in piece-meal fashion or the reasons given for the growth of southern 

Republicanism are thought to be too varied and complicated to be reducible to a set of 

necessary and sufficient factors. In this respect, I depart from extant scholarship by 

presenting an explanation for Republican ascendancy in southern House elections that is 

explicitly reducible to three sequentially and temporally interdependent factors: (1) the 

continuing increase in Republican identification among white southerners, (2) the 

partisan impact of redistricting implemented prior to the 1992 elections, and (3) the 

emergence of viable Republican candidates who campaigned on a message that resonated 

with the views of white southerners. 

My explanation can account for the S-curve pattern of Republican advancement 

in southern House elections from 1988 to 2004. The increasing Republican identification 

of southern white voters provided a necessary foundation for Republican gains, but it was 

the destabilizing effect of redistricting that explains the sudden increase in Republican 
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victories that occurred in 1992 and 1994. Redistricting weakened the incumbency 

advantage of many Democrats by infusing their districts with a large share of redrawn 

constituents, and this triggered the emergence of Republican candidates who were adept 

at campaigning on a message more in step with the views of southern whites. Long-term 

(party identification) and short-term (redistricting and the emergence of viable 

Republican candidates) factors converged in the 1990s to create the “perfect electoral 

storm” for southern Republicans. Party competition was in equilibrium in the late 1980s 

with Democrats in the majority. The period of punctuated change occurred with the onset 

of redistricting in 1992 as the GOP netted twenty-five seats after the 1992 and 1994 

elections. After 1996, Republican gains leveled off and a new equilibrium has held ever 

since with the Republican party firmly in the majority. In the next section I present a 

richer, historical account of the rise of the Republican party in southern House elections 

and then I revisit the theoretical argument.   

POSING THE QUESTION: THE PATTERN OF REPUBLICAN ADVANCEMENT 

Before 1994, the last time the GOP was the House majority in Congress was after 

the 1952 elections. The Democratic party’s forty year reign in the U.S. House, from 1955 

to 1995, is the longest span of party control in American history and is two- and one-half 

times longer than any other span of party control (three times a party was a majority for 

16 consecutive years—Republicans from 1859-1875, Republicans from 1895-1911, and 

Democrats from 1931-1947 (Connelly and Pitney 1994, 2)). That is an impressive streak, 

until you consider this, prior to 1994, the last time the GOP was a majority of the 

southern House delegation was after the 1872 elections (Black 1998). 

Figure 2.1 tracks the total number of Democrats and Republicans in the southern 

House delegation from 1946 to 2004. At the start of the time series Republicans were 

practically nonexistent, with only two Tennessee Republicans in the 105 member 
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southern House delegation from 1946 to 1950. Beginning in the 1950s, the GOP started 

to register gains, which increased markedly in the 1960s and then leveled off in the 

1980s. From 1946 to the mid 1980s Republican growth generally tracks a linear pattern.  

Figure 2.1 

The Rise of Southern Republicans, 1946-2004
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By contrast, Republican advancement since the mid 1980s through 2004 is 

characterized by punctuated change, which exhibits an S-curve pattern. There was a 

remarkable period of partisan stability from 1986 to 1990, with seventy-seven Democrats 

and thirty-nine Republicans serving in the southern House after each of these elections. 

Then, this electoral equilibrium is disrupted in 1992, when Republicans pick up nine 

seats and follow up with sixteen more in 1994—giving southern Republicans a House 

majority. Republicans win seven more House seats in 1996 and then their rate of 

advancement levels off until the 2004 elections.  

What accounts for this S-curve pattern of Republican advancement in southern 

House contests from 1988 to 2004? In other words: Why, after 120 years in the minority, 
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did Republicans suddenly win back the southern House in the mid 1990s and, what 

explains their steady gains ever since? This is the question my study will answer.     

THE EXPLANATION FOR THE RISE OF SOUTHERN REPUBLICANS 

The seeds of southern Republican ascendancy were sewn almost a half-century 

ago by the actions of political elites. Elite behavior led to a change in the composition of 

the groups comprising each party’s voting coalition. The change in the social bases of the 

parties is a consequence of voters lining up their preferences with the policy positions 

advanced and supported by candidates and officeholders (Carmines and Stimson 1989; 

Petrocik 1981; Stimson 2004; Sundquist 1983).  

Voting behavior is a leading indicator of change because it is more responsive to 

short-term effects than is the more durable concept of party identification (Campbell et al. 

1960). Yet through a combination of politically significant events or period effects (e.g., 

Truman’s advocacy of civil rights initiatives before the 1948 presidential election, the 

1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the 1964 

presidential election, the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and the 1980 presidential election), 

Republican identification among white southerners gradually increased and exhibited a 

generational replacement effect with younger cohorts showing greater Republican 

identification. And as the parties continue to diverge ideologically, voters have adjusted 

their party identification to fit with their ideology (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998).  

The progression of this transformation of the groups comprising the party’s 

coalitions primarily took the form of top-down advancement (Aistrup 1996). Top-down 

advancement means that white southerners first align their electoral preferences at the 

presidential level because presidential candidates take positions that are representative of 

the national party (Carmines and Stimson 1989). Further, the high visibility of 



 24 

presidential elections ensures that voters will be aware of the policy positions staked out 

by the party’s nominees (e.g., the 1964 presidential election).  

At first, advancement in lower contests like the U.S. House is minimal because 

Democratic officeholders maintain positions that are aligned with white southerners.6 

Most Democrats (representatives and candidates) did not begin to realign according to the 

positions taken by the party at the national level until the 1970s (Deep South Democrats 

were slower to adjust, see Black and Black 2002). The infusion of growing numbers of 

black voters (mainly due to the Voting Rights Act of 1965) into the southern electorate 

provides white Democratic representatives with a choice: (1) take positions that will gain 

the votes of a coalition of black and white voters or (2) take positions that are favorable 

to whites and opposed by blacks. The choice made is in part a function of the racial 

composition of the district, but clearly blacks made their choice to support the 

Democratic party and white Democratic representatives in districts with large black 

populations could either be responsive to these voters or risk defeat. 

Throughout the 1980s, biracial coalitions proved successful in defeating the 

challenges of Republican candidates who could only win districts with a landslide share 

(sixty percent or more) of the white vote (Black and Black 2002). The success of Ronald 

Reagan in the 1980s was the shot in the arm needed for so many whites to break with the 

Democratic party, at least in terms of party identification (vote choice to a lesser extent 

with respect to House races). Yet even with the success Reagan had in moving whites 

toward the GOP, the large majority delegation of Democratic representatives managed to 

scare off challenges from quality Republican candidates and hence there was the growing 

presence of split-result districts (Republican in presidential contests and Democratic in 

                                                
6 It is also the case that candidates (e.g., southern Democrats) take positions that make voters perceive them 
as ideologically acceptable (see Frymer et al. 1997). 
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House elections) (see Campbell 1997). Many white voters did not have a sufficient 

reason to vote Republican in those districts that were contested by Republicans because 

they proved to be inferior candidates (especially with regard to experience, Jacobson 

1990) and hence a large segment of white voters continued to reward incumbent 

Democratic officeholders for a job well done.  

The political landscape changed dramatically before the 1992 elections because 

the Department of Justice refused to “preclear” districting plans under Section 5 of the 

Voting Rights Act in eight southern states until the new districts were drawn in 

furtherance of maximizing the number of majority-minority districts (Cunningham 2001). 

Seeking their own narrow interests of gaining seats under the new geography, white 

Republicans and black Democratic leaders formed partnerships to advocate for the 

maximization of newly created majority-minority districts (Lamis 1999). The structural 

change brought about through redistricting was indeed a windfall for Republicans and 

black Democrats, whereas white Democrats were disproportionately harmed because the 

creation of majority-minority districts tore asunder the biracial coalitions that for so long 

proved a successful strategy for white Democrats.  

The structural change of redistricting fostered greater strategic behavior on the 

part of Republican challengers/candidates, who targeted those districts that were now 

proportionally whiter and consequently, more Republican—based on the presidential 

vote.7 By drawing more politically homogeneous districts, the new congressional maps 

had the effect of increasing partisan polarization among candidates and the electorate. 

Concentrating African Americans and Hispanics in majority-minority districts made 

surrounding districts whiter, more Republican, more conservative, and thus Democratic 

                                                
7 There is ample evidence that “Republican presidential success in the 1980s was expanding the grassroots 
base needed to improve Republican competitiveness in congressional elections” (Black and Black 2002, 
203).  
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candidates were no longer able to win contests based on center-left appeals that resonated 

in the past in racially diverse districts. These so-called “bleached” districts, with 

overwhelming white populations consisted of loyal Republican voters and a good deal of 

“new voters” who were redrawn into districts with a different incumbent as a 

consequence of racial redistricting. With the bond of incumbency severed by being 

placed in a new district, most of these redrawn voters were in fact latent Republicans, at 

least based on their voting behavior in presidential elections. The presence of quality 

Republican challengers who contested these districts finally gave these redrawn voters 

the opportunity to vote Republican in House elections, and most of them did (Petrocik 

and Desposato 1998). 

Redistricting hastened the ascendancy of Republicans in the South because it was 

the single factor that could weaken the Democratic incumbency advantage (through the 

infusion of new voters) and at the same time reconfigure districts in a way that made 

them competitive enough for viable Republican candidates to risk contesting.8 The 

acceleration of Republican advancement in House elections due to redistricting in 1992 

was a short-term effect that complemented a long-term trend in favor of southern 

Republicanism. By the time of the 2002 redistricting, Republican advances registered in 

the 1990s were reinforced by the implementation of districting plans that generally 

maintained the electoral status quo. In short, partisan change in southern House elections 

from 1988 to 2004 is mainly a function of a secular realignment of whites into the 

Republican party, redistricting, and the emergence of viable Republican candidates. To 

restate the point graphically:  

                                                
8 Of course, there were also short-term factors before the 1994 elections that broke decidedly in favor of 
Republican candidates—who proved adept at “nationalizing the elections” in their local contests (see 
Burnham 1996; Fiorina 2005; Jacobson 1996; 2004). 
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At the macro-level, this explanation for the rise of southern Republicans is 

conceptualized by a punctuated equilibrium/change model. Edward Carmines and James 

Stimson (1989) and Walter Dean Burnham (1991) suggest that an improvement on the 

critical election concept is a punctuated equilibrium model. The key difference with the 

concept of punctuated change vis-à-vis a critical election is that there is noticeable 

movement or gradual change occurring and evident before a flashpoint is reached, and 

afterwards (in subsequent elections) there is a receding of movement with the onset of a 

more or less stable state in which change returns to a lower rate of advancement. Here is 

Carmines and Stimson’s characterization of the punctuated equilibrium model: 

It is dynamic because it presumes that at some point the system moves from a 

fairly stationary steady state to a fairly dramatic rapid change; the change is manifested 

by a ‘critical moment’ in the time series—a point where change is large enough to be 

visible and, perhaps, the origin of a dynamic process. Significantly, however, the 

change—the dynamic growth—does not end with the critical moment; instead it 

continues over an extended period, albeit at much slower pace. This continued growth 

after the initial shock defines the evolutionary character of the model. (1989, 13) 

So, essentially, the main difference between a critical election and punctuated 

equilibrium is the period before and after the moment of upheaval. One can consider the 
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“critical moment” to be the critical election in a punctuated-change model. Thought of in 

this way, there is strong evidence that the 1994 election was the critical moment in a 

model of punctuated equilibrium. In the South, the model fits political reality very well. 

Competition in House elections appears to be stable in 1988 and 1990, before the onset of 

change in 1992 and the critical moment in 1994. There has not been a resurgence in 

Democratic competitiveness in terms of seats gains. From 1996 to 2000, Republicans 

controlled the same majority of seats, 71 out of 125 (57 percent)—evidence of a new 

stable state with the GOP firmly in control.9 In most southern states, congressional 

redistricting in 2002 served to maintain the partisan status quo because most maps were 

drawn to protect both party’s incumbents. There was, however, a noticeable jump in the 

number of Republicans after the 2004 elections because of a Republican gerrymander 

enacted in the state of Texas.  

Republican advancement in southern House elections fits the S-curve pattern of 

punctuated equilibrium/issue evolution theory very well. But what makes the case of 

southern House elections distinctive is the causal mechanism for punctuated change. The 

ongoing secular realignment of white southerners in favor of the GOP provided the 

requisite foundation for the flip-over pattern to occur, but the rapid ascendancy of House 

Republicans in 1992 and 1994 was mainly due to the destabilizing effect of racial 

redistricting and the concomitant emergence of viable Republican candidates. The 

structural change induced by redistricting in 1992 set the stage for the critical moment in 

1994 when southern Republicans won enough seats to become the majority party in the 

South for the first time since Reconstruction. 

In Agendas and Instability in American Politics, Frank Baumgartner and Bryan 

Jones present a general theory of change that can be applied to an analysis of southern 

                                                
9 Republicans controlled 63 percent (82 of 131 districts) of southern House seats after the 2004 elections. 
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House elections.10 Citing William Riker (1980), Baumgartner and Jones (1993) argue that 

instability is the common state of affairs in politics.11 Stability or equilibrium is induced 

by political actors working through institutional arrangements. Stable arrangements are 

achieved by the implementation of rules that bias outcomes in favor of the ruling party 

and by their control of the issue/policy agenda. “Issue definition and institutional control 

combine to make possible the alternation between stability and rapid change that 

characterizes political systems” (Baumgartner and Jones 1993, 16).  

Equilibrium is only temporary at best because it is contingent upon maintaining a 

set of conditions (the status quo) that political entrepreneurs can alter by appealing to 

another dimension where a different majority of preferences hold (see Riker 1982). There 

are generally two kinds of processes at work in politics, (1) incrementalism, which tends 

to reinforce the status quo through a negative feedback loop, and (2) periods of rapid 

change brought about by more infrequent periods of positive feedback. Like Burnham 

                                                
10 Given its relevance to southern House elections, I think it is worth quoting at length a passage from 
Baumgartner and Jones: 

Focusing on consequences directs our attention to institutional structures. All political institutions 
channel conflict in a particular way; all are related to the mobilization of bias. Noting the structure 
of bias inherent in any set of political institutions not only shows who is advantaged, however; it 
also shows what changes might come about from destruction or alteration of an existing 
arrangement. Those left out of the original system may not be heard there, but if the structures are 
changed, then dramatic changes in the mobilization of bias may result. Institutional structures in 
American politics are generally not easy to change, but when they do change, these changes often 
lead to dramatic and long-lasting changes in policy outcomes. So institutions play an important 
role in this analysis, since they make possible a system of periods of relative stability, where the 
mobilization of bias is structured by a set of institutions that remain stable for some period. 
However, these periods of stability may be linked by periods of rapid change during which the 
institutional framework is challenged. Because of this, incremental changes are less important than 
the dramatic alterations in the mobilization of bias during these critical periods. The result is that 
the American political system lurches from one point of apparent equilibrium to another, as 
policymakers establish new institutions to support the policies they favor or alter existing ones to 
give themselves greater advantage. (1993, 12) 

11 Baumgartner and Jones (1993) present the following quote from Riker, “And what we have learned is 
simply this: Disequilibrium, or the potential that the status quo be upset, is the characteristic feature of 
politics” (1980, 443). 
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(1996) and Carmines and Stimson (1989), Baumgartner and Jones consider instances of 

rapid political change as adhering to an “S-shaped curve”, punctuated equilibrium model. 

What appears to be a stable political system may really be quite tenuous although 

this is not evident to casual observers. For the status quo to be drastically altered requires 

the emergence of a mobilized opposition. And an opposition will materialize if the 

prospects for change increase. What keeps the current system from unraveling is 

primarily inattentiveness or public apathy (1993, 16-21). So long as the public is not 

aroused by a countervailing agenda, the current state of affairs will persist. But 

Baumgartner and Jones point out that since “the possibility exists of mobilizing the 

previously indifferent through the redefinition of issues, no system based on the shared 

preferences of the interested is safe” (1993, 19). Expanding the scope of the conflict a la 

Schattschnieder (1960), altering the dimensions of political discourse a la Riker (1986), 

or changing institutional rules, can all lead to punctuated change. According to 

Baumgartner and Jones, “If a social equilibrium is induced only by the structures that 

determine participation in its choice, then altering the structures (or changing the rules) 

can cause the equilibrium to quickly disappear” (1993, 16).    

In the case of southern House elections, incumbency provided for a structure-

induced equilibrium in the mid 1980s to 1990. Southern Democrats’ majority status was 

safe so long as the electorate remained inattentive and the GOP continued to run inferior 

candidates. Unfortunately for the Democratic party, redistricting upset the status quo and 

led to the emergence of viable Republican candidates who aroused the electorate with a 

winning campaign message that drastically altered the voting behavior of white 

southerners in favor of the Republican party. All the ingredients for punctuated change 

were present in the case of southern House elections in the 1990s and they played out in 

the fashion outlined by the theory posited by Baumgartner and Jones. The apparent 
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stability in party competition in southern House elections was shattered by the structural 

impact of redistricting coupled with the emergence of viable Republican candidates who 

captured voting majorities by convincing white southerners that their short- and long-

term interests were better served by aligning with the GOP.     
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Chapter 3: Chasing the Elephant: Growing Republicanism in the 
Southern Electorate 

 
 In this chapter the role of party identification is examined. A considerable part of 

the explanation for the ascendancy of the Republican party in southern House contests is 

the increase in the number of southern whites who identify with the GOP. The growth in 

the proportion of Republican identifiers provided a critical mass of voters capable of 

ushering in a Republican House majority in the 1990s.  

Party identification is one of the most written about subjects in American politics. 

There are several reasons why party ID receives so much attention, including the 

following: (1) scholars disagree on how to conceptualize party ID, (2) there is widespread 

disagreement on how stable party ID is, and (3) there is disagreement on what factors 

alter party ID. What is however, indisputable, and what makes party ID such a 

noteworthy topic, is that it has a very substantial effect on vote choice. It is certainly the 

case that an increase in the proportion of Republican identifiers generally translates into 

the election of more Republican candidates, and this makes an investigation of party ID 

essential to understanding the rise of the southern GOP in House elections.  

THE CONCEPT OF PARTY IDENTIFICATION 

In this section I discuss the views of both the traditionalists and the revisionists 

with respect to their characterizations of party ID. After presenting the arguments on both 

sides, I conclude that the evidence is mixed; depending on the political context, there is 

support for both revisionist and traditionalist conceptions of party ID. 

There is a considerable lack of consensus among scholars with respect to the 

concept of party identification. The traditional view is that party ID is a stable, affective, 
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and highly durable psychological attachment to a political party acquired through 

political socialization and reinforced by a sense of belonging to a social group aligned 

with one’s preferred political party (Campbell et al. 1960; Green et al. 2002). According 

to these scholars, I call the traditionalists (the Michigan scholars and their contemporary 

supporters like Green et al. 2002), only under exceptional circumstances like a partisan 

realignment is it thought that political affiliations are greatly altered.  

The traditional view of party ID has been attacked by numerous scholars, I call 

the revisionists, who have marshaled evidence that party ID is not as stable as originally 

argued because party ID is influenced by short-term political factors (e.g., issue 

evaluations, candidate evaluations, economic evaluations, and presidential approval). 

Because party ID is impacted by short-term factors, revisionists contend that party ID 

may not be an enduring psychological attachment, but rather, according to one prominent 

scholar, a “running tally of retrospective evaluations” of party performance (Fiorina 

1981, 255).   

The classic statement on party ID was made by the authors of The American Voter 

(Campbell et al. 1960). In this work, Campbell et al. (1960) argue that party ID is an 

enduring psychological attachment to one of the political parties. “Generally this tie is a 

psychological identification … most Americans have this sense of attachment with one 

party or the other. And for the individual who does, the strength and direction of party 

identification are facts of central importance in accounting for attitude and behavior” 

(121). Party ID is fundamental to understanding political behavior because it precedes 

and shapes the formation of other political attitudes. In addition, party ID is thought to be 

stable, durable, and resistant to change.  

When we examine the evidence on the manner in which party attachment 
develops and changes during the lifetime of the individual citizen, we find a 
picture characterized more by stability than by change—not by rigid, immutable 
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fixation on one party rather than the other, but by a persistent adherence and 
resistance to contrary influence. (Campbell et al. 1960, 146)  

The traditional view of party ID promoted by the authors of The American Voter 

came under attack by revisionist scholars in the mid 1970s. Perhaps it is fitting that one 

of the most cogent arguments against the traditionalist scholars was made by the authors 

of The Changing American Voter (Nie et al. 1976). Amassing an enormous amount of 

evidence on voting behavior from the 1950s through the mid 1970s, Nie et al. (1976) 

claimed that compared to the 1950s, voting behavior was significantly altered by the 

1960s and into the 1970s. Voting behavior changed because the political context was 

fundamentally altered in the mid to late 1960s. Issues became more important as a cue in 

guiding the vote especially in the presence of declining partisanship among the electorate. 

 Because the parties did not take clear, opposing sides on various issues of political 

importance during the 1960s and 1970s, party ID was no longer a decisive shortcut for 

vote choice. Instead, candidates of both parties had an incentive to stake out their own 

positions on a range of issues since there was less guidance provided by the parties. In 

this political climate, characterized by an increase in candidate-centered campaigns, the 

emergence of a broad range of issues (e.g., the environment, the Vietnam War, women’s 

rights, crime, social welfare, etc.) that the parties had yet to take definitive positions on, 

and a concomitant decline in partisanship (manifested by an increase in ticket-splitting), 

it is no wonder that party ID did not exhibit the same level of stability that was apparent 

in the 1950s. According to Nie et al.:  

The presidential elections of 1952, 1956, and 1960 presented few burning issues 
to the public and the candidates went out of their way to emphasize the person or 
the party they represented. In contrast, polarizing issues were the stuff of the 
1960s, and the candidates emphasized them. (1976, 386)   

The work of Fiorina (1981) bolstered the revisionist argument that the stability of 

party ID was time-bound and hence highly dependent upon political context. Given the 
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susceptibility of party ID to short-term factors such as retrospective evaluations of party 

performance, Fiorina conceptualized party ID as a running tally, a scorecard that adjusts 

to changes in the party’s electoral fortunes.  

Fiorina’s challenge of the traditional conception of party ID was undertaken at the 

individual-level, but Mackuen et al. (1989; 1992) challenged the traditional view of party 

ID at the aggregate-level. Mackuen et al. found that partisanship (based on quarterly 

measures of the Gallup Poll question)12 in the aggregate, or what they term 

macropartisanship, was responsive to presidential approval and economic evaluations 

(consumer sentiment surveys administered by the University of Michigan). Contrary to 

the traditional view that party ID affects candidate evaluations and other political 

judgments, Mackuen et al. find, like other proponents of the revisionist perspective, that 

party ID is itself impacted by other political attitudes and this accounts for why 

macropartisanship fluctuates in response to changes in public opinion of the political 

parties.   

The revisionist view of party ID offers a refutation of the traditional argument that 

party ID is mainly antecedent to the formation of other political attitudes, is highly stable, 

and amounts to an enduring psychological attachment to a political party. Instead, 

revisionists contend that party ID and other political attitudes (e.g., candidate evaluations) 

exhibit a recursive relationship and this explains why party ID is malleable, and, as 

should be expected, party ID is more malleable when the political climate is in a state of 

flux (e.g., from the mid 1960s through the 1970s).  

Although the revisionist model of party ID is arguably the prevailing position (see 

Franklin 1992; Miller 1991), it has received a formidable challenge by Green et al. 

                                                
12 Unlike the party ID question asked by the National Election Studies, which has a built-in long term 
component to it by prefacing the question of party ID with the phrase “Generally speaking,” the Gallup Poll 
question for party ID states, “In politics, as of today, do you consider yourself a …” 
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(2002), who provide a case for defending the traditional view of party ID in Partisan 

Hearts and Minds. Green et al. conceptualize party ID as a social identity. They espouse 

the traditional view put forth in The American Voter, particularly with respect to the idea 

that party ID is a powerful and enduring psychological attachment to a party and it 

consists of an affective component. Green et al. draw upon a sports analogy to explain 

their conceptualization of party ID as a social identity. Similar to the way fans root for 

their teams, partisans root for their candidates. Social groups align with political parties 

and thus voters develop perceptions and attachments to the parties based on the social 

groups that are associated with the parties. Stereotypes of the parties form on the basis of 

the social groups that comprise the electoral bases of the parties. 

It is very plausible that the conception of party ID offered by Green et al. is 

accurate, at least for a subset of partisans—most likely strong partisans. Further, Green et 

al. show that after controlling for measurement error, party ID exhibits a high degree of 

longitudinal stability (but see Franklin 1992). What appears less defensible is making the 

case that most partisans or even the typical partisan fits the conception of party ID put 

forth by Green et al. For instance, going back to the sports analogy, fans can be very 

fickle, especially when their teams experience a losing streak. At least for some fans, the 

attractiveness of remaining loyal to one’s team can depreciate considerably and hence it 

may be time to root for another team. The evidence for macropartisanship provides strong 

support for this behavior in the realm of politics; many voters adjust their political 

affiliations on the basis of party performance. 

Another criticism of Green et al. is that they severely discount the role that issues 

play in affecting party ID.13 Echoing the sentiment of their Michigan forebears, because 

                                                
13 Consider this passage from Green et al.:  
 Although the expression of group attachment may be augmented by instrumental motives such as 
 desired policy outcomes, party attachments have been expressed historically by large segments of 
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party ID is deeply rooted, akin to religious identification, issues rarely cross the threshold 

necessary to affect party ID. This argument is hard to reconcile with the overwhelming 

evidence that partisan change occurs when the parties take opposing positions on salient 

issues that have the effect of altering the social bases of the parties (Carmines and 

Stimson 1989; Petrocik 1981; Stimson 2004; Sundquist 1983). In fact, by conceding that 

party system change can be of the magnitude to alter party ID, Green et al. appear to be 

admitting that the impetus for the shift in party ID originates from a marked shift in the 

positions of the parties on salient, “easy” (ala Carmines and Stimson 1980) issues like 

civil rights (see Green et al. 2002, 22-23).  

There are a bundle of issues that the parties take opposing positions on, and the 

positions that are taken clearly reflect each party’s support or opposition to a set of social 

groups. In this sense, position taking by the parties is in part a response to the support 

given by social groups and thus, there is a strong correspondence between position taking 

on issues and the social identities of voters aligned with the parties. Perhaps the 

traditional view normally holds and voters are not well informed on the issues and hence 

they rely on partisanship as a shortcut for deciding how to vote. On the other hand, it 

appears undeniable that the changing composition of the social groups aligned with the 

parties is a function of the positions the parties take on issues that are so consequential 

they cause voters to alter their political affiliations.  

The main disagreement between traditionalists and revisionists centers on the 

relative stability of party ID and what affects it, and not defining it per se. Of course, 

disagreement over the stability of party ID is tied to defining the concept—i.e., how 

stable is it? If we admit that party ID is greatly affected by political context, as the 

                                                                                                                                            
 the population who would seem to be out of step with the party’s stated policy ambitions. (2002, 
 220) 
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revisionists argue, then the stability of party ID depends on the political setting. As 

Franklin (1992, 308) states, “So long as preferences and identification agree, the 

revisionist model predicts a reinforcement and strengthening of partisanship.”  

Fortunately, in the case of the South, it is not necessary to choose sides regarding 

the traditional and revisionist views of party ID because party system change was of a 

magnitude that no scholar would disagree that it had the effect of significantly altering 

the political affiliations of the southern electorate. The marked change in the party 

identification of southern whites is the question I now seek to explain.      

CHANGING POLITICAL AFFILIATIONS OF SOUTHERN WHITES 

The long-term trend exhibiting an increase in Republican partisanship among 

southern whites has its roots in the complex interaction between elected 

representatives/candidates and the electorate. Only the emergence of a major issue that 

the political parties would take clear opposing sides on was capable of putting in motion 

a long-term shift in favor of the GOP. Furthermore, the period that originally gave rise to 

a shift in political affiliations needs to be reinforced in a long series of elections if the 

minority party is going to have a chance to attain majority status.  

Before the civil rights movement gained steam in the early 1960s, the appeal of 

Republicanism was limited to middle class southern whites who were attracted to its pro-

business stance. At the national level, the pre-civil rights GOP was slightly more liberal 

on the race issue, and among southern whites, despite the class-based arrangement of 

American politics stemming from the New Deal realignment, upper income whites were 

slightly more likely to identify with the Democratic party (Nadeau et al. 2004).  

Apart from those areas in the South (particularly in Appalachia: eastern 

Tennessee, western North Carolina, western Virginia, and northern Alabama) that 

remained Republican because of opposition to the Democratic party dating back to the 
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Civil War, and the modest inroads made among white middle class suburbanites who 

voted for Eisenhower, the GOP struggled in the 1950s to draw supporters away from the 

Democrats. Below the presidential level, the GOP amounted to little more than a nominal 

party whose primary function was to distribute patronage (Key 1949). Ideological 

disputes between conservative and moderate-to-liberal factions were settled within the 

confines of the Democratic party. The race issue, of course, was what held together the 

southern Democratic party, and it was the single issue capable of splitting it apart. 

By the 1960s, the southern Democratic party could no longer ignore the race 

issue. It exploded onto the national agenda with the growing momentum of the civil 

rights movement. The 1964 presidential election was a pivotal moment in the South. By 

voting against the 1964 Civil Rights Act and opposing federal intervention as a means to 

promote racial equality, the Goldwater campaign sent a clear signal to southern whites 

who opposed integration. On the Democratic side, President Johnson’s push for civil 

rights after the assassination of Kennedy revealed his presidential campaign strategy in 

1964: abandon the South in order to win the presidency. The number of votes garnered by 

endorsing civil rights and promoting the issues of the New Deal coalition swamped the 

anti-civil rights, free market, and hard line foreign policy position of Goldwater.  

Yet despite LBJ’s landslide victory, by providing the electorate with a clear 

alternative, Goldwater’s campaign planted the roots for contemporary southern 

Republicanism. His original “Southern Strategy” of cultivating the support of southern 

whites by taking a conservative approach on civil rights has been repeated ad infinitum, 

although the appeals to racial conservatism have varied somewhat in accordance with the 

growing sensitivity of the issue (e.g., the use of code words). And even though the focus 

of political scholars centers on Goldwater’s position regarding civil rights because of the 
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importance of the issue at the time, Goldwater espoused conservative positions on 

economics and social issues.  

In fact, Goldwater and Reagan are virtually ideological mirror images of one 

another.14 In hindsight, we can see that the conservative views of Reagan were more 

popular when he ran for the presidency because New Deal liberalism was under fire in 

the late 1970s. In addition, the gains of social liberals in the 1970s, particularly with Roe 

v. Wade (1973), mobilized the religious right, who found a home with the GOP as a result 

of the pro-life views of Reagan. In sum, apart from Reagan’s engaging personality (a 

quality that one should not discount in electoral politics), he and Goldwater stood for the 

same things. The main difference was that compared to Goldwater, the political climate 

was much more favorable to Reagan. By serving two presidential terms, Reagan was a 

towering figure in the growth of southern Republicanism. He was the principal architect 

of contemporary southern Republicanism. His consistently conservative positions on 

economic, racial, social/religious, and military issues realigned conservative whites and 

dealigned moderate whites, who previously identified with the Democratic party (see 

Black and Black 2002, 205-240) 

Issue Evolution and Partisan Change 

So how can this brief historical account shed light on the reasons why southern 

whites shifted, and continue to shift in favor of identification with the GOP?  This 

question is answered by providing a theoretical interpretation of the aforementioned 

political events.15 The race issue, as it became embodied in the conflict over civil rights, 

underwent an issue evolution (see Carmines and Stimson 1989; Stimson 2004) that 
                                                
14 With regard to policy, the only real difference between Goldwater and Reagan was Reagan’s promotion 
of supply-side economics, which many conservatives including perhaps Goldwater, may have considered 
anything but conservative. 
15 This account draws heavily on the issue evolution theory presented by Carmines and Stimson (1989) and 
Stimson (2004). 
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eventually contributed to the ascendancy of the Republican party in southern House 

elections.  

Elections narrow the number of issues that parties emphasize to those that are 

expected to win votes. The issues that are promoted by the parties and their respective 

positions on the issues depend on the extant political context and the probability of 

electoral success. In what is expected to be a close election, if we assume that public 

opinion on an ideological dimension is normally distributed, then the parties will move to 

the middle and they will purposely avoid drawing clear contrasts in their issue positions 

with those held by their opponents (Downs 1957). Further, the issues emphasized are of 

course the ones that are consciously on the minds of the electorate and thus are relevant 

to the vote decision.  

In the context of an election that clearly favors one party, there will be a strong 

incentive for the party on the losing side to stake out a position that can alter the electoral 

status quo. The goal is to stake out a position on an issue that has the effect of adding a 

new dimension to the current electoral dimension (Riker 1986). The expectation is that 

more votes can be won on the new dimension than would be won in the absence of 

introducing the new issue. By adding a new dimension, the issue is assumed to be cross-

cutting, drawing supporters and opponents across the original dimension that divided the 

parties and their supporters. The partisan electoral balance and the composition of the 

voters aligned with the parties can be permanently altered when the introduction of a 

cross-cutting issue leads to a critical moment when the parties take opposing positions on 

the issue and thereby risk their immediate and long-term electoral prospects.   

Figure 3.1 is a simplified illustration of the alignment of the political parties.16 We 

can think of the old line of political cleavage that divides the Democrats and Republicans 

                                                
16 Figures 3.1 and 3.2 are adaptations of the figures presented in Sundquist (1983, 23-27). 
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as an economic cleavage. On the economic issue, the Democratic party is dominant 

because it won the fight over New Deal policies. The Republican party, losing on the 

New Deal issue, softens its free market positions, but clearly remains to the right of the 

Democratic party on the economic cleavage that arranges the parties. Given the political 

context before the civil rights movement, for Republicans the economic issue is a losing 

issue, at least in the short-term it is settled and thus the Republican party needs to present 

a “new”17 issue with the hope that it can alter the electoral status quo by appealing to 

voters across the original economic cleavage. 

The civil rights issue is just the sort of issue that can cross-cut and hence draw 

support across party lines. Figure 3.1 shows the civil rights issue cutting across the 

original economic cleavage dividing the Democrats and Republicans. Below the civil 

rights cleavage are those who oppose civil rights. Above the civil rights cleavage are the 

supporters of civil rights.  

                                                
17 As Stimson remarks, “Of course, no issue is ever new in the stronger sense of never having been thought 
of before. If it were, it would not be a question in a survey. Racial controversies, for example, are older 
than the country. But race was new as a partisan issue in 1964, the first time in modern America that the 
two parties squared off on opposite sides of the question” (2004, 70).  
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Figure 3.1 Splitting the Parties with the Race Issue 
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issue is the product of an elite calculation made by a candidate, the sorting process in 

response to the new issue is roughly the same for candidates and voters.18  

Figure 3.2 The Changing Composition of the Parties in Response to Civil Rights 
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Voters 

From the position of the voters, they will divide over the new issue according to 

how much importance they assign to it. A segment of voters are “New Deal” Democrats 

and their liberal dispositions lead them to adopt the pro-civil rights position of the 

national party. In Figure 3.2, these voters reside in space A. Likewise, the introduction of 

the civil rights issue does not affect the partisanship of Republican voters located in space 

D, who side with their party on the old economic cleavage and its opposition to civil 

rights.   

The emergence of the civil rights issue has its greatest effect on the political 

affiliations of those voters who find themselves at odds with their party’s position on this 

new issue. These voters occupy spaces B1, B2, C1, and C2. The civil rights issue is of such 

importance to voters B1 and C1 that these voters switch political parties in order to align 

with the party in agreement with them on the issue. Thus, pro-civil rights Republicans 

become Democrats and anti-civil rights Democrats become Republicans.  

Voters occupying spaces B2 and C2 decide to stick with their parties even though 

they are in disagreement over their respective parties’ positions on civil rights. Again, 

this sorting process among voters does not occur all at once—it takes decades in some 

cases, and therefore in the aggregate, partisan change with respect to political affiliations 

is gradual. Many of the voters who find themselves in spaces B2 and C2 only go so far as 

to dealign, cutting ties with their old party but not going far enough to identify with the 

other party. It is the children of these voters who take the next step and switch parties in 

favor of the one that shares their views on civil rights and other issues (e.g., abortion 
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emerges as a partisan issue in the late 1970s) that align on the new dimension that 

separates the parties.19  

As Stimson (2004) points out, party primaries become a fundamental mechanism 

for recalibrating party identification according to voters’ preferences concerning the new 

issue that splits the parties. Where candidates stand on the new issue emerges as the basis 

for the primary vote decision, particularly in the absence of candidate differentiation on 

older, settled issues. According to Stimson: 

As the [issue] evolution proceeds, eventually it becomes nearly impossible to 
survive intra-party politics unless aligned with the dominant party position. The 
primary election mechanism ensures that once started, a new issue commitment 
will eventually run to completion. A party cannot cast itself in a new direction on 
an issue that matters and then later cast it off or ignore it. Once this process starts 
the alignment of voters with issue stands carries the parties along in the direction 
initially chosen … This process is highly path-dependent. Early steps, that is, 
dictate later ones. (2004, 67-68)   

Candidates 

From the vantage point of a party’s candidates, the stakes are higher and ending 

up on the unpopular side of the issue can result in forced retirement at the ballot box. 

Democratic and Republican candidates located in spaces A and D, respectively, are not 

cross-pressured by the introduction of the civil rights issue. These candidates maintain 

their political affiliations and adopt the position favored by majorities in their parties (and 

we can assume voter majorities) on the civil rights issue.  

Candidates located in spaces B1 and C1 find it in their interests to switch parties on 

the basis of the civil rights issue. Democrats who oppose civil rights switch to the GOP 

and Republicans in favor of civil rights become Democrats. The last pair of candidate 

                                                
19 Of course, many of the children of these cross-pressured voters start out as independents because their 
parents have moved to the independent position and thus these children move from independence to 
identification with a party. 
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types, those located in spaces B2 and C2, are perhaps the most influential, because they 

have the power to slow the pace of partisan change. For whatever reason, personal 

conviction or most likely, electoral considerations, these candidates choose not to switch 

parties on the basis of their positions on civil rights.  

There were not many southern Republican candidates located in space B2. For 

one, when the civil rights issue was introduced, the pool of Republican candidates was 

small, and second, what served to increase their numbers was campaigning in opposition 

to civil rights. In fact, the civil rights issue is what revived the Republican party in the 

South. By contrast, a clear majority of southern Democrats were located in space C2 

(please note that Figure 3.2 is not drawn to scale) when the civil rights issue was 

introduced. These candidates prolonged the issue evolution of race for decades because in 

electoral terms their best strategy in the short-run was to remain Democrats. By 

remaining Democrats, these candidates held the balance of electoral power, they delayed 

the white electorate’s shift in party ID to the Republican party, and this in turn 

discouraged the emergence of competitive Republican candidates.  

For the typical Democratic candidate located in space C2, immediately switching 

parties after introduction of the civil rights issue would have amounted to electoral 

suicide since most southern whites were still Democrats and these voters recognized that 

below the presidential level most southern Democratic candidates had yet to move in 

favor of civil rights. From the perspective of Democratic candidates then, the civil rights 

issue creates a classic prisoner’s dilemma. In the short-term (the next election), because a 

majority of voters identify with the Democratic party, the dominant strategy for each 

candidate is to remain a Democrat. But in the long-run the conservative position of the 
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Republican party is the winning side20 and therefore, Democratic candidates would be 

collectively better off if they could all agree to switch to the Republican party. Of course, 

many incumbent southern Democrats eventually see the writing on the wall and by 

switching parties they incur a short-term electoral hit (see Grose and Yoshinaka 2003) 

that is necessary to save their political careers.  

The VRA and its Reinforcement of Issue Evolution 

  The electoral calculus of Democratic and Republican candidates becomes more 

complex with the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act (VRA). The infusion of large 

numbers of black voters as a consequence of the VRA complicates the short- and long-

term decisions of House candidates. In those districts with sizable black populations, the 

most important question for a House candidate is: Do I have a better chance of winning 

an electoral majority with a biracial coalition of voters or with a super-majority of white 

voters? If the chance for success appears greater with a biracial coalition, then one should 

run as a Democrat, if the latter option is more promising, one should run as a Republican. 

The reluctance to switch parties among those southern Democratic candidates and 

voters who opposed civil rights is a reason why Republican advancement moved at a 

snail’s pace in U. S. House elections. But perhaps just as important in accounting for the 

longevity of Democratic dominance in House contests was that many Democrats were 

able to secure electoral majorities by cobbling together biracial voter coalitions even as 

the number of white Democratic identifiers steadily declined.  

The success of the Democratic party in House contests in the South led to a split-

level realignment of the parties. In a split-level realignment different parties have 

majority support given the particular level of election (Campbell 1997). Southern white 

                                                
20 Of course future prospects are dependent on current decisions and no one could foresee what the 
electoral future would hold—thus, this discussion is based on hindsight. 
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voters shift rather abruptly in favor of the Republican party in presidential contests 

beginning in 1964, but their shift in favor of the GOP in lower contests like the U.S. 

House was much more gradual. A clean break in favor of identification with the 

Republican party may have been likely if it were not for the strategic positioning of 

Democratic House candidates.  

The passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965 enabled the Democratic party to 

maintain its majority status in the southern House for the next thirty years. The 

enfranchisement of southern blacks constituted a Democratic bloc vote that Democratic 

candidates could rely upon as their shares of the white vote steadily declined. The 

national Democratic party, under the leadership of President Johnson spearheaded 

passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and in response to this action, southern blacks 

shifted their identification to the Democratic party virtually en masse. With African 

Americans typically voting over ninety percent in favor of Democratic House candidates, 

the Democratic party only needed to draw upon a sizable, but less than majority share of 

the white vote in order to remain the majority party in the southern House delegation. 

Republican candidates, on the other hand, needed to secure white voting majorities 

generally on the order of sixty percent in order to carry a House district in the South (see 

Black and Black 1987; 2002).21  

We can consider the calculus of southern House candidates in spatial terms ala 

Downs (1957). Consider the distribution of the southern white electorate on an 

ideological continuum (from most liberal to most conservative going from left to right) 

after passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, but prior to passage of the VRA in 1965. 

                                                
21 In the South, the black population is roughly twenty percent and the white population accounts for most 
of the difference except in Texas and Florida with their substantial Hispanic populations. As Black and 
Black (1987) demonstrate, if we assume that ninety percent of African Americans vote Democratic then 
based on the racial composition of the average southern electorate, a Republican candidate will need about 
sixty percent of the white vote in order to win election. 
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Assuming a virtually all white electorate in the South, Republican candidates are located 

to the right of Democratic House candidates. If the political context changes in favor of 

the GOP because of their position on civil rights, then the distribution will shift right and 

Republican candidates should capture electoral majorities. But in the short-run, 

Democratic candidates are better positioned because there is a large segment of 

Democratic identifiers who are not yet ready to vote Republican even though in spatial 

terms they should.22  

In other words, there is a lag effect, with a substantial share of southern whites, 

who, because of their enduring attachment to the Democratic party, cannot bring 

themselves to vote for the party of Lincoln. Further, in contrast to the clear partisan 

differentiation on civil rights at the presidential level, despite being generally to the left 

of the Republican party, most Democratic candidates are close enough to their 

Republican opponents that most voters fail to see any differentiation on the civil rights 

issue in House elections. And of course, in particular contests, some Democratic 

candidates actually move to the right of their Republican opponents with respect to the 

civil rights issue (this happened quite often in the Deep South states). 

The passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act makes it much more difficult for 

Democratic House candidates to minimize the electoral damage associated with being 

more liberal on the civil rights issue. The enfranchisement of African Americans shifts 

the overall distribution of southern voters to the left and also changes the shape of the 

distribution from what was a skewed bell-curve (with most southern whites to the right of 

the midpoint of the distribution) to a bimodal distribution (with a much smaller 

distribution of southern blacks concentrated to the left of the midpoint of the 

                                                
22 We can think of these voters as being slow to adjust to the new positions of the parties on the civil rights 
issue. 
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distribution). Under the new voter distribution created by the return of blacks to the 

southern electorate, the dominant strategy of Democratic House candidates is to make 

appeals to a minority of white voters, that, when coupled with an African American bloc 

vote amounts to an electoral majority. For most southern Democrats, after passage of the 

VRA, biracial coalitions become the winning strategy for maintaining the party’s 

majority status in southern House contests (Lamis 1989).        

For the Republican party, since African American voters are overwhelmingly 

Democratic, the only way to secure majority status is to further increase its electoral 

support among white voters. In the longer term this is exactly what happens, because the 

growing influence of black voters on the direction of the Democratic party with respect to 

policy making, exposes the differences between most whites and blacks on a range of 

issues.  

As time passes it becomes much more difficult for Democratic House candidates 

to make appeals to their black constituents without losing the support of white voters. 

The racial cleavage that constitutes the new dimension dividing the parties also brings 

into greater prominence the old, underlying economic cleavage that divides Democrats 

and Republicans. African Americans put pressure on the Democratic party to deliver on 

social welfare programs and this severs the electoral support of middle- and upper-class 

whites who strongly oppose these programs. The racial cleavage that serves as the 

impetus for the initial shift in favor of Republican identification is reinforced by the old 

economic cleavage that resurfaces because of the tight linkage between race and class. 

Those white Democrats who originally maintained allegiance to their party because they 

are supportive of civil rights, finally shift in favor of the GOP because the economic issue 

reemerges and this becomes the issue of greater importance, and with respect to this 

issue, they are more closely aligned with the Republican party.   
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The issue evolution of race sets in motion the long-term trend in Republican 

identification. Along the way, the racial issue is reinforced by economic and social issues, 

as well as foreign policy—and, on all of these issues Republican candidates generally 

take the more conservative position. In this way, the Republican party is consistent across 

a range of issues and hence all of these issues fold into a single ideological dimension 

(see Stimson 2004, 65) that places the Republican party clearly to the right of the 

Democratic party. With the gradual shift in the political affiliations of southern whites in 

favor of the Republican party, the distribution of the southern electorate eventually 

moves in favor of the position staked out by the GOP. Eventually, the presence of a 

plurality of white Republican identifiers, and in some instances a majority, make it only a 

matter of time before the Republican party captures a majority of the southern House 

delegation. The next section presents empirical evidence of the shifting political 

affiliations of southern whites. 

EVIDENCE OF CHANGING POLITICAL AFFILIATIONS OF SOUTHERN WHITES 

The pattern of growing Republicanism among southern whites has unfolded rather 

steadily over the course of the last fifty years. Figure 3.3 presents the percentage of 

southern whites who identify themselves as Democrats, Independents, and Republicans in 

National Election Study surveys from 1952 to 2002. Because independent leaners behave 

like partisans with respect to vote choice, they are classified as partisans (see Keith et al. 

1992).  

With the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, 

there is a marked decline in Democratic identifiers that levels off after 1970. Overall, the 

percentage of Democratic identifiers exhibits a steady decline, reaching its lowest point at 

the end of the time series in 2002 (33.9 percent Democrats). We see evidence of 

dealignment with the increase in independents after 1964. Notice, however, that the 
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percentage of pure independents is never very large and there is a slight downward trend 

since the 1980 elections. Realignment in favor of Republican affiliation is gradual, 

although there are noticeable jumps in the percentage of Republicans between 1982 and 

1984, 1990 and 1994, and 2000 and 2002. The greatest percentage of Republican 

identifiers is registered at the end of the time series in 2002 (58.7 percent). 

Figure 3.3 The Changing Political Affiliations of Southern Whites 

Party Identification of Southern Whites, 1952-2002
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Note: National Election Studies cumulative file 1948-2002, ICPSR #8475. Independent leaners are 
classified as partisans. 

 
For the sake of not being repetitive, suffice it to say that various individual-level 

data, South-wide and state-by-state, including all respondents and voters only, tell the 

same story: Among southern whites, there is an ongoing decline in the percentage of 

Democratic identifiers and a concomitant increase in the percentage of Republican 
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identifiers. 23 It is worth pointing out however, that similar to the finding of Bartels 

(2000), voters are even more likely to identify with the parties and thus among voters the 

gap in the percentage of Republicans and Democrats is widest.   

The data on party identification presented in Figure 3.3 is cross-sectional. Ideally, 

we would like to track the same respondents over a long span of years in order to assess 

the process of partisan change. This can be done with two sets of respondents who 

participated in the Youth-Parent Socialization Panel Study: 1965-1982 (ICPSR #9553). 

This panel study was conducted primarily to assess changes in political behavior over a 

long time period. With regard to partisanship, the design of the study lends itself to 

evaluating generation effects, period effects, and life-cycle effects. All of these types of 

effects might have contributed to partisan change in southern House elections. 

In the South, there is reason to expect evidence for all three types of 

aforementioned effects. First, since the passage of the Voting Rights Act, it is expected 

that younger white southerners are disproportionately responsible for the increase in the 

number of Republican identifiers. Generally speaking, younger voters are much less 

stable in their partisanship because many of these voters are just coming to understand 

what the parties stand for politically as well as the groups and issues the parties represent. 

The costs of switching political affiliations or simply choosing a party to identify with are 

much lower for younger voters because they lack strong political predispositions. So in 

                                                
23 This statement is based on analyses of party identification data from the following sources: Southern 
Focus Polls (1992-2001: Odum Institute), exit polls (1976-2004: ICPSR), southern state surveys (1980-
2003: Odum Institute), and southern state exit polls (1982-2004: ICPSR).   
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terms of a generation effect, younger voters should be more likely to identify with the 

Republican party. 

Second, there might be period effects that shape partisanship. Is it the case that the 

partisanship of all voters (regardless of age/generation) was affected at the height of 

candidate-centered politics in the mid 1960s through the 1970s? If so, we should expect 

strong evidence of political independence. A large share of independents would reflect 

this period of dealignment in American politics. Finally, is it the case that a life-cycle 

effect is present, meaning that as individuals age their partisanship strengthens?  

Using data from the Youth-Parent Socialization Panel Study, we can track the 

partisanship of two groups of southern whites: (1) a panel of youth who were high school 

seniors in 1965, and (2) a panel comprised of the parents of these high school seniors. 

Both sets of respondents were interviewed three times: in 1965, 1973, and 1982. The 

length of time between each follow-up survey allows one to assess the extent to which 

partisanship changes among these two generations of southern whites. In addition, the 

timing of these surveys is particularly useful for examining partisan change in the South. 

For the youth, their first opportunity to cast a vote in a general election is the first election 

after passage of the Voting Rights Act. For both the youth and parent panels, 1973 is a 

year firmly tied to the period of electoral dealignment. Finally, 1982 was a down year 

politically for the Republican party, but it is after Ronald Reagan captures the White 

House and hastens the partisan realignment of southern whites, especially conservative 

whites (Black and Black 2002).  
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Figure 3.4 presents the distribution of partisanship (based on the 7-point party 

identification scale) among southern whites in the youth panel as measured in 1965, 

1973, and 1982. Among this generation of southern whites it is obvious that there is a 

move away from the Democratic party. In 1965, a plurality of these respondents were 

Democrats (strong and weak = 45 percent). In 1973 Independents (including leaners) 

account for a majority (51 percent) of this group. By 1982, the percentage of strong 

Democrats has diminished by 62 percent (18.2 percent in 1965 and 6.9 percent of all 

respondents in 1982).  

The large percentage of pure independents in 1973 (26 percent) is reduced by 56 

percent in 1982 (11 percent). The reduction in the percentage of pure independents is 

distributed to independent Democrats and independent Republicans. Independent 

Republicans were 13 percent of the distribution in 1973 and in 1982 they accounted for 

over a fifth (21 percent) of this generation of southern whites—a 62 percent increase. We 

can conclude from the data in Figure 3.4 that this generation of southern whites was 

anything but stable in terms of partisanship from 1965 through 1982. Among this cohort 

of southern whites, the pattern of partisan change is supportive of the issue evolution 

theory. Party identification with the dominant political party declines rapidly and 

dealignment becomes the way station prior to further movement toward identification 

with the ascending party.  

It is important to make the distinction between the direction and intensity of 

partisanship with respect to the data presented in Figure 3.4. If we limit our focus to 

identifiers, there is a large decline in Democratic identifiers from 1965 (45 percent) to 
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1982 (36 percent). And the percentage of Republicans actually declines from 1965 (19 

percent) to 1982 (14 percent).  

Just as important as the percentage of identifiers however, is the intensity of 

partisanship and the percentage of independent leaners, since they behave like weak 

partisans with regard to vote choice. With respect to intensity, again we note a substantial 

reduction in strong Democrats from 1965 to 1982. Also, the percentage of strong 

Republicans declines from 1965 (9 percent) to 1982 (5 percent). However, if we consider 

leaners as partisans, then the total share of Democrats goes from 56 percent in 1965 to 53 

percent in 1982. By comparison, Republicans are 25 percent in 1965 and up to 35 percent 

in 1982. Concerning both the direction and intensity of partisanship, over time this cohort 

of southern whites is trending Republican. The increase in the share of Republicans 

(including leaners) translates into more Republican votes in southern House elections. 
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Figure 3.4 The Dynamic Partisanship of Younger Southern Whites, 1965-1982 

Does the same pattern of partisan change exist among the parents of these 

southern whites? From Figure 3.5 we see that the answer is definitely no. Among this 

generation of southern white parents there is no evidence of changing partisanship. The 

lack of partisan change points to the significance of age. Apparently, these respondents 

were essentially too old to have their partisanship affected during this time of substantial 

party system change. What is perhaps most remarkable is that there is hardly any 

evidence of dealignment. The general conclusion one can draw from the data on parents 

is that the events that greatly influenced their children hardly dented their own 

partisanship. In other words, we see evidence of a generational effect among the youth, 

but no period effect since their parents’ partisanship is remarkably stable from 1965 to 

1982. Supporting the finding of Green et al. (2002), these data illustrate that partisan 

change in the South is primarily due to generational change (driven by younger voters) as 

opposed to conversion. 

 

Note: Data are from the Youth-Parent Socialization Panel Study: 1965-1982; ICPSR #9553. These data track 
respondents who were high school seniors in 1965 up through 1982. These respondents were surveyed in 
1965, 1973, and 1982. Almost all of these panel respondents were 18 in 1965 and hence they were 26 in 
1973 and 35 years of age in 1982. Number of cases = 159.  
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We can also say that there is little evidence for a life-cycle effect among parents 

since the intensity of partisanship essentially remains constant from 1965 to 1982. The 

slight decline in the percentage of strong Democrats from 1965 (30 percent) to 1982 (27 

percent) is offset by an increase in the percentage of strong Republicans from 1965 (8 

percent) to 1982 (11 percent). Unfortunately, without additional surveys administered 

several years after 1982, it is a matter of speculation as to whether the youth sample 

became more intense in their partisanship as this cohort entered middle age and now 

approaches senior citizenship. 

 

Figure 3.5 The Stable Partisanship of Older Southern Whites, 1965-1982 

 
Note: Data are from the Youth-Parent Socialization Panel Study: 1965-1982; ICPSR #9553. These data 
track respondents who were the parents of high school seniors in 1965 up through 1982. These respondents 
were surveyed in 1965, 1973, and 1982. The average age of these respondents was 47 in 1965 (median = 
46) with a standard deviation of 6 years. Thus, the typical respondent was 55 in 1973 and 64 years of age in 
1982. Number of cases = 171.  

  The evidence presented through 1982 does not allow us to gauge the effect of 

future events on the partisanship of these two sets of panel respondents. However, these 

two groups of southern whites are representative of the population of southern whites, 
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and partisan change continues after the 1990s (as shown in Figure 3.3). Based on the 

findings of other scholars, the movement toward Republican identification among these 

youth most likely persisted through the 1990s (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Green et 

al. 2002; Miller 1998). And the children of this generation should be even more likely to 

identify with the Republican party.24 The effect of age on Republican identification can 

be evaluated by segmenting the southern electorate into generational cohorts. 

A difficulty with assessing the impact of generational change on partisanship is 

the decision of where to partition generations. The generational distinctions made in the 

South probably are separable from the classification scheme one would use outside the 

South. Miller (2001) divides the voting electorate (those individuals old enough to vote) 

into Pre-New Deal (precedes the election of 1932), New Deal (1932-1964), and Post-

New Deal (after 1964 to present, or 1988, in his article) cohorts. With the passage of time 

since Miller’s analysis (eight elections), perhaps a more appropriate cohort scheme would 

reflect the pivotal events impacting the South since the advent of the civil rights 

movement. A sensible division of the southern voting electorate is a Pre-Civil Rights 

generation (up to the 1956 election), Civil Rights generation (1957-1979), and the 

Republican generation (1980 to present). In terms of years, the breakdown for these 

cohorts is: 64 years and older, between 41 and 63 years old, and between 18 and 40 years 

old, respectively.  

The Republican generation should be the most likely to identify with the 

Republican party because this cohort came of voting age during or after the Reagan 

realignment of 1980 (see Black and Black 2002). A logistic regression of Republican 

identification (1 = Republican, 0 = Democrat or Independent) onto generations (Civil 

                                                
24 Green et al. estimate that about “half of the Southern realignment is due to cohort replacement, not 
individual-level change” (2002, 141). 
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Rights, Republican, and Pre-Civil Rights as the omitted variable) and controlling for 

other factors (ideology, U.S. House vote choice, religious affiliation—1 = Protestant, 0 = 

otherwise, family income, and place—1 = Central City, 0 = Suburb or Rural) expected to 

impact the likelihood of identifying with the GOP, reveals that the Republican generation 

is the most likely (by a large margin) to identify with the Republican party. This 

relationship holds irrespective of whether one includes all southern respondents or, as 

shown in Table 3.1, just voters (in U.S. House elections). In addition to a generational 

effect, as expected, ideology has a strong effect on the likelihood of identifying with the 

Republican party.  

Table 3.1 The Impact of Generation on the Party Identification of Southern Whites 

Dep Var: 1 = Rep, 0 = Dem or Ind Coefficient (s.e.) T-statistic 
   
Ideology (7-point scale) 0.537 (0.050)*** 10.79 
   
House Vote (1 = Rep, 0 = Dem) 1.425 (0.116)*** 12.23 
   
Protestant 0.375 (0.159)* 2.35 
   
Family Income 0.137 (0.058)* 2.39 
   
Central City Resident -0.209 (0.156) -1.34 
   
Civil Rights Generation (1957-1979) -0.042 (0.163) -0.26 
   
Republican Generation (1980-2002) 0.430 (0.157)** 2.74 
   
Constant -4.959 (0.343)*** -14.44 
   
   
Log Likelihood -947.744  
Pseudo R2 .19  
N 1,841  
Source: Data are from the NES cumulative file 1948-2002. 
Note: Individuals self-reported voting either Democratic or Republican in the U.S. House election. Coefficients are 
logistic regression estimates.  
***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05; (two-tailed). 
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CONCLUSION 

This chapter discussed the conceptualization of party identification and then 

presented a brief historical account of the events that led to an increase in the Republican 

identification of southern whites. The issue evolution theory as argued by Carmines and 

Stimson (1989) and Stimson (2004) was used to explain the steady growth of southern 

Republicanism since the peak of the civil rights movement in the mid 1960s. Survey data 

on southern whites was presented to support the theory of partisan change.  

As argued, the increase in Republican identification is mainly a response to the 

positions the political parties and candidates take on the issues of greatest importance to 

white voters. Over time, as the percentage of Republicans has increased, a growing 

number of southern whites identify with the party through a socialization process just like 

the one that perpetuated Democratic hegemony during the days of the Democratic Solid 

South. The continual increase in the share of southern white Republicans is by no means 

inevitable, it has happened because Republican candidates have consistently positioned 

themselves in the political space favored by a majority of the white electorate. 
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Chapter 4: The Partisan Effects of Redistricting 

 

The redistricting that occurred for the 1992 U.S. House elections disrupted the 

electoral status quo. The drastically altered district lines throughout the South 

destabilized the white electorate, making voting behavior less predictable, and 

consequently weakening the incumbency advantage of Democrats. The Department of 

Justice (DOJ) demanded that southern states maximize wherever possible their number of 

majority-minority districts. The direct and indirect effects of racial redistricting resulted 

in a substantial increase in the election of black Democrats and especially Republicans. 

The big losers in this process were white Democrats and by extension the Democratic 

party because the overall number of Democratic representatives was drastically reduced.  

In the South, from 1986 to 1990, the number of Democratic and Republican 

representatives did not change, after each of these elections there were 77 Democrats and 

39 Republicans. This stability was altered after the 1992 and 1994 elections. The South 

gained nine seats through reapportionment for the 1992 elections and Republicans netted 

nine seats in 1992. Republicans won another sixteen seats after the 1994 elections. So in 

a span of just two elections, southern Republicans went from being the perennial minority 

party to the majority party (64 Republicans and 61 Democrats) by expanding their ranks 

by twenty percent. In 1996, Republicans added another seven seats to their delegation. 

After 1996, the partisan balance remained fairly steady until 2004, when a Republican 

gerrymander in Texas accounted for five of the six seats the GOP picked up in 2004 (82 

Republicans and 49 Democrats).25 

                                                
25 The South gained seven more seats through reapportionment after the 2000 Census. 
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This chapter highlights the role that redistricting has played in furthering the rapid 

advancement of southern Republicans in U.S. House elections. First, I discuss the 

relevant literature26 on redistricting and how it explains the partisan effects of 

redistricting. Then I proceed in chronological order with analyses of the partisan impact 

of redistricting in Southern U.S. House elections for 1992-1994, 2002, and the Texas 

redistricting in 2004. I analyze data at the district- and individual-level to illustrate how 

redistricting has disproportionately favored southern Republicans.  

THE PARTISAN IMPACT OF REDISTRICTING 

Redistricting was the main factor that interacted with the ongoing partisan 

realignment of southern whites to push Republicans into majority status in the southern 

House delegation after the 1994 elections. With respect to redistricting, there are two 

main partisan effects that benefited the GOP. The first effect is the direct impact of the 

creation of majority-minority districts. The second effect concerns the change in the 

voting behavior of constituents assigned to a different incumbent as a result of 

redistricting.  

The First Partisan Effect: Racial Redistricting 

During the 1992 round of redistricting, the Department of Justice pressured most 

of the southern states to maximize their number of majority-minority districts wherever 

possible (see Bullock 1995; Butler 2002; Cunningham 2001). African Americans were 

packed into fewer districts with the result being large increases in the white percentages 

of surrounding districts. Because blacks are the most reliable Democratic voters, the 

optimal strategy for southern Democrats is to spread fairly evenly the district percentage 

                                                
26 See McKee (2004) for a comprehensive review of the literature on 1990s congressional redistricting. 
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of African Americans in order to maximize the number of districts that can be won by 

cobbling together biracial voting majorities.  

At least in theory it is possible to create districts with large minority populations 

and not alter the partisan balance of a congressional delegation (Shotts 2001). But in the 

South, reality has told a very different story. If it were the case that almost all southern 

whites identified with the Republican party then the creation of majority-minority 

districts would place an upper limit on the number of Republican districts. It is of course 

not true that nearly all southern whites are Republicans and this helps explain why racial 

redistricting benefited the Republican party.  

As discussed in the last chapter, after passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act 

biracial coalitions became the path to victory for most white Democrats. When upwards 

of ninety percent of African Americans vote Democrat, a white Democratic candidate 

only needs to secure a respectable share of the white vote to win. This is why racial 

redistricting in the 1990s negatively impacted the Democratic party: it compromised the 

biracial coalitions that proved so effective in electing southern Democrats.  

In 1992, the most loyal Democrats—African Americans, were concentrated into a 

relatively small number of districts. As scholars have shown (Hill 1995), black voters 

were “packed” into these newly created majority-minority districts. Packed, essentially 

means that there was a substantial surplus of minority votes that were wasted in these 

districts because these votes were not needed to elect a Democrat (Cameron et al. 1996; 

Epstein and O’Halloran 1999a, 1999b, 2000). From the vantage of the Democratic party, 

these votes and thus these voters may have been pivotal in denying the election of 

Republicans who ran in neighboring districts that had increased white populations 

because of the creation of majority-minority districts (Lublin and Voss 2000). 
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We can use the state of Alabama to illustrate how racial redistricting favors 

Republicans in U.S. House elections. According to the 1990 Census, the black voting-age 

population (BVAP) of Alabama was 23 percent and given the miniscule population of 

other minorities (e.g., Hispanics), we can consider the white voting-age population 

(WVAP) to be the remaining 77 percent. Alabama has a total of seven congressional 

districts. We calculate the necessary white share of the vote needed for a Democrat to win 

election in Alabama based on an equation presented by Black and Black (1987). The 

equation is: 
wx = 50.1 – bp1 

where 50.1 is the minimum share of the two-party vote needed to win; b is the BVAP in 

the district (the black vote); p1 is the percentage of the black vote cast for the Democrat; 

w is the WVAP (the white vote) in the district; and we solve for x, which is the minimum 

share of the white vote needed for a Democrat to win. 

If we assume that 90 percent of African Americans vote for the Democrat, then 

we can solve the equation since we know the size of the BVAP and WVAP in each 

Alabama district. But instead of calculating the white shares necessary for a Democrat to 

win in each Alabama district based on the actual black- and white voting-age populations, 

three hypothetical scenarios are presented to illustrate the effect of racial redistricting on 

party competition in Alabama congressional races.  

In the first scenario, we assume that 60 percent of white Alabamians vote 

Republican and the remaining 40 percent vote Democrat. Under the first redistricting 

plan, the BVAP is divided equally among all seven Alabama districts. Thus, the equation 

to solve for the minimum share of the white vote needed for a Democratic victory is: 77x 

= 50.1 – 23(.90); and therefore the minimum white share equals 38.2 percent. Since 40 
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percent of whites vote Democrat, under this redistricting plan Democrats win all seven 

districts.  

In the second redistricting scenario, one district is a newly drawn black majority 

district with a BVAP of 64 percent—the actual BVAP of Alabama 7 in 1992. With a 

BVAP of 64 percent in Alabama 7, we distribute the rest of the state’s BVAP equally and 

this means that the other six districts each have a BVAP of 16 percent. Alabama 7 is a 

guaranteed Democratic seat because no white votes are necessary for a Democrat to be 

elected given the size of the black vote. The equation for districts 1 through 6 is: 84x = 

50.1 – 16(.90); solving for x gives us a minimum white share of 42.5 percent for a 

Democrat to win. Maintaining the assumption that 40 percent of whites vote Democrat, 

the consequence of creating a 64 percent BVAP district is that Republicans win the 

remaining six districts.  

Under the second scenario, it is clear how racial redistricting advantages 

Republicans. Note however, that if the GOP were to increase its voter loyalty among 

white southerners, racial redistricting can then place a ceiling on the number of 

Republican-won districts. For instance, if we return to the first scenario where the BVAP 

is equally distributed (23 percent BVAP for each district), and now 65 percent of whites 

vote Republican and 35 percent vote Democrat, then Republicans win every district since 

the minimum white share for a Democrat to win is 38.2 percent. Hence, if 65 percent of 

whites vote Republican, then racial redistricting actually benefits Democrats because 

otherwise the GOP would sweep all seven districts (on this point see Shotts 2001).  

Hypothetical scenarios aside, the racial redistricting plans implemented in the 

South for the 1992 House elections worked to the benefit of Republican candidates in 

heavily white districts and African Americans who ran in black majority districts. White 

Democrats were crowded out because of the large reduction in the number of districts 
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with large minority populations. There were fewer districts where white Democrats could 

assemble biracial coalitions made up of large black vote shares coupled with smaller 

white vote shares that amounted to 50.1 percent of the two-party vote. The flipside is that 

racial redistricting made it easier for Republicans to construct voting majorities by 

relying almost entirely on the support of southern whites.  

In 1992, racial redistricting reduced the number of districts with between 20 and 

40 percent African-American district populations (47 districts in 1990 versus just 24 

districts in 1992, Handley et al. 1998), precisely those districts where white Democrats 

can put together biracial voting majorities. By comparison, racial redistricting increased 

the number of districts with over 40 percent black district populations from 6 to 18 

(Handley et al. 1998) and only one of these districts was represented by a white 

Democrat, Mike Parker in Mississippi 4 (the remaining districts were all won by African-

American Democrats). The number of districts with less than 10 percent black district 

populations increased from 32 in 1990 to 51 in 1992. Democrats represented 53.1 percent 

of under 10 percent black districts in 1990 and just 39.2 percent in 1992 (Handley et al. 

1998).27 These super-white majority districts are of course the ones where we would 

expect the GOP to be most competitive. 

The Second Partisan Effect: The Behavior of Redrawn Voters 

We should not however, overstate the direct impact of racial redistricting. In 

many districts a reduction in the minority population cannot wholly explain Republican 

victories. In addition to reduced minority populations, a percentage of white voters who 

                                                
27 Democrats did gain ground in districts with between 10 and 20 percent black populations from 1990 to 
1992, but there was only one district added in 1992 with a percent black district population between 10 and 
20 percent. There were 31 districts with between 10 and 20 percent black district populations in 1990 and 
the number was 32 in 1992. Democrats represented 64.5 percent (20/31) of these districts in 1990 and 68.8 
percent (22/32) in 1992 (Handley et al. 1998).  
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previously voted Democrat would have to vote Republican for the GOP to win many of 

their seats. This brings us to the second main effect of redistricting.  

In many of these districts there was an increase in Republican voting beyond a 

simple reduction in the minority percentage of the district population. This observation 

was pointed out by Petrocik and Desposato (1998), who provide an explanation for what 

they call the second-order effect of redistricting: the behavior of redrawn voters. The 

redrawing of district boundaries done to satisfy the equal population requirement and the 

majority-minority maximization order issued by the DOJ, resulted in a plethora of voters 

who were represented by a new incumbent before the 1992 House elections. According to 

Petrocik and Desposato, these so-called “new” voters 28, “defined as individuals who 

were in a different incumbent’s district prior to the redistricting” (1998, 616), were much 

more likely to vote Republican in the 1992 and 1994 southern U.S. House elections.  

Petrocik and Desposato contend that the combination of GOP tides in 1992 and 

1994 and the effect of unhinging voters from their old incumbents explains why redrawn 

voters favored Republican candidates. The bond of incumbency is severed when a voter 

is drawn into a district with a different incumbent. In other words, the non-partisan 

electoral benefits that accrue to incumbents based on things like name recognition, 

constituency service, and pork barrel spending can be greatly discounted with regard to 

redrawn voters. Redrawn constituents have not resided in the district long enough to be 

impacted by these kinds of incumbent activities that serve to increase the personal vote 

(Cain et al. 1987).  

                                                
28 Petrocik and Desposato (1998, 2003) use the term new voters to describe voters who have a different 
incumbent seeking reelection as a result of redistricting. I use the term redrawn voters because it is more 
descriptive in the sense that these voters have been drawn into different districts or they have a different 
incumbent running in their district because of redistricting. Also, new voters is a term easily mistaken for 
its most common usage, which refers to those individuals who have never voted prior to the election under 
study. 
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In addition to the fact that the incumbency advantage is severely discounted 

among redrawn voters, the early to mid 1990s was a time when House Democrats were 

unusually vulnerable because of political missteps (especially the House Banking 

Scandal, see Dimock and Jacobson 1995; Abramson et al. 1994) and the actions of 

President Clinton (Campbell and Rockman 1996). There was an anti-incumbent mood in 

the electorate and given the Democratic party’s majority status, this translated into an 

anti-Democratic incumbent mood. By severing the bond of incumbency, redistricting 

created a large population of redrawn voters who were already predisposed to vote 

Republican because public opinion was moving against the Democratic party.  

Also, these redrawn voters should be expected to vote Republican because many 

of them were already voting Republican in presidential contests. This point is crucial 

because redistricting not only reinforced, but actually accelerated the secular realignment 

of southern whites into the Republican party. Outside the South, the short-term factors 

that benefited the GOP—a historically low approval rating of (the Democratic majority) 

Congress (Stimson 2004) and the low approval of President Clinton, accounts for the 

reason why these redrawn voters swung Republican in 1992 and 1994. But in the South 

these short-term factors were magnified by the fact that southern whites have been 

trending Republican for at least the last fifty years.   

The next three sections of the chapter provide empirical evidence for the partisan 

effects of redistricting in 1992-1994, 2002, and Texas in 2004, respectively. For the 

1992-1994 elections, we see the substantial effect that racial redistricting had on 

upsetting the partisan status quo by greatly increasing the number of presidentially 

Republican districts and thus the percentage of redrawn voters. The 2002 redistricting 

generally reinforced the new Republican status quo as most southern states implemented 

incumbent-protection plans. The 2004 U.S. House elections in Texas were more 
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reminiscent of the conditions that were present in 1992 and 1994, because the Texas GOP 

understood that drastically altering the district lines would create a large population of 

redrawn voters poised to vote Republican.  

PARTISAN IMPACT OF REDISTRICTING IN THE 1992-1994 U.S. HOUSE ELECTIONS    

Table 4.1 shows data for the average percentage of the black voting-age 

population according to the type of representative before and after the 1992 redistricting. 

The creation of black majority districts increases the number of black Democrats from 

five to seventeen and yet the average BVAP for these representatives is increased by four 

percentage points. The direct consequence of the increase in the number of black 

Democrats is a large reduction in the average percentage BVAP assigned to white 

Democrats and white Republicans. In addition, we see that the number of white 

Democrats declines from 68 to 56 whereas the number of white Republicans increases 

from 38 to 45.  

Table 4.1 Weakening the Democratic Biracial Coalition, 1990 and 1992 

As Black and Black (2002) contend, the changing racial foundations of southern 

House districts benefited Republicans because they “improved the southern Republicans’ 

presidential foundations” (337). We can take this argument to the logical end by 

demonstrating that improved presidential foundations meant improved U.S. House 

foundations.  

 
Representative Black 

Dem 
1990 

Black 
Dem 
1992 

White 
Dem 
1990 

White 
Dem 
1992 

White 
Rep  
1990 

White 
Rep  
1992 

Mean BVAP (%) 51.0 % 55.1% 18.3% 14.6% 13.5% 9.1% 
N 5 17 68 56 38 45 
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If we consider 60 percent or more of the two-party vote a landslide victory, then 

based on the 1988 Republican presidential vote, after the 1992 redistricting “[t]he number 

of Republican presidential landslide districts increased from fifty-three to sixty-five” 

(Black and Black 2002, 335). A highly revealing way to get a sense of the partisan impact 

of the 1992 redistricting is to present graphically the distribution of the 1988 Republican 

presidential vote in districts before and after the 1992 redistricting. Figure 4.1 displays a 

substantial difference in the distribution of the 1988 Republican presidential vote for 

1992 districts vis-à-vis 1990 districts. Again, not surprisingly, it is among the large 

number of districts where the 1988 Republican presidential vote was increased in 1992 

that we find the vast majority of seats won by Republicans.29  

                                                
29 See Black and Black (2002, 335-338) for a detailed breakdown of the GOP’s success rate in districts 
based on the share of the Republican presidential vote. 
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Figure 4.1 

Note: Data are the 1988 Republican share (two-party) of the district presidential vote for districts in 1990 
and 1992. There are a total of 125 districts in the South in 1992, but only for 110 districts is it possible to 
record the 1988 Republican presidential vote in 1990 and 1992. 

Another way to assess the impact of redistricting on the 1992-1994 U.S. House 

elections is by focusing on the behavior of redrawn voters/constituents. Racial 

redistricting resulted in a large percentage of constituents with new incumbents. Table 4.2 

provides the average and the median percentage of redrawn constituents for: (1) all 

incumbents, (2) incumbent Democrats, and (3) incumbent Republicans seeking reelection 

in 1992. The mean percentage of redrawn constituents for an incumbent seeking 
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reelection in 1992 was over a quarter of the district population. And for Republicans, well 

over a third of their constituents resided in different districts before the 1992 redistricting.  

Table 4.2 Percentage of Redrawn Constituents for Incumbents Seeking Reelection in 
1992 

One may suspect that the Democratic party (i.e., Democratic state legislators 

charged with redistricting) understood that in order to limit their electoral risks, they 

would have to limit their incumbents’ share of redrawn constituents. After all, in the 

absence of a short-term factor that advantages one party over the other we would expect 

that incumbents will earn a greater percentage of the vote from those constituents whom 

they represented before and after redistricting (Ansolabehere et al. 2000; Desposato and 

Petrocik 2003).30 We will refer to these district residents as “same” voters/constituents. 

They are more likely to vote for the incumbent because many of these same voters 

support the incumbent on a non-partisan basis. Essentially, the incumbent retains a 

substantial personal vote from these constituents because of the incumbent’s devotion to 

serving the district. 

                                                
30 Also, given the ticket-splitting behavior of a large segment of southern whites who voted Republican in 
presidential contests and Democratic in House elections, it is common knowledge that many of these voters 
are Republicans who voted Democratic for the House because of the efforts made by their Democratic 
incumbent representative. 

Incumbent Type Mean Redrawn  
(%) 

Median Redrawn 
(%) 

N 

    
All Incumbents 25.6 19.5 92 
    
Dem Incumbents 20.5 14.8 61 
    
Rep Incumbents 35.6 28.6 31 
Note: Data include uncontested races (uncontested = 9, contested = 83). Data exclude two districts in 
Louisiana where in each district two incumbents faced each other in 1992 (LA 5 and LA 6).   
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The problem the Democratic party faced in 1992, and especially before the 1994 

elections, was that the Republican party put forth a national agenda that emphasized the 

need for a new majority in Congress. Under the leadership of Newt Gingrich, 

Republicans capitalized on the vulnerabilities of Democrats by offering a unified 

message to the American people embodied in their Contract with America (Gimpel 1996; 

Rae 1998). The GOP placed an emphasis on accountability by harping on the 

transgressions committed by the Democratic majority. Republicans pledged to be the 

answer to the public’s demand for political change. Southern whites, especially white 

males, registered abysmally low approval of President Clinton before the 1994 elections 

(see Jacobson 1996). By unhinging the bond of incumbency through the redrawing of 

district lines, these voters were primed to respond to the message of viable Republican 

candidates who targeted districts made more competitive because of redistricting. 

At the district-level we can test the impact of redistricting on partisan outcomes 

by examining whether or not redrawn constituents affect the two-party U.S. House vote. 

To be more precise, the hypothesis is: After controlling for other factors, the percentage 

of redrawn constituents positively affects the Republican share of the U.S. House vote 

(two-party). To isolate the effect of redrawn constituents, it is important to include other 

explanatory factors we would expect to affect the vote. Therefore, I include the following 

variables: the district percentage of the Republican presidential vote (two-party), the 

district percentage of the black voting-age population (BVAP), the median family income 

in the district, and whether the incumbent running for reelection in the district was a 

Democrat or a Republican. The Republican presidential vote serves as a rough measure 

of district partisanship. The BVAP is expected to negatively impact the Republican share 

of the U.S. House vote, income should have a positive effect, and last, because of the 
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power of incumbency, it is expected that a Democratic incumbent negatively impacts the 

Republican share of the U.S. House vote.  

I estimate two regressions to evaluate the effect of redrawn constituents on the 

Republican percentage of the U.S. House vote: (1) The first model includes the 

previously mentioned variables and (2) The second model includes an interaction 

between the percentage redrawn and incumbent type. In the second model it is expected 

that the interaction is positive and significant, which means that the higher the percentage 

of redrawn constituents the higher the Republican share of the vote in districts with 

incumbent Democrats running for reelection. In other words, an increase in the 

percentage of redrawn constituents lowers the share of the vote for incumbent Democrats. 

It is important to point out that in both models the only districts included are those 

that were contested by Democrats and Republicans. Further, these districts must include 

an incumbent running for reelection because redrawn constituents can only be understood 

with respect to incumbents. In other words, in open seat contests, by definition, these 

districts contain the equivalent of 100 percent redrawn voters since neither candidate 

represented these voters before the election.  

Table 4.3 displays the results for the two models. In Model 1, as expected, 

controlling for the other variables, the percentage of redrawn constituents has a positive 

and significant effect on the Republican share of the U.S. House vote. A ten percent 

increase in the percentage of redrawn constituents increases the Republican House vote 

by almost 1 percentage point. In Model 2, when the interaction for redrawn and 

incumbent is included, we see that a ten percent increase in the percentage of redrawn 

constituents for a Democratic incumbent, increases the Republican House vote by almost 

2 percentage points. At the district-level, redrawn constituents threatened the reelection 

bids of Democratic incumbents. Going back to Table 4.2, which shows the percentage of 
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redrawn constituents according to the type of incumbent, it is evident that in many 

districts the impact of redrawn constituents on the House vote was considerable.  
 
Table 4.3 The Partisan Impact of Redistricting: District-Level Models of the 1992 
Southern U.S. House Elections 
 

Individual-Level Effects of Redistricting in 1992-1994 House Elections 

We can use National Election Studies (NES) survey data to present individual-

level evidence that complements the district-level findings.31 However, a caveat must be 

offered before proceeding. Because of the small sample of white southern voters and the 

fact that this sample is not at all representative of the percentage of redrawn voters 

                                                
31 The findings in this section are part of an unpublished manuscript titled, “Redrawn Voters and the Rise 
of the Republican Party in U.S. House Elections, 1992-1994.”  

Dep Var = Rep House Vote (%) Model 1 Model 2 
   
Rep Presidential Vote (%) 0.254 (0.102)** 0.291 (0.099)** 
   
Black VAP (%) -0.224 (0.075)** -0.232 (0.072)** 
   
Median Income (in thousands) 0.0002 (0.001) 0.001 (0.001) 
   
Incumbent (Dem = 1, Rep = 0) -0.215 (0.022)*** -0.265 (0.028)*** 
   
Redrawn Constituents (%) 0.090 (0.039)* -0.029 (0.057) 
   
Redrawn X Incumbent __ 0.198 (0.072)** 
   
   
Constant 0.485 (0.075)*** 0.475 (0.072)*** 
   
Adjusted R2 .79 .81 
N 82 82 
NOTE: Estimates are ordinary least squares (OLS) coefficients with standard errors in 
parentheses. Dependent variable is the Republican district share of the two-party vote. The 
models only include contested (Dem vs. Rep) districts with incumbents seeking reelection. 
The variable of interest, “Redrawn Constituents”, is the district percentage of constituents 
an incumbent inherited after redistricting. The variable was calculated based on data from 
the following link: http://oseda.missouri.edu/plue/geocorr/. 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001; one-tailed test. 
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represented by Democrats and Republicans32, it is necessary to make the assumption that 

using the entire NES sample of white voters (South and Non-South) still supports the 

expectation that redrawn voters are more likely to vote Republican in 1992 and 1994. 

 Fortunately, this is a very conservative assumption when we consider that in 

contested districts in 1992 and 1994, respectively, the percentage of white voters casting 

Republican House ballots was as follows: 50.2 percent of all whites, 49.4 percent of non-

southern whites, and 52.6 percent of southern whites in 1992 (Voter Research and 

Surveys exit poll data). In 1994, 57.4 percent of all whites, 55.7 percent of non-southern 

whites, and 62.8 percent of southern whites voted Republican for the House in 1994 

(Voter News Service exit poll data). If anything, it is reasonable to assume that if the 

NES sample of southern whites were larger and representative of the distribution of 

redrawn voters represented by each party’s incumbents, then the impact of these redrawn 

voters on vote choice in 1992 and 1994 would most likely be larger. In other words, 

relying on the entire NES sample of white voters most likely understates the impact of 

redrawn voters on vote choice in southern U.S. House elections. 

When we examine the effect of being redrawn on vote choice at the individual-

level there is no expectation that redrawn voters who have a different Republican 

incumbent will be more likely to vote Republican than same voters represented by 

Republican incumbents. At minimum, Republican incumbents should not be negatively 

impacted by redrawn constituents, as was shown with the district-level models. In 

                                                
32 For those districts with incumbents seeking reelection, there are a total of 99 redrawn southern whites in 
a pooled sample of NES panel respondents for 1992 and 1994. What makes matters worse is that among 
this small sample, 90 percent (89 out of 99) of these southern whites resided in districts with Democratic 
incumbents. This distribution is not even close to being representative since we know that most redrawn 
white voters in the South resided in districts with Republican incumbents seeking reelection. In addition, if 
we control for just southern white voters residing in contested districts with an incumbent seeking 
reelection in 1992 and 1994, we are left with a sample of 44 voters and only 5 (11 percent) of these voters 
were redrawn into Republican districts; the other 39 (89 percent) voters were redrawn into districts with 
incumbent Democrats running for reelection. 
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addition, there is no expectation that the greater likelihood of voting Republican for 

redrawn voters versus same voters is dependent upon the political affiliation of the 

incumbent—even though this was found to be the case with the district-level analysis. 

The hypothesis is this: Ceteris paribus, redrawn voters should be more likely to vote 

Republican than same voters, regardless of the political affiliation of the incumbent. 

The data for the individual-level analyses are pooled from two NES panel studies: 

(1) American National Election Study, 1990-1992: Full Panel Survey (ICPSR #6230) and 

(2) American National Election Study, 1994: Post-Election Survey [Enhanced with 1992 

and 1993 Data] (ICPSR study #6507). The data from these surveys are combined to 

produce a large enough sample to analyze vote choice. The panel studies are used in 

order to determine which voters were redrawn after the 1992 redistricting. The NES 

provides the congressional districts where these voters resided before and after 

redistricting. Furthermore, these panel studies can be combined because they contain a 

sub-sample of voters who took part in both surveys. Thus, I can identify all of the voters 

redrawn in 1992 and voting in the 1992 and/or 1994 U.S. House elections.  

Table 4.4 presents a cross-tabulation of the Republican share of the U.S. House 

vote in 1992 and 1994 for same voters and redrawn voters according to the type of 

district where these respondents resided. Redrawn voters in districts with Democratic 

incumbents exhibit a 16 percentage point increase in Republican voting compared to 

same voters with Democratic incumbents. Also, compared to same voters, a slightly 

higher percentage of redrawn voters recorded Republican votes in districts with 

Republican incumbents. These results are highly supportive of the hypothesis that 

redrawn voters are more likely to vote Republican when compared to their same voter 

counterparts. But does this finding hold when we test multivariate models? 



 80 

Table 4.4 The Republican Share (two-party) of the U.S. House Vote for Redrawn Voters 
and Same Voters, 1992-1994 

 

I estimate two models to see whether redrawn voters are more likely to vote 

Republican in the 1992 and 1994 U.S. House elections. Model 1 does not include 

interactions whereas Model 2 includes two interactions. The full model (Model 2) is as 

follows: 1992-1994 U.S. House vote (1 = Republican, 0 = Democrat) = b0 + Ideology (7 

point scale)*b1 + Party ID (7 point scale)*b2 + Income (family)*b3 + South*b4 + 1994*b5 

+ Incumbent (1 = Dem, 0 = Rep)*b6 + Redrawn Voter*b7 + Redrawn Voter X 

Incumbent*b8 + Redrawn Voter X Party Identification*b9 + e.  

In addition to the explanatory variables listed in the Model 2, these logistic 

regressions exclude those voters who moved into different districts as opposed to being 

redrawn into different districts. This is done to isolate the effect of redistricting. Voters 

who claimed to have voted in a location outside the district they live in were also 

excluded from the models. Finally, the models only include contested districts, 

Democrats versus Republicans, with one candidate who is the incumbent seeking 

reelection. 

Table 4.5 presents the results for the models. In Model 1, even after controlling 

for ideology, party ID, incumbency, and the other control variables, the variable of 

interest, Redrawn Voter, is highly significant and it has a large effect on vote choice in 

Type of District Same Voters Redrawn Voters 
   
Democratic Incumbent 27.8 % (110) 43.7 % (66) 
   
Republican Incumbent 76.7 % (197) 78.6 % (22) 
   
Note: Data were pooled from the American National Election Study, 1990-1992: Full Panel Survey (ICPSR 
study #6230) and American National Election Study, 1994: Post-Election Survey [Enhanced with 1992 and 
1993 Data] (ICPSR study #6507). Data exclude black voters and uncontested districts. Number of 
respondents casting Republican votes is in parentheses.  
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the 1992-1994 U.S. House contests. Thus, holding all other factors constant, redrawn 

voters are more likely than same voters to vote Republican in the 1992 and 1994 U.S. 

House elections.  

Table 4.5 The Partisan Impact of Redistricting: Redrawn Voters in the 1992-1994 U.S. 
House Elections 

 Model 1 Model 2 
   
Ideology 0.377*** 0.382*** 
   
Party Identification 0.578*** 0.620*** 
   
Income 0.050* 0.050* 
   
South 0.863** 0.868** 
   
1994 0.236 0.243 
   
Incumbent (Dem = 1, Rep = 0) -2.540*** -2.596*** 
   
Redrawn Voter 0.754** 1.296* 
   
Redrawn Voter X Incumbent __ 0.220 
   
Redrawn X Party Identification __ -0.163 
   
   
Constant -3.977*** -4.166*** 
   
Log Likelihood -252.24 -251.53 
Pseudo R2 .42 .42 
N 630 630 
NOTE: Estimates are logistic regression coefficients. Dependent variable is 1 = voted Republican for U.S. 
House and 0 = voted Democratic for U.S. House in the 1992-1994 elections. Data were pooled from 
American National Election Study, 1990-1992: Full Panel Survey (ICPSR study #6230) and American 
National Election Study, 1994: Post-Election Survey [Enhanced with 1992 and 1993 Data] (ICPSR study 
#6507). Data include only contested elections (Dem vs. Rep) with incumbents running for reelection (no 
open seats).  
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001; one-tailed test. 

In Model 2, the coefficient for Redrawn Voter remains significant, but there is no 

support for a conditional effect based on the political affiliation of the incumbent or the 

party ID of the voter. In other words, the greater likelihood of voting Republican for 

Redrawn Voters compared to Same Voters is not dependent upon the political affiliation 
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of the incumbent or the partisanship of the voter. This finding is unexpected given the 

district-level analysis. Perhaps, if there were a large enough sample of southern whites, it 

would in fact be the case that Redrawn Voters in districts represented by Democratic 

incumbents would be more likely to vote Republican than Same Voters in districts with 

incumbent Democrats. 

We can illustrate the disparity in voting Republican among same voters and 

redrawn voters by displaying the probability of voting Republican when holding all the 

other factors in Model 1 at their mean values. In Figure 4.2 the probabilities of voting 

Republican are displayed for same voters and redrawn voters based on the estimates from 

Model 1. Ideally, we would like to derive the probabilities for just southern white voters 

but because of the small and unrepresentative sample of southern white voters, the 

probabilities are generated from the entire sample of voters. Again, it is probably the case 

that given a large representative sample of southern white voters, these voters would be 

even more likely to vote Republican than non-southern white voters. Therefore, in the 

case of southern whites, it is likely the case that these probabilities understate the 

likelihood of voting Republican.   
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Figure 4.2 

The Probability of Voting Republican for Same Voters and Redrawn 

Voters in the 1992-1994 U.S. House Elections

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7

Redrawn Voter

Same Voter
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Note: Probabilities were derived from Model 1 in Table 4.5.  
 

We see in Figure 4.2 that the difference in the likelihood of voting Republican 

among same voters (.39) and redrawn voters (.58) is considerable. Same voters were 

more likely to vote Democrat and redrawn voters were more likely to vote Republican in 

the 1992-1994 House elections. At both the district- and individual-level we see highly 

significant and robust results for the partisan effects of redistricting on voting behavior in 

U.S. House elections. Inheriting a large share of redrawn voters proved electorally fatal 

for many incumbent Democrats. Racial redistricting enacted for the 1992 elections freed 

a large share of southern white voters from the bond of incumbency established with 

white Democratic representatives. These redrawn voters exhibited a strong shift in favor 

of the Republican party and for this reason redrawn voters played a key role in 

contributing to the rapid ascent of the southern Republican party in the 1992 and 1994 

U.S. House contests. 
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PARTISAN IMPACT OF REDISTRICTING IN THE 2002 U.S. HOUSE ELECTIONS 

The 2002 congressional redistricting contrasts sharply with the one implemented 

in 1992. Generally speaking, states drew incumbent-protection plans for the 2002 U.S. 

House elections (Schweers 2003).33 With the increase in two-party competition 

throughout the 1990s, which was in no small part a consequence of the 1992 redistricting, 

both parties were wary of overextending and thus resorted to incumbent gerrymanders in 

2002. Of course there were states that proved exceptions to the rule. For instance, 

Republicans controlled redistricting in Pennsylvania and they proved to be quite adept at 

crafting a partisan gerrymander.  

Figure 4.3 displays the distribution of the 2000 Republican presidential vote (two-

party) for southern U.S. House districts in 2000 and 2002. Eyeballing the two 

distributions makes it clear that the 2002 redistricting only marginally affected the district 

partisanship in southern congressional districts. If we compare Figure 4.3 with Figure 4.1, 

the substantial differences that occurred to districts in 1992 are even more noticeable. In 

the South, the 2002 redistricting protected incumbents and therefore protected the 

Republican status quo that solidified during the 1990s. An obvious indicator of 

incumbent protection is that of the 107 districts with an incumbent seeking reelection in 

2002, 39 percent (42 out of 107) of these districts were uncontested. By contrast, in 1992 

of the 92 districts where incumbents ran for reelection, only 10 percent (9 out of 92) of 

these districts went unchallenged. 

                                                
33 California epitomized the move in favor of incumbent-protection plans. In the 2002 U.S. House 
elections, none of California’s 53 congressional districts experienced a change in partisan control (see 
Jacobson 2005). 
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Figure 4.3 

Note: Data are the 2000 Republican share (two-party) of the district presidential vote for districts in 2000 
and 2002. There are a total of 131 districts in the South in 2002, but only for 122 districts is it possible to 
record the 2000 Republican presidential vote in 2000 and 2002. 
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At least compared to the 1992 redistricting (see Table 4.2), the percentage of 

redrawn constituents in 2002 was considerably reduced. Table 4.6 presents the average 

and median percentage of redrawn constituents in 2002 for (1) all incumbents, (2) 

Democratic incumbents, and (3) Republican incumbents. Table 4.6 shows that for all 

incumbents seeking reelection in 2002, just under a fifth of their district populations were 

comprised of redrawn constituents (compared to over 25 percent in 1992). Incumbent 

Democrats averaged 15 percent redrawn constituents and the median redrawn is just 11 

percent. Again, compared to Democrats, we find that incumbent Republicans inherit a 

much larger share of redrawn constituents. Nonetheless, the share of redrawn constituents 

for Republicans in 2002 is much lower than their share of redrawn constituents in 1992.  

Table 4.6 Percentage of Redrawn Constituents for Incumbents Seeking Reelection in 
2002 

 
Incumbent Type Mean Redrawn  

(%) 
Median Redrawn 

(%) 
N 

    
All Incumbents 19.3 14.6 107 
    
Dem Incumbents 14.7 10.9 45 
    
Rep Incumbents 22.7 19.6 62 
Note: Data include uncontested races (uncontested = 42, contested = 65). Data exclude one district in 
Mississippi where two incumbents faced each other in 2002 (MS 3).   

 

Despite relatively modest changes in the southern congressional map in 2002, 

there is still reason to expect that redrawn constituents exhibited a partisan effect on the 

2002 U.S. House vote. The primary reason why redrawn constituents are still expected to 
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increase the Republican U.S. House vote in 2002 is because of the continuing growth in 

southern Republicanism (see Chapter 3).34 

Like the models presented in Table 4.3, we can run similar regressions with data 

for 2002. After controlling for district partisanship, racial composition, median family 

income, and incumbency, does the percentage of redrawn constituents have a significant 

and positive effect on the Republican share of the 2002 U.S. House vote? Table 4.7 

shows that the answer is yes, especially in Model 2, when Redrawn is interacted with 

Incumbent. A ten percent increase in the district percentage of redrawn constituents for 

incumbent Democrats boosts the 2002 Republican House vote by 2.4 percentage points. 

Thus, despite a much tamer redistricting, the extant trend in favor of the Republican party 

still manifests itself in the voting behavior of redrawn constituents in the 2002 southern 

U.S. House elections. The next section highlights the partisan impact of redistricting in 

the 2004 U.S. House elections in Texas. 

                                                
34 In the 2002 midterm elections, a short-term factor like terrorism also aided the GOP because after 9/11 
the Republican party “owned” the terrorism issue (see Jacobson 2003). 
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Table 4.7 The Partisan Impact of Redistricting: District-Level Model of the 2002 
Southern U.S. House Elections 

NOTE: Estimates are ordinary least squares (OLS) coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. 
Dependent variable is the Republican district share of the two-party vote. The models only include 
contested (Dem vs. Rep) districts with incumbents seeking reelection. The variable of interest, “Redrawn 
Constituents”, is the district percentage of constituents an incumbent inherited after redistricting. The 
variable was calculated based on data from the following link: 
http://mcdc2.missouri.edu/websas/geocorr2k.html. 
±p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.001; one-tailed test. 

PARTISAN IMPACT OF REDISTRICTING IN TEXAS’ 2004 U.S. HOUSE ELECTIONS 

After the 2002 elections, Texas Republicans took control of the governorship and 

both houses of the Texas Legislature. Before the 2002 elections Republicans had a 

majority in the Texas Senate and held the governorship, but Democrats were the majority 

in the Texas House. This changed in 2002 because of a Texas House map that constituted 

a Republican gerrymander that yielded a Republican majority for the first time in 130 

years (Arbour and McKee 2005).  

With their control of the Legislature and the governorship, U.S. House Majority 

Leader Tom DeLay (TX 22) steered Republican legislators to successful passage of a 

congressional map in 2003. The map was drawn for the sole purpose of increasing the 

Dep Var = Rep House Vote (%) Model 1 Model 2 
   
Rep Presidential Vote (%) 0.435 (0.088)** 0.461 (0.086)** 
   
Black VAP (%) 0.095 (0.074) 0.065 (0.073) 
   
Median Income (in thousands) 0.001 (0.001)* 0.001 (0.001)* 
   
Incumbent (Dem = 1, Rep = 0) -0.277 (0.020)** -0.315 (0.026)** 
   
Redrawn Constituents (%) 0.063 (0.044)± 0.012 (0.049) 
   
Redrawn X Incumbent __ 0.240 (0.108)* 
   
   
Constant 0.330 (0.072)** 0.331 (0.070)** 
   
Adjusted R2 .89 .90 
N 65 65 
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number of Republican U.S. House members.35 Thus, with the narrow Republican 

majority in the U.S. House, a new Texas congressional map became a prime opportunity 

to at least provide some extra cushion for the GOP’s slim majority (McKee et al. 2006). 

The Texas redistricting plan was designed specifically to capitalize on the expectation 

that redrawn voters would be the linchpin to Republican gains in the 2004 U.S. House 

elections.  

Texas Republicans did not use race as the primary factor for redrawing districts. 

In fact, there was hardly any difference in the average Anglo and majority-minority 

voting-age populations for Texas congressional districts in 2002 and 2004 (before and 

after the 2003 redistricting).36 This explains why attempts by Texas Democrats (and other 

opponents) to overturn the map on the grounds that it violated the Voting Rights Act 

were not successful.  

Figure 4.4 shows that at least with respect to the distribution of the 2000 

Republican presidential vote for Texas U.S. House districts in 2002 and 2004, there is not 

a marked difference. This is additional evidence that Texas Republicans were careful not 

to tinker with majority-minority districts. Instead, they banked on the expectation that 

redrawn voters would lead to Republican gains and thus they targeted Anglo Democrats 

by saddling these incumbents with very high percentages of redrawn constituents. 

                                                
35 See McKee and Shaw (2005) for a detailed account of the 2003 Texas congressional redistricting. 
36 There are 32 U.S. House districts in Texas. Under the 2002 Texas U.S. House map there were 21 Anglo 
majority districts with an average Anglo voting-age population of 70.0 percent and 11 majority-minority 
(black plus Hispanic) districts with an average majority-minority voting-age population of 68.1 percent. For 
the map enacted for the 2004 Texas U.S. House elections there were 21 Anglo majority districts with an 
average voting-age population of 70.2 percent and 11 majority-minority districts with an average majority-
minority voting-age population of 68.5 percent. Hence, with respect to racial composition the new map was 
virtually indistinguishable from the old map. Again, the strategy was to sever the bond of incumbency by 
creating a large population of redrawn voters by substantially altering district boundaries.  
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Figure 4.4 

Redistricting and the Change in the Distribution of the 

Republican Presidential Vote in Texas U.S. House Districts, 

2002 and 2004
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Note: Data are from the Texas Legislative Council. Data are the 2000 Republican share (two-party) of the 
district presidential vote for districts in 2002 and 2004. There are a total of 32 U.S. House districts in Texas 
in 2004, but only for 29 districts is it possible to record the 2000 Republican presidential vote in 2002 and 
2004. 

Prior to the 2004 elections, based on the presidential vote, most Anglo Democrats 

represented Republican landslide districts. These were the districts in the Republicans’ 

crosshairs. Before 2004, Anglo Democrats managed to win reelection by exploiting the 

advantages that accrue through incumbency. It was apparent that if these Anglo 



 91 

Democrats did not stand for reelection then the GOP could easily win these seats. After 

all, there is no southern state that rivals the rapid growth in Republicanism experienced in 

Texas during the latter half of the 1990s (McKee and Shaw 2005).  

But short of retirement the best chance to defeat these incumbents was to 

drastically alter the district lines. Redrawn voters would not consider their new Anglo 

Democratic representative to be their incumbent and hence these voters would behave as 

though they were voting in an open seat contest. The recipe for defeating Anglo 

Democrats amounted to a one-two punch: (1) Nullifying the incumbency advantage for 

Anglo Democrats with regard to their redrawn constituents, and (2) Fielding competitive 

Republican challengers who could capitalize on the built-in Republican proclivities of 

these voters (as evidenced by the Republican presidential vote in these districts). 

Table 4.8 presents the average and median percentage of redrawn constituents in 

Texas U.S. House districts in 2004 for: (1) all incumbents, (2) Democratic incumbents, 

(3) Republican incumbents, (4) Minority Democratic incumbents, and (5) Anglo 

Democratic incumbents. There is no variation in the percentage of redrawn constituents if 

we confine our comparison to all Democrats and Republicans. This of course belies the 

great disparity in the percentage of redrawn constituents observed when we narrow our 

focus to sub-groups of representatives like minority Democrats and Anglo Democrats. 

Now we see that the strategy to gain Republican seats was by swamping the districts of 

Anglo Democrats with redrawn constituents.  
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Table 4.8 Percentage of Redrawn Constituents for Texas Incumbents Seeking Reelection 
in 2004 

Before the 2003 Texas congressional redistricting, the Texas U.S. House 

delegation was comprised of 17 Democrats and 15 Republicans. After the map for the 

2004 elections was drawn, long-time veteran Anglo Democrat Ralph Hall switched in 

favor of the Republican party. A wise move since his district was drastically altered.37 So, 

prior to the 2004 elections, the Texas delegation was split evenly with 16 Democrats and 

16 Republicans. After the 2004 elections, the Texas delegation included 11 Democrats 

and 21 Republicans. Of the five seats netted by Republicans, four of them were won at 

the expense of Anglo Democratic incumbents. Republicans had targeted five Anglo 

Democrats for defeat and they only failed to unseat one: Chet Edwards (TX 17). 

Two of the defeated Anglo Democrats (Martin Frost and Charles Stenholm) were 

doubly doomed because in addition to inheriting large shares of redrawn constituents, 

they also faced off against Republican incumbents who inherited much lower percentages 
                                                
37 In 2004, Hall ran for reelection in a district comprised of 66 percent redrawn constituents.  

 
Incumbent Type Mean Redrawn  

(%) 
Median Redrawn 
(%) 

N 

    
All Incumbents 40.2 40.0 29 
    
Dem Incumbents 40.2 40.0 13 
    
Rep Incumbents 40.3 40.0 16 
    
Minority Dems 19.3 18.0 6 
    
Anglo Dems 58.0 61.1 7 
    
Note: Data include uncontested races (uncontested = 6, contested = 21). Data include a total of 27 districts 
with incumbents seeking reelection. There are 29 incumbents because in two districts Republican and 
Democratic incumbents faced each other (TX 19—Neugebauer-R vs. Stenholm-D; and TX 32—Sessions-R 
vs. Frost-D). Data are from the Texas Legislative Council. 
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of redrawn constituents. Figure 4.5 presents the percentage of redrawn and same 

constituents for the five Anglo Democrats targeted for defeat under the 2004 

congressional map. In addition, Figure 4.5 displays the Democratic percentage of the 

2004 U.S. House vote among redrawn and same constituents.  

Figure 4.5 

 
Note: Data were provided by the Texas Legislative Council. 

The vertical axis on the left measures the percent redrawn/same constituents and 

the vertical axis on the right is the percent of the 2004 Democratic U.S. House vote. For 

each of these targeted Anglo Democrats a majority of their constituents were redrawn 

(average and median = 65 percent redrawn constituents). Two of the five incumbents 

(Sandlin and Stenholm) did not secure a Democratic majority vote from their same 
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constituents. The other three incumbents won over sixty percent of the vote among their 

same constituents.  

The Democratic share of the vote for redrawn constituents in the districts of these 

Anglo Democrats is below 50.1 percent in every district (average = 37 percent, and 

median = 36 percent). In these districts the highest share of the Democratic vote among 

redrawn constituents was 46 percent, and this was won by Chet Edwards, the only 

targeted Anglo Democrat to win reelection in 2004. In every district the percent of the 

Democratic vote for same constituents exceeds the Democratic vote share among 

redrawn constituents. The average difference in the Democratic percent of the U.S. 

House vote among same constituents and redrawn constituents is 21 percentage points. 

The data in Figure 4.5 reveal the effectiveness of weakening the incumbency advantage 

of Anglo Democrats by infusing their districts with high percentages of redrawn voters 

who proved to be more supportive of Republican candidates.  

CONCLUSION 

As demonstrated in this chapter, redistricting has had a significant impact on the 

outcomes of southern U.S. House elections—in 1992 and 1994, 2002, and in Texas in 

2004.38 Data presented at the district- and individual-level support the expectation that 

redrawn voters were more likely to vote Republican in U.S. House contests. Although the 

individual-level data rely on a sample of white voters that includes both non-southern and 

southern residents, there is reason to think that the logistic regression results understate 

the effect of redrawn southern white voters on the outcome of House races in 1992 and 

1994 (because exit poll data show that southern whites voted Republican in U.S. House 

contests at a higher rate than non-southern whites in 1992 and 1994).  

                                                
38 See Table 4.1A in the appendix to see the partisan impact of redistricting with district-level data 
combining the 1992, 2002, and 2004 (Texas only) southern U.S. House elections. 
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The use of individual-level survey data to examine the voting behavior of redrawn 

respondents is an original contribution to the literature on redistricting. Not only are the 

findings significant, but they prove to be robust after controlling for those factors that we 

know have the greatest impact on vote choice in U.S. House elections: ideology, 

partisanship, and incumbency.  

The role of redistricting was fundamental in accounting for the rapid ascent of the 

Republican party in southern U.S. House elections in 1992 and 1994. The gains made 

over these two elections established a new electoral equilibrium with the GOP firmly in 

control. The 2002 redistricting served to reinforce the new Republican status quo and yet 

we still find evidence for more Republican growth since redrawn constituents continued 

to trend Republican. And in Texas, which proved the exception to the rule of Republican 

success through redistricting in the 1990s (Black and Black 2002; McKee and Shaw 

2005), we see that when the GOP controlled the redistricting process in 2003, redrawn 

voters were the key to Republican gains in the 2004 elections.  

There is one factor that was purposely ignored in this chapter, but without 

accounting for it, redistricting would not haven proven pivotal to Republican success in 

U.S. House elections. That factor is the presence of viable Republican candidates. 

Redistricting is crucial because it conditions the emergence of viable Republican 

candidates who possess the resources to wage competitive election campaigns. 

Redistricting creates the opportunity for districts to be challenged by strong candidates, 

but the candidates must emerge to realize the electoral potential provided by redrawn 

districts. In the context of southern U.S. House elections we can paraphrase a line from 

the movie “Field of Dreams”: If you redraw the lines they will come. In the next chapter 

the role of candidates is examined in detail.  
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Chapter 5: The Emergence of Viable Republican Candidates 

 
Politicians do not follow normal career paths in periods of dramatic electoral change. 
(1992, 349) –David T. Canon and David J. Sousa  
 

As the aforementioned quote argues, during a period of rapid electoral change the 

typical pattern of candidate emergence is considerably altered. Specifically, during those 

rare times when a perennial minority party ascends to majority status at an unusually 

swift pace, the proportion and success of amateur candidates (no previous elective 

experience) will be greater than it would be under the condition of normal politics. 

Amateurs play a critical role during a time of party system change because they are less 

risk averse than career politicians and thus more will emerge under conditions that are 

promising and yet uncertain. Irrespective of whether a candidate is an amateur, however, 

is the reality that partisan change occurs because the ascending party runs more viable 

candidates who target those districts where the party is most competitive. 

In this chapter the changing political opportunity structure for Republican 

candidates is examined in detail. First, evidence is presented to illustrate the growth in the 

competitiveness of southern House districts, which began with the redistricting that 

occurred for the 1992 elections. An increase in the number of competitive districts is one-

sided in the sense that Republicans disproportionately benefit from the redrawn 

congressional map.39 From the vantage of Republicans, the distinction is made between 

so-called normal opportunity elections (1988-1990, 1998-2004) and high opportunity 

elections (1992-1996). GOP success rates are noticeably greater under the more 

promising condition of high opportunity elections.  
                                                
39 As mentioned in the last chapter, racial redistricting creates many safe Democratic districts for African 
American candidates. 
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Given more electorally promising districts for Republicans, data are presented to 

highlight evidence that reflects the greater viability of Republican candidates during high 

opportunity elections. For instance, the role of money is analyzed to examine the 

relationship between spending and candidate success since candidate expenditures are an 

accurate measure of candidate viability. 

The chapter concludes with an in depth look at the emergence patterns of amateur 

and experienced Republican candidates during normal and high opportunity elections. It 

is found that amateurs are more prominent and more successful during a period of 

dramatic electoral change. Under normal elections, when competition stabilizes, 

experienced candidates crowd out amateurs. Punctuated party system change in southern 

elections from 1992 to 1996 fostered the emergence of an unusually successful cadre of 

amateurs who were in the vanguard of the “Republican Revolution.” But as Republican 

control of the southern House delegation solidifies, more established politicians emerge 

to entertain careers under the label of the dominant party. The pattern of candidate 

emergence observed in contemporary southern House elections exhibits many of the 

features present during earlier periods of dramatic electoral change in American history.  

COMPETITIVENESS  

Returning to Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2, Republicans made their greatest gains in 

southern House elections from 1992 to 1996. In these three consecutive elections the 

GOP netted 32 seats (9 in 1992, 16 in 1994, and 7 in 1996) to expand their share of the 

southern House delegation by twenty-five percent. These three elections are certainly 

atypical because Republicans did exceptionally well. By comparison, after the 1986, 

1988, and 1990 elections the partisan makeup of the southern House delegation remained 

exactly the same: 77 Democrats and 39 Republicans. Likewise, after the 1996 elections 

we see evidence of a return to electoral stability with 71 Republicans and 54 Democrats 
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following the 1996 and 1998 elections. The partisan balance is the same after the 2000 

elections save for one incumbent (Virgil Goode VA 5), who switched from Democrat to 

independent (71 Republicans, 53 Democrats, 1 independent). Republicans pick up seats 

in the 2002 elections (76 Republicans and 55 Democrats) and get a boost in 2004 because 

of a Republican gerrymander in Texas (82 Republicans and 49 Democrats).  

From 1986 through 2000 we see remarkable evidence of stability and change in 

southern House elections. Specifically, we see a period of dramatic electoral change 

(1992-1996) book-ended by two periods of electoral stability (1986-1990, and 1998-

2000). Thus the pattern is one of stability, change, and a return to stability. We see an 

electoral equilibrium (1986-1990) with Democrats in the majority disrupted by a period 

of punctuated change (1992-1996), which results in a new electoral equilibrium (1998-

2000) with Republicans in the majority. Redistricting in the 2002 elections further 

solidifies the Republican majority and the 2004 elections are noteworthy because 

redistricting in Texas almost single-handedly accounts for the GOP’s net gain of six seats 

(5 out of 6 were netted in Texas House districts). 

It is important to revisit the pattern of Republican advancement in contemporary 

southern House elections because the rapid ascendancy of the GOP from 1992-1996 

affected the opportunity structure for House candidates. The increase in the number of 

competitive districts in the redistricting year of 1992 persisted through 1996, and viable 

Republican candidates emerged to contest districts during this exceptionally promising 

span of elections. Figure 5.1 presents Congressional Quarterly’s competitiveness 

rankings for southern House districts from 1988 to 2004. These rankings are informative 

since they are not post hoc, but instead are published before the general elections. As 

expected, the 1992-1996 elections are exceptional because they entail a much greater 

percentage of competitive districts.  
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Figure 5.1 

Based on the likelihood of Republican success, we can categorize the elections in 

Figure 5.1 as normal opportunity elections and high opportunity elections. Normal 

opportunity elections consist of those years where the percentage of competitive districts 

is relatively low: 1988, 1990, 1998, 2000, 2002, and 2004. Based on CQ’s 

competitiveness classification, the most competitive districts are those with “no clear 

favorite.” Among normal opportunity elections, the 2000 elections had the highest 

percentage of “no clear favorite” districts at 3.2 percent. If we add leaning districts 
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(Leans Democrat, Leans Republican—the second most competitive category) to “no clear 

favorite” districts, the 1988 elections contained the greatest share of competitive districts 

(12.9 percent) among normal opportunity elections.  

High opportunity elections consist of those years where the percentage of 

competitive districts is unusually high: 1992, 1994, and 1996. For each of these elections 

the percentage of districts classified as “no clear favorite” was 11.2 percent. If we add 

leaning districts, then the percentage of competitive districts for these elections was 20.0 

percent, 19.2 percent, and 21.6 percent, respectively. It is worth noting that CQ 

considered the 1994 elections to contain a slightly lower percentage of competitive 

districts compared to the 1992 and 1996 elections.40  

THE CHANGING POLITICAL OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE 

What sort of evidence should we expect to observe if greater competitiveness 

commencing with the 1992 elections essentially means more favorable districts for 

Republican candidates? For one, we should expect that Republican candidates contest a 

greater percentage of districts since more districts are competitive. Figure 5.2 presents the 

percentage of congressional districts contested by Democrats and Republicans from 1988 

to 2004. From 1992 onward, compared to Democrats, Republicans contest a greater 

percentage of districts. In addition, the highest percentage of districts contested by 

Republicans occurs during high opportunity elections.41 The adage that you can’t beat 

                                                
40 This perhaps is revealing of the unanticipated level of success the GOP had in the 1994 elections. No 
one expected the GOP to win as many seats as they did in 1994 and this unexpected outcome casts light on 
the type of candidates we should expect to emerge when the electoral environment is unstable. This 
question is addressed at length later in the chapter. 
41 Percentage of districts contested by Republicans in high opportunity elections = 95.8 percent in 1992, 
97.5 percent in 1996, and 99.2 percent in 1996. Percentage of districts contested by Republicans in normal 
opportunity elections occurring after 1992 redistricting = 85.6 percent in 1998, 88.1 percent in 2000, 87.1 
percent in 2002, and 91.1 percent in 2004.   
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somebody with nobody constitutes the bottom line for elections and clearly we see that 

the GOP ran more candidates when their prospects improved.  

Figure 5.2 

 Note: Data exclude Louisiana districts. 

Another expectation is that elections are more competitive for Republicans 

because of a decline in the percentage of Democratic incumbents who run for reelection. 

Ceteris paribus, incumbents are always more difficult to defeat than candidates in open 

seat elections. Since the opportunity for Republican seat gains is a function of the 

electoral vulnerability of incumbent Democrats and the seats vacated by Democrats, 

Table 5.1 presents the number of political opportunities for Republicans.  

Table 5.1 shows the number of Democrats seeking reelection as a percentage of 

all southern House districts. The number of Democratic open seats is equivalent to the 
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election. As expected, compared to 1990 there is a decline in the number of Democrats 

seeking reelection from 1992-1996.42 In 1996 the number of Democrats seeking 

reelection amounts to only 30 percent of southern House districts. Between 1992 and 

1996, Democrats left 39 districts open and Republicans won a total of 20 of these districts 

(51.3 percent). For the six elections designated normal opportunity, Democrats left 22 

districts open and Republicans captured only 4 of these districts (18.2 percent). 

Table 5.1 The Changing Political Opportunity Structure for Southern Republicans 

 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 
Democrats 
seeking reelection 

72 71 61 65 38 52 52 45 45 

(Percent of all 
districts) 

(62) (61) (49) (52) (30) (42) (42) (34) (34) 

          
Democratic open 
seats 

4 4 10 12 17 2 1 6 5 

(Percent of all 
districts) 

(3) (3) (8) (10) (14) (2) (1) (5) (4) 

          
Open seats 
(redistricting) 

__ __ 16 __ 1 __ __ 8 3 

(Percent of all 
districts) 

  (13)  (1)   (6) (2) 

          
Republican 
opportunities 

5.3% 5.3% 29.9% 15.6% 32.1% 3.7% 1.9% 23.7% 15.1% 

(Ratio: open 
seats/total seats) 

(4/76) (4/75) (26/87) (12/77) (18/56) (2/54) (1/53) (14/59) (8/53) 

Note: Louisiana redistricting in 1996 created a new open seat (LA 5, which was won by Republican John 
Cooksey). In reality, ten of the 16 open seats created by redistricting in 1992 were guaranteed Democratic 
pickups because of their  high black voting-age populations (> 45% BVAP). In 2002 all of the newly 
created open seats were possible pickups (BVAP < 40%). 

                                                
42 From 1988 to 2004, as a percentage of all Democrats seeking reelection, the lowest percentage of 
Democrats ran for reelection from 1992-1996: 85.9 percent in 1992, 84.4 percent in 1994, and 69.1 percent 
in 1996. For normal opportunity years the percentage of Democrats who sought reelection was: 94.7 
percent in 1988-1990, 96.3 percent in 1998, 98.1 percent in 2000, 88.2 percent in 2002, and 90.0 percent in 
2004. 
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With the exception of the 1998 and 2000 elections, Republican opportunities, 

defined as the percentage of districts either left open by Democrats or open as a result of 

redistricting are substantially greater after the 1988 and 1990 elections. This of course is 

a conservative definition of what constitutes Republican opportunities since many 

Democrats who sought reelection were made vulnerable by the 1992 redistricting.  

Based on the district-level 1988 Republican presidential vote, the 1992 

congressional redistricting increased the number of Republican presidential landslide 

districts from 52 to 66. Using the definition of a landslide district as a Republican 

presidential vote of 60 percent or higher (Black and Black 2002), Table 5.2 presents the 

success rates for Republican candidates for 1988-1990 and 1992-1994. Compared with 

the 1988-1990 elections, from 1992 to 1994, Republicans contested all landslide districts 

and their winning percentages were considerably higher in all districts (73.5 percent vs. 

61.5 percent) and contested districts (66.7 percent vs. 55.7 percent). Among the 

seventeen districts that became landslide districts as a result of redistricting, the winning 

percentage for Republicans in these districts went from 14.7 percent (5 out of 34) in 

1988-1990 to 58.8 percent (20 out of 34) for 1992-1994. 
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Table 5.2 Republican Success Rates in Republican Presidential Landslide Districts and 
Non-Landslide Districts 

Elections Districts Districts 
contested by 

Reps 

Rep winners  
(all districts) 

Rep winners  
(contested 
districts) 

Landslide districts  
(Pres. Rep vote ≥ 
60%) 

    

     
1988-1990 104 99 61.5% 55.7% 
     
1992-1994 132 132 73.5% 66.7% 
     
Non-Landslide 
districts (Pres. 
Rep vote < 60%) 

    

     
1988-1990 128 80 10.9% 13.2% 
     
1992-1994 118 106 12.7% 13.2% 
Note: Data are based on the 1988 Republican presidential vote (two-party) in districts. There were 52 
Republican landslide districts in 1988 and 1990. As a consequence of redistricting, there were 66 
Republican landslide districts in 1992 and 1994.  

Despite contesting a greater percentage of non-landslide districts after 

redistricting (90 percent vs. 63 percent), Republican winning percentages were only 

marginally higher (12.7 percent vs. 10.9 percent). And if we limit the analysis to 

contested districts then Republicans register the exact same percentage of victories, 13.2 

percent before and after redistricting. Reinforcing the findings of Black and Black (2002), 

these data demonstrate that the improved presidential foundations created through 

redistricting increased the number of landslide districts where Republican victories were 

overwhelmingly concentrated.  
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MONEY AND CANDIDATE VIABILITY 

For nonincumbent candidates the most important indicator of candidate viability 

is the capacity to raise and spend a large sum of money. Referring to nonincumbents 

Gary Jacobson states: 

Most are largely unknown before the campaign, and the extent to which they 
penetrate the awareness of voters—which is crucial to winning votes—is directly 
related to how extensively they campaign. The money spent on nonincumbents’ 
campaigns buys the attention and recognition that incumbents already enjoy at the 
outset of the campaign … It comes down to this: Regardless of their potential, if 
challengers cannot raise lots of money, they can forget about winning. (2004, 46-
47) 

In this section candidate expenditures are analyzed to show that: (1) 

competitiveness impacts the level of spending and (2) that electoral success is a function 

of spending. Again, if we make the distinction between high opportunity and normal 

opportunity elections we can see that during more promising elections, Republican 

challengers raise and spend more money. In addition, Republican candidates get more 

“bang for their buck” in high opportunity elections. Finally, factors like redistricting 

affect the amount of money raised by Republican challengers. 

Focusing on contested districts with Democratic incumbents seeking reelection, 

Table 5.3 illustrates the increase in spending among Republican challengers in high 

opportunity elections. The median spending for Republican challengers is almost twice as 

large in high opportunity elections compared to normal opportunity elections. In addition, 

the ratio of Democratic spending to Republican spending narrows considerably in high 

opportunity years. Finally, incumbent Democrats do not raise as much money in high 

opportunity elections. Apparently, the relatively greater vulnerability of incumbent 

Democrats (of course the vast majority still win) makes it more difficult to raise money 

during those elections that advantage Republicans.   
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Table 5.3 Narrowing the Spending Advantage of Incumbent Democrats 

Election Type Dem Inc Median  
($) 

Rep Chall Median 
($)  

Dem/Rep  
ratio 

Cases 

     
Normal Opportunity  698,064 65,795 10.6/1 220 
     
High Opportunity  612,253 130,313 4.7/1 154 
Note: Campaign expenditures are adjusted for inflation, using 2004 dollars with 1982-1984 as the base     
period for the consumer price index (CPI). The CPI for all urban consumers was used to adjust for 
inflation. Normal opportunity elections = 1988-1990, 1998-2004. High opportunity elections = 1992-1996. 
Contested districts only (Dem vs. Rep). 

Table 5.4 presents a more detailed view of candidate spending. The expenditure 

data are divided between landslide and non-landslide districts and normal and high 

opportunity elections. In high opportunity elections the median spending for Republican 

challengers is higher, the ratio of Democratic incumbent to Republican challenger 

spending is reduced, and Republican challengers have a higher winning percentage. It is 

particularly surprising to see that in high opportunity elections and non-landslide districts 

the Republican winning percentage exceeds the percentage in landslide districts for 

normal opportunity elections (6.2 percent vs. 5.7 percent). 
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Table 5.4 Candidate Expenditures and Republican Challenger Success in Normal and 
High Opportunity Elections 

Figure 5.3 shows that for all nonincumbent Republican candidates, in all but one 

expenditure category (400-499), the percentage of Republican winners is greater under 

high opportunity elections. Further, in high opportunity elections, Republican candidates 

manage to win seats in very low spending categories: 8.3 percent (2 out of 24) of 

Republicans win in the 200-299 expenditure range and 23.1 percent (3 out of 13) of 

 Normal Opportunity Elections High Opportunity Elections 

         

Landslide 
Districts 

Dem 
Inc 

Rep 
Chall 

Ratio Rep 
Winners 
(%) 

Dem 
Inc 

Rep 
Chall 

Ratio Rep 
Winners 
(%) 

Mean $867 $343 2.5/1 5.7 $563 $259 2.2/1 22.2 

Median $695 $169 4.1/1  $469 $225 2.1/1  

N 53    9    

         

Non-
Landslide 
Districts 

Dem 
Inc 

Rep 
Chall 

Ratio Rep 
Winners 
(%) 

Dem 
Inc 

Rep 
Chall 

Ratio Rep 
Winners 
(%) 

Mean $797 $238 3.3/1 1.2 $731 $241 3.0/1 6.2 

Median $716 $48 15.0/1  $620 $117 5.3/1  

N 167    145    

Note: Campaign expenditures are adjusted for inflation, using 2004 dollars with 1982-1984 as the base 
period for the consumer price index (CPI). The CPI for all urban consumers was used to adjust for 
inflation. Normal opportunity elections = 1988-1990, 1998-2004. High opportunity elections = 1992-1996. 
Contested districts only (Dem vs. Rep). Landslide districts = Republican presidential vote ≥ 60%; Non-
Landslide districts = Republican presidential vote < 60%. 
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Republicans win in the 300-399 expenditure range. Evidently, a Republican partisan tide 

lifts all Republican boats. 

Figure 5.3 

Finally, redistricting impacts the amount of money Republican challengers spend. 

If we control for contested elections (Dem vs. Rep) with Democratic incumbents seeking 

reelection, in 1992 the correlation between redrawn constituents and Republican 

challenger spending is .44 (p < .001, two-tailed; n = 57). A multivariate regression 

controlling for factors that shape the competitiveness of congressional districts reaffirms 

the relationship between redistricting and Republican challenger spending. After 
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has a large and positive effect on Republican challenger expenditures. A ten percent 

increase in redrawn constituents increases Republican expenditures by $45,000. 

Table 5.5 The Impact of Redistricting on Republican Challenger Spending 

 Republican Challenger Spending 
  
Rep Presidential Vote (%) 248.093 (283.144) 
  
Black VAP (%) -281.495 (196.774)# 
  
Median Income (in thousands) 6.534 (3.925)# 
  
Redrawn Constituents (%) 449.013 (121.910)* 

  
Constant -179.307 (196.847) 
  
Adjusted R2 .25 
N 57 
Note: The dependent variable Republican challenger spending is in thousands and adjusted for 2004 
dollars.  
#p < .10, *p < .001; one-tailed test. 

EMERGENCE PATTERNS IN NORMAL AND HIGH OPPORTUNITY ELECTIONS 

Generally, experienced candidates are more successful in House elections because 

the fact that they have held an elective office is strong evidence that they want to make a 

career of politics. According to Jacobson: 

Other things being equal, the strongest congressional candidates are those for 
whom politics is a career. They have the most powerful motive and the greatest 
opportunity to master the craft of electoral politics. They are most likely to have 
experience in running campaigns and in holding elective office. (2004, 38) 

Jacobson and Kernell (1983) point out that experienced candidates also behave 

more strategically in the sense that they are more likely to emerge to contest those 

districts where the likelihood of winning is greatest (e.g., open seat contests). Jacobson 
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and Kernell conclude that, “Politicians do act strategically. Their career decisions are 

influenced by their assessment of a variable political environment” (34).  

There is ample evidence that shows experienced candidates are more likely to 

emerge and win elections when political conditions are most favorable (Abramowitz 

1995; Carson 2005; Carson et al. forthcoming; Carson and Roberts 2005; Hetherington et 

al. 2003; Hogan 2003, 2004; Jacobson 2004, 1996; Jacobson and Kernell 1983). 

Nonetheless, it is also the case that the emergence of experienced candidates is 

conditioned by the level of electoral uncertainty in the political environment. In other 

words, even if political conditions clearly favor one party, experienced candidates may 

not be any more likely to emerge if the political environment is unstable. 

Consider the following quotes from Jacobson (2004, 38) and Jacobson and 

Kernelll (1983, 23), respectively. 

An experienced politician will have acquired valuable political assets—most 
typically, a lower elective office—that increase the probability of moving to a 
higher office. But these assets are at risk and may be lost if the attempt to advance 
fails. Thus the potentially strongest congressional aspirants will also make the 
most considered and cautious judgments about when to try for a congressional 
seat. 

The political neophyte wishing to go straight to Congress risks little more than the 
personal cost of the campaign; even a low likelihood of success may not deter the 
attempt. The seasoned state senator whose district represents a large chunk of the 
congressional district, however, will await optimal political conditions before 
cashing in his investment. 

The period designated as high opportunity elections, 1992 to 1996, constitutes a 

highly unstable political environment (especially 1994), and as such, experienced 

candidates may not have been positioned to emerge at a higher rate than they would 

during normal opportunity elections. And in addition to being more risk averse than 

amateurs, because of the remarkably rapid ascendancy of the GOP in southern House 

elections there may not have been an adequate supply of experienced candidates who 
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found themselves in a position to run for Congress (Canon and Sousa 1992). Finally, 

viable amateur candidates my have been just as competitive as experienced candidates 

because the electorate viewed them as more credible agents of change (see Canon 1990).  

Using data on Republican candidates in primary and general contests, this section 

shows the variable pattern of candidate emergence according to candidate type: amateur 

or experienced, under normal opportunity and high opportunity elections.  

Primary Elections 

With data on candidates at the primary level from 1988 to 1998, we will see that 

the likelihood of emergence and success for Republican amateurs is greater during high 

opportunity elections. Table 5.6 shows the number of amateur and experienced 

Republican candidates in primary elections from 1988 to 1998.  

Table 5.6 Republican Candidates, 1988-1998 

Candidates 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 
       
Total Candidates 95 86 205 168 167 78 
       
Amateurs 80 72 164 147 151 65 
       
Experienced 15 14 41 21 16 13 
       
Experienced (%) 15.8 16.3 20.0 12.5 9.6 16.7 
       
Note: Republican incumbents are not included. 

Notice the large increase in the number of Republican candidates for high 

opportunity elections. Also, in 1992 we find the largest percentage of experienced 

candidates at 20 percent. Because of a favorable redistricting, according to the strategic 

politicians hypothesis (see Hetherington et al. 2003; Jacobson and Kernell 1983), we 

should expect to see an increase in the number of experienced Republican candidates in 

1992. But notice that in 1994 and 1996 the percentage of experienced Republicans (12.5 
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percent and 9.6 percent, respectively) is the lowest over the entire span of elections. This 

is support for the argument that the GOP did not have enough experienced candidates 

positioned to emerge after the 1992 elections. 

We can separate primaries into three types: (1) experienced only, (2) amateurs 

only, and (3) experienced versus amateurs. In addition, we can distinguish between 

contested and uncontested primaries. Table 5.7 presents data on the number of contested 

primaries that fall into the above mentioned three categories from 1988 to 1998. It is 

hardly ever the case that we see experienced only primaries (4 out of 173 primaries = 2 

percent). Most primaries are amateurs only at 69 percent. The remaining 29 percent of 

primaries are amateurs vs. experienced. We see the clear distinction between high 

opportunity elections and normal opportunity elections by the fact that there were a total 

of 121 contested primaries in high opportunity years versus 52 contested primaries in 

normal opportunity years.   

Table 5.7 Contested Republican Primaries by Candidate Type, 1988-1998 

Candidate 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 Total 
        
Experienced 
only  

1 2 1 0 0 0 4 

(%) (5) (14) (2) (0) (0) (0) (2) 
        
Amateurs vs. 
Experienced 

5 4 18 12 6 5 50 

(%) (24) (29) (34) (31) (21) (29) (29) 
        
Amateurs 
only 

15 8 34 27 23 12 119 

(%) (71) (57) (64) (69) (79) (71) (69) 
        
Total 21 14 53 39 29 17 173 
Note: Data include primaries with only Republican candidates. Republican incumbents are not included. 

With regard to uncontested primaries there is no difference based on normal and 

high opportunity elections. As a percentage of all Republican primaries (excluding 
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incumbents), 36.9 percent (86 out of 233) went uncontested in high opportunity elections 

(1992-1996) and 36.8 percent (78 out of 212) went uncontested in normal opportunity 

elections (1988-1990, 1998). Likewise, there is hardly a distinction between normal and 

high opportunity elections, respectively, if we look at the distribution according to 

uncontested amateur primaries (88.5 percent vs. 89.5 percent) and uncontested 

experienced primaries (11.5 percent vs. 10.5 percent). 

In contested primaries where amateurs and experienced candidates faced each 

other, we can see if the success rate for amateurs differs according to normal and high 

opportunity elections. Table 5.8 presents the percentage of amateur primary winners who 

faced experienced opponents from 1988 to 1998. In 1988 and 1990, experienced 

candidates won two thirds of these primaries. 1998 however, was an unusually good year 

for amateurs as they won 4 out of 5 primaries (80 percent). Overall, amateurs win 53 

percent (19 out of 36) of these primaries in high opportunity elections and 50 percent (7 

out of 14) in normal opportunity elections.  

Table 5.8 Success Rate for Amateurs Who Ran in Contested Primaries with Experienced 
Opponents, 1988-1998 

Amateurs 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 
       
Success Rate 40% 25% 50% 58% 50% 80% 
       
N = contests 5 4 18 12 6 5 
       
Note: Data include primaries with only Republican candidates. Republican incumbents are not included.  

General Elections 

What was the general election success rate of Republican candidates who 

emerged from the three aforementioned primary categories? Also, what was the general 

election success rate for Republican candidates who ran in uncontested primaries? Table 
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5.9 answers both of these questions. Clearly, amateur vs. experienced primaries include 

the most viable Republican candidates based on their general election success rates. The 

100 percent success rate in the experienced only contested primary category in 1992 is 

misleading because there was just one case.  

Table 5.9 General Election Success Rates (%) According to Primary Type, 1988-1998 

With respect to uncontested primaries, victory in the general was rare. In normal 

opportunity elections the success rate was 1.3 percent (1 out of 78 primaries) and 10.5 

percent (9 out of 86) in high opportunity elections. Uncontested experienced primaries 

yield more successful candidates. Finally, no matter which type of primary we look at, as 

Contested 
Primaries 

1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 Normal High 

         
Experienced only 0.0 0.0 100.0 NA NA NA 0.0 100.0 
Amateurs only 13.3 0.0 5.9 25.9 0.0 0.0 5.7 10.7 
Amateur vs. 
Experienced 

60.0 25.0 44.4 75.0 83.3 20.0 35.7 61.1 

         
Contested Total 23.8 7.1 20.8 41.0 17.2 5.9 13.5 26.4 
         
N 21 14 53 39 29 17 52 121 
         
Uncontested 
Primaries 

1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 Normal High 

         
Experienced 0.0 0.0 28.6 100.0 NA 33.3 11.1 44.4 
Amateur 0.0 0.0 8.3 6.1 5.0 0.0 0.0 6.5 
         
Uncontested Total 0.0 0.0 12.9 12.1 5.0 6.7 1.3 10.5 
         
N 27 36 31 35 20 15 78 86 
         
Overall Total 10.4 2.0 17.9 17.6 12.2 6.3 6.2 16.4 
         
N (48) (50) (84) (74) (49) (32) (130) (207) 
Note: Data exclude primaries with Republican incumbents. NA means there are no cases in the category. 
Normal = 1988-1990, 1998; and High = 1992-1996 elections. 
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expected, the general election success rate is larger under the condition of high 

opportunity elections.  

Table 5.10 shows the proportion and success rate of experienced and amateur 

Republican candidates in general elections designated normal and high opportunity from 

1988 to 2004. This analysis is a modification of the one found in Canon (1990). Similar 

to Canon, the point of the analysis is to demonstrate that in high opportunity years, 

amateurs are relatively more prominent and successful in winning elections.  

Table 5.10 Candidate Emergence in Southern House Races, 1988-2004 

       
Republicans  High 

opportunity 
Normal 

opportunity 
Total 

     
Candidates Experienced 16.3% 25.9% 21.7% 
   Total n (215) (278) (493) 
     
Winners Experienced 44.4% 78.0% 60.5% 
   Total n (45) (41) (86) 
     
Winners as Amateurs 13.9% 4.4% 8.8% 
  proportion   Total n (180) (206) (386) 
  of candidate Experienced 57.1% 44.4% 48.6% 
  pool   Total n (35) (72) (107) 
Note: Table includes all contests (open and incumbent) except those with Republican incumbents. Normal 
election years are 1988-1990, 1998-2004. Years 1992-1996 are high opportunity elections for Republicans. 
Observations include only Republican candidates. Entries are the percentage in each category. Number of 
cases is in parentheses. 

In high opportunity elections experienced candidates constituted a smaller pool of 

Republican candidates, going from 25.9 percent in normal elections to 16.3 percent in 

high opportunity elections. Even more noteworthy is that the share of experienced 

winners among all winners drops from 78.0 percent in normal years to 44.4 percent in the 

high opportunity years.  
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The winning percentage confined to the pool of amateur candidates and 

experienced candidates, respectively, makes it evident that both amateur and experienced 

candidates are much more successful in high opportunity elections. Note however, that 

amateurs are relatively more successful, with their winning rate increasing by over 200 

percent (from 4.4 percent to 13.9 percent) in high opportunity elections whereas the 

success rate for experienced Republicans increases by 29 percent (from 44.4 percent to 

57.1 percent) in high opportunity elections. 

The data in Table 5.10 illustrate that it is not always the case that experienced 

candidates are more likely to emerge during promising electoral periods. Canon and 

Sousa (1992) have noted that party system change is the exceptional case when it is more 

likely for amateurs to compete successfully. They found this was the case in the 1850s 

and 1930s, two realigning episodes where the emerging party lacked a supply of 

experienced candidates commensurate to the electorate’s demand for partisan change. 

 Commenting on the South (from 1930 to 1988), Canon and Sousa note a similar 

pattern of Republican amateurs having unusual success because there was a shortage of 

experienced candidates. Because of its significance to this work, it is worth quoting a 

lengthy passage from Canon and Sousa. 

[I]n periods of electoral change many newly elected representatives are 
inexperienced amateurs. Amateurs are not usually strong candidates, and 
normally only weak parties rely on large numbers of them to stand for major 
offices. But in the 1850s, the 1930s, and the recent period in the South, amateurs 
played an important role in the emergent party’s rise to power. In an important 
amendment to accepted theory, we found an inverse relationship between the 
political experience of a party’s winning candidates and political opportunities in 
realigning periods and other periods of extraordinarily high political opportunity. 
The reason seems simple: emerging parties may lack a large pool of experienced 
candidates positioned to take advantage of new opportunities. The problems 
confronted by the Republican party in the South in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s 
illustrate this problem. (1992, 358-359). 
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We can add the 1990s to the statement made by Canon and Sousa (1992)—in 

southern House elections, Republican amateurs were abundant as a proportion of elected 

candidates in high opportunity elections. We can assess four hypotheses offered by 

Canon and Sousa (1992) since they remain relevant to southern House elections. 

 
1. A greater share of winning Republican candidates will be amateurs in a period of 

electoral change (1992, p. 349, 353, 355). 
2. Experienced candidates will comprise a greater proportion of winners when the 

ascending party has made substantial gains (or when the electoral environment 
has stabilized) (1992, p. 349, 353, 355).43 

3. During a period of dramatic electoral change experienced candidates who have 
been out of politics “are drawn back into electoral politics by the proliferation of 
opportunities” (1992, p. 352).44  

4. Party switching in favor of the ascending party should be a more common 
occurrence (1992, p. 356). 

From 1988 to 2004 there were 94 newly elected Republicans in the southern 

House delegation. 77 Republicans were elected from contested primaries and the 

remaining 17 elected Republicans ran in unopposed primaries (see Tables 5A and 5B in 

the appendix). Table 5.11 examines the first and second hypotheses by presenting the 

percentage of amateur Republicans elected to the House in normal and high opportunity 

elections. The difference in the percentage of Republican amateurs elected under normal 

and high opportunity elections is striking. When the electoral environment is stable, 25 

percent of elected Republicans lacked previous elective experience, whereas over 56 

percent of Republicans who never held elective office were elected during high 

opportunity elections.  
                                                
43 Most experienced candidates who win House seats have previously served in state legislatures (Jacobson 
2004). There is a prominent increase in the percentage of southern Republican state legislators between 
1991 and 1995. For southern state houses, the proportion of Republicans goes from 27.7 percent in 1991 to 
37.5 percent in 1995. For southern state senates, the proportion of Republicans goes from 24.3 percent in 
1991 to 37.6 percent in 1995. I thank Jeremy Teigen for these data. 
44 This is referred to as a “‘woodwork theory’ of critical elections, in which aspiring candidates come out 
of the woodwork when new opportunities become available” (Canon and Sousa 1992, 352).  
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Table 5.11 Republican Amateurs Elected to the U.S. House in the South, 1988-2004 

Election Type Amateur Republicans (%) 
  
Normal Opportunity (1988-1990, 1998-2004) 24.5 
 (49) 
  
High Opportunity (1992-1996) 55.6 
 (45) 
  
Total 39.4 
 (94) 

There is evidence to support the third hypothesis that many former elected 

officeholders will return to electoral politics in a period of substantial party system 

change. From 1988 to 2004, 18 percent (17 out of 94) of newly elected Republicans were 

experienced politicians who were not currently holding elective office when they won 

seats in the U.S. House. These out of the “woodwork” Republicans comprised 20 percent 

(9 out of 45) of elected Republicans in high opportunity elections and 16 percent (8 out of 

49) of elected Republicans in normal opportunity elections.  

Finally, with respect to the fourth hypothesis, we can consider the entire span of 

elections in the post World War II South to illustrate the unusually large number of party 

switchers who switched after they were elected to the House. Table 5.12 shows that since 

the end of the Second World War there have been eleven southern U.S. House 

Representatives who switched parties while in office and then sought reelection under 

their new party label. All of these members switched from Democrat to Republican. 64 

percent (7 out of 11) of these party switchers became Republicans after the 1994 

elections, strong evidence that changing their political affiliation was considered a matter 

of electoral survival. 
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These data support the expectation that during a period of rapid partisan change 

candidates will switch their affiliation to that of the rising party. But at the same time 

these data severely understate the total number of southern politicians who at some point 

in their careers made the switch to the Republican party before running for the House.45 

With the increase in the pool of experienced Republican candidates in lower offices 

                                                
45 For instance, at the time of their study Canon and Sousa (1992) estimated that over 40 percent of 
southern Republicans currently serving in the House were at some point party switchers. 

Table 5.12 U.S. House Party Switchers in the South, 1947-2004 
Name State/District Years 

Served 
Date of 
Last 
Switch 

Switch No. of 
Elections 

      
Alexander, Rodney LA 5 2003-present 8/04 D to R 2 
      
Deal, Nathan GA 9 1993-present 4/95 D to R 7 
      
Hall, Ralph TX 4 1981-present 1/04 D to R 13 
      
Goode, Virgil VA 5 1997-present 2/02 D to I to R 5 
      
Gramm, Phil TX 6 1979-85 1/83 D to R 4 
      
Grant, Bill FL 2 1987-91 2/89 D to R 3 
      
Ireland, Andy FL 8/FL 10 1977-93 7/84 D to R 8 
      
Laughlin, Greg TX 14 1989-97 6/95 D to R 5 
      
Parker, Mike MS 4 1989-99 11/95 D to R 5 
      
Tauzin, Billy LA 3 1981-2005 8/95 D to R 12 
      
Watson, Albert SC 2 1963-71 1/65 D to R 5 
Note: Except for the data on Rodney Alexander and Ralph Hall (Barone et al. 2005), the data are 
reproduced from Grose and Yoshinaka (2003, Table 1). Data include only those representatives who 
switched parties and then ran for reelection to the U.S. House. 
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(especially state legislatures) and the majority status of the Republican party in the 

southern House, party switching should be a much less frequent occurrence.  

CONCLUSION 

In a period of rapid party system change the opportunity structure is drastically 

altered to favor the aspirations of candidates who run under the label of the ascending 

party. Because those candidates who have the most to lose in electoral politics act 

strategically, a more promising electoral environment for Republicans was partly a 

function of Democratic incumbents who chose to retire instead of face a difficult 

reelection during high opportunity years.  

With a more favorable political climate initially created through redistricting, 

viable Republican candidates emerged to take advantage of the situation. With an 

understanding that the new political map would disproportionately favor Republicans, we 

see that there is an increase in the percentage of experienced candidates who emerge in 

the 1992 elections. But after the 1992 elections (1994-1996), the supply of experienced 

Republican candidates cannot meet the demand, and amateurs emerge to win an 

exceptionally large share of Republican seats during high opportunity years.46 But when 

                                                
46 Although this chapter has not dealt at length with the reasons why amateurs are more likely to emerge 
during high opportunity years, the following three complementary explanations appear the most credible: 
(1) The pool of experienced Republican candidates is too small (thus you see evidence for the woodwork 
theory and party switching), (2) Experienced candidates are more risk averse than amateurs, the former do 
not want to take a gamble, but prefer to wait for a much more certain chance of victory, and (3) Viable 
amateurs have more credibility as agents of change during an electoral period that is anti-incumbent. On 
this last point, consider the following data from national exit polls. In 1990, among southern whites who 
voted for the House, for those who agreed with the statement that “It’s time to give new people a chance” 
in Congress, 51.2 percent voted Democrat and 48.8 percent voted Republican (50.8 percent of voters 
agreed with the position of giving new people a chance in Congress; contested districts only; 1990 VRS 
data). In 1994, among those southern white voters who wanted to give new people a chance to serve in 
Congress, 18.3 percent voted Democrat for the House and 81.7 percent voted Republican (61.2 percent of 
voters agreed with the position of giving new people a chance in Congress; contested districts only; 1994 
VNS data). Commenting on the 1994 House elections, Gaddie and Bullock write: 
 In the region where for generations the politically ambitious paid their dues, in the state legislature 
 or local office awaiting the retirement of the member of Congress, the old formula lost its magic. 
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the electoral environment is stable (in normal opportunity years), both before (1988-

1990) and after (1998-2004) the episode of punctuated change (1992-1996), and 

especially after the GOP has solidified its dominant position—the vast majority of 

victorious Republicans have elective officeholding experience.  

Thus, similar to the findings of Canon and Sousa (1992) who examined candidate 

emergence patterns in previous periods of dramatic party system change (1850s, 1930s, 

and the South from 1930s to 1988), in contemporary southern House elections, there is 

indeed “an inverse relationship between the political experience of a party’s winning 

candidates and political opportunities in … periods of extraordinarily high political 

opportunity” (358). 

                                                                                                                                            
 Rather than paving the way to Congress, political activities seemed to cost southern Democrats 
 votes in 1994. (2000, 50) 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF PARTISAN CHANGE IN THE SOUTH 

Accounting for the Republican takeover of the southern House in the 1990s 

requires an understanding of the role of political and social events that transpired at least 

as far back as the New Deal. The redistributive politics of the New Deal was initially 

looked upon with favor by entrenched southern Democrats in Congress who gladly 

brought home the pork to needy constituents. The firm grip of the Jim Crow system of 

electoral disfranchisement and social segregation took the race issue off the table and 

allowed for a class-based politics to germinate prior to the civil rights movement (Bartley 

and Graham 1976; Lublin 2004; Shafer and Johnston 2001).  

The significance of class-based politics, however, was dampened by the push for 

civil rights—especially with President Truman’s creation of the President’s Committee 

on Civil Rights (PCCR) in 1946 and his strong support for civil rights legislation during 

the 1948 presidential campaign (Frederickson 2001). The immediate response to Truman 

in the South in the form of the States’ Rights Democratic Party (the Dixiecrats), signified 

the first major fissure in the wall of the Democratic Solid South. Strom Thurmond and 

Fielding Wright, the presidential and vice presidential candidates for the Dixiecrats in 

1948 ran specifically for the purpose of expressing southern opposition to Truman and 

the growing support of civil rights among northern Democrats. 

The agitation created by the Dixiecrats probably contributed to the temporary halt 

in active support of a civil rights agenda throughout most of the 1950s. The Democrats 

twice nominated Adlai Stevenson who preferred avoidance over advocacy with respect to 

the civil rights issue in his 1952 and 1956 failed presidential bids. In the 1950s, with the 

race issue held in check, Republican inroads were initially made on economic grounds 
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with Eisenhower and then Nixon winning the votes of middle- and upper-middle class 

whites residing in the South’s burgeoning suburbs (Bartley and Graham 1976; Phillips 

1969).  

But the civil rights issue would not go away because of the emergence of black 

civil rights leaders, many of whom dedicated their lives to securing equal rights for 

southern blacks who suffered under the South’s repressive regime. The hard fought 

victories won during the civil rights movement ultimately caused the decline of the 

Democratic party and the rise of the GOP in southern House elections. The positions 

taken by party elites in response to the civil rights movement set in motion the secular 

realignment of white southerners into the Republican party (Carmines and Stimson 

1989).  

Civil rights served as a cross-cutting issue (Sundquist 1983) which gradually 

realigned the social bases of the Republican and Democratic parties. The response of 

African Americans was practically immediate in the South as party identification and 

voting behavior shifted en masse in favor of the Democratic party because of its 

advocacy of civil rights, expressed most clearly in the form of the 1964 Civil Rights Act 

and the 1965 Voting Rights Act. White southerners, on the other hand, were not as quick 

to leave the Democratic party in favor of the GOP. Since 1968, in presidential contests, a 

majority of white southerners have voted Republican (two-party vote). But in contested 

House elections, white Republican majorities did not materialize until the 1980s. In fact, 

based on American National Election Study data, the percentage of white southerners 

voting Republican in contested House races steadily declined in the 1970s.47  

                                                
47 Here’s the Republican percentage of the two-party House vote for contested elections among white 
southerners for the 1970s based on the American National Election Studies cumulative file (1948-2002): 
1970 election: 50% Republican (n = 78); 1972 election: no contested cases; 1974: 41.7% Republican (n = 
108); 1976 election: 37.7% (n = 175), 1978 election: 28.6% Republican (n = 105). 
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Republican candidates were greatly disadvantaged in the short term in the 1970s 

and 1980s in southern House elections due to several factors. First, because of the 

stability of party identification (Campbell et al. 1960; Green et al. 2002) the number of 

white Democratic identifiers was substantially larger than the number of Republican 

identifiers despite the large decline in the number of Democratic identifiers since the 

1950s. In the short-run, the trend in party identification among white southerners appears 

to be one of dealignment—especially with a decline in Democratic identification 

compensated for by the increase in the number of independents (Petrocik 1987). 

Conversion to the Republican party was a slow process as many eventual Republican 

identifiers dealign on their way to realigning. Further, the pattern of secular realignment 

toward the GOP has a strong generational component as younger white southerners are 

more likely to identify as Republicans (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Green et al. 

2002).  

The favorable long-term conditions for the GOP were delayed as long as possible 

by Democratic House members and candidates who recognized the advantages of being a 

Democrat, at least in the short-term. Primarily in the Deep South (AL, GA, LA, MS, and 

SC), where racial politics is more acute, many Democratic incumbents moved to the right 

on civil rights and thus denied Republican candidates an advantage on the most important 

political issue for most of these white voters. In addition, candidate-centered elections 

reached their apogee, aided by the declining partisanship of the electorate (Wattenberg 

1996) because the major parties failed to take clear opposing positions on a host of issues 

that arose in the 1960s and 1970s (Sundquist 1983). In this electoral milieu, many 

Democrats distinguished themselves as more capable candidates because of their 

responsiveness to constituent demands while purposely avoiding racial/ideological issues 

that increasingly favored the GOP.  
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Furthermore, even though many Democratic incumbents were losing the electoral 

support of white southerners, the diverse racial compositions of southern congressional 

districts allowed for large black vote majorities to more than offset reductions in the 

white share of the Democratic vote (Black and Black 1987; 2002). Indeed, throughout the 

1970s and 1980s, biracial coalitions became the formula for electoral success for so many 

white Democrats (Lamis 1988).  

The lopsided Democratic majority in the southern House delegation meant that 

quality candidates who desired a career in politics would choose to run as Democrats. 

Many aspiring politicians who were spatially closer to the Republican party did not see a 

future in running as elephants or, if they were true to their party, they would behave 

strategically, waiting for the Democratic incumbent to retire—a strategy that resulted in a 

high number of uncontested elections or elections where Republican sacrificial lambs 

were the only candidates who decided to run (Canon 1990; Jacobson 1990). Thus, the 

incumbency advantage, in terms of name recognition, fund raising, and district service, 

greatly favored Democrats because there were so many more of them. Strategic 

Republican candidates, naturally risk averse because they want to win not put up a good 

fight in a losing effort, had fewer opportunities to run for Congress in the 1970s and 

1980s.  

The emergence of Ronald Reagan in the 1980 presidential election dealt a major 

blow to the favored position of white Democratic House members. The clear ideological 

vision of Reagan placed in stark contrast the positions of the national parties on the issues 

of the day, causing white conservatives to realign as Republicans while at the same time 

dealigning white moderates (Black and Black 2002). The trend of declining partisanship 

reversed and party-based voting began to increase in the 1980s (Bartels 2000). The 

youngest generation of white southerners, those who came of political age when Reagan 
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was president, were the most likely to identify with the GOP and they fueled the growth 

of Republican voting in House elections.  

The steady increase in the percentage of white southern Republican identifiers 

provided the foundation for continued Republican advancement in House elections, but it 

was the events of the early 1990s that provided an ideal set of electoral conditions that the 

GOP capitalized on to control the House of Representatives for the first time since 1954 

and the southern House delegation for the first time since 1874.  

Public approval of Congress in the early 1990s reached a low point as a 

consequence of several missteps committed by numerous members (see Abramson et al. 

1994). The House Bank Scandal was perhaps the single occurrence that generated the 

most public wrath toward incumbents (Jacobson 2004). Pressure placed on Congress by 

the media, angry constituents, and opportunistic members (mainly Republicans) who 

balanced their check books, resulted in the public disclosure of all former and current 

members who committed overdrafts in April of 1992 (Abramson et al. 1994). Because 

most of the check bouncers were Democrats, Republicans (led by Newt Gingrich) framed 

the scandal in partisan terms and used the scandal as a campaign issue in the 1992 

elections.  

On top of the House Bank Scandal, the 1992 elections were the first held after 

reapportionment and redistricting. With public approval of Congress at its nadir (Stimson 

2004), Democratic members were more vulnerable because they were the majority party. 

In addition, redistricting disproportionately harmed the electoral fortunes of incumbent 

Democrats because of the majority-minority district maximization decree issued by the 

Department of Justice (Cunningham 2001) and the effect this had on greatly increasing 

the number of voters who were drawn into districts with different incumbents.  
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Creating majority-minority districts in the South proved a boon to Republican 

candidates. Many of the black majority districts were upwards of sixty percent African-

American and thus placed more minority voters in these districts than was necessary to 

satisfy the goal of increasing the number of minority representatives (Cameron et al. 

1996; Epstein and O’Halloran 1999a, 1999b, 2000). In concert with the fact that districts 

neighboring newly created majority-minority districts were made whiter, was that they 

were now more Republican, based on presidential vote returns. Voters drawn into a 

different district, redrawn or so-called “new voters” (see Petrocik and Desposato 1998; 

Desposato and Petrocik 2003) were less supportive of their new Democratic 

representative.  

The shift in favor of the GOP was of course also a result of the emergence of 

viable Republican candidates with resources (money) and a message that resonated with 

white southerners. Not surprisingly, Republican candidates targeted the most 

presidentially Republican districts, spent the most money in these districts, and this is 

where they had their greatest success (Black and Black 2002). If the 1992 elections were 

a tremor then 1994 was the earthquake. Republicans netted nine seats in 1992 and added 

another sixteen in 1994, giving them their first majority in the southern House delegation 

since Reconstruction. The anti-incumbent/anti-Democrat mood of white southerners 

deepened before the 1994 elections thanks to the actions of President Clinton on a host of 

unpopular issues (e.g., gays in the military, the 1993 budget, and a failed attempt to 

reform health care) and the effective campaigning of Republicans who united behind 

Newt Gingrich’s reform message articulated in the Contract with America (Burnham 

1996). Since 1994, southern Republicans have solidified their majority status. 

Republicans won seven more seats in 1996 and then leveled off until the 2004 elections 
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when the addition of six more seats was almost entirely due to a Republican gerrymander 

in Texas.  

RESTATEMENT OF THE THEORY OF REPUBLICAN ASCENDANCY IN SOUTHERN 
HOUSE ELECTIONS 

The pattern of Republican advancement (see Figure 2.1) in southern House 

elections from the mid to late 1980s up to 2004 is characterized by both remarkable 

stability and remarkable change. As discussed, the number of Democrats and 

Republicans in the southern House delegation was the same for three consecutive general 

elections (1986-1990) prior to 1992. Then, from 1992 through 1996, the GOP made 

unusually rapid gains—netting 32 seats, a 25 percent increase in the number of southern 

Republicans. This episode of punctuated change, from 1992 to 1996, was triggered by the 

1992 redistricting and reinforced by the emergence of a large cadre of viable Republican 

candidates who ran in the most electorally promising districts (Republican landslide 

districts). The percentage of Democrats and Republicans in the southern House 

delegation held steady from 1996 to 2002, reflecting a return to electoral stability with 

the GOP firmly in the majority. Republicans, however, enjoyed another large gain in 

seats in the 2004 elections, netting six—five of which were a direct result of a Republican 

gerrymander in Texas.  

As contended in this dissertation, and demonstrated with a large array of 

empirical data, the pattern of Republican advancement in contemporary southern House 

elections was a function of three temporally sequential and interdependent factors: (1) the 

ongoing increase in the percentage of southern whites who identify with the Republican 

party, (2) an increase in the number of competitive districts as a consequence of racial 

redistricting enacted for the 1992 elections, and (3) the emergence of viable Republican 

candidates who recognized their chances of winning election were greatly improved by 
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the redrawing of congressional boundaries. The increasing Republican identification of 

southern white voters provided a necessary foundation for Republican gains, but it was 

the destabilizing effect of redistricting that explains the sudden increase in Republican 

victories that occurred from 1992 to 1996. Redistricting weakened the incumbency 

advantage of many Democrats and thus triggered the emergence of Republican 

candidates who were adept at campaigning on a message more in step with the views of 

southern whites.   

THE FUTURE OF SOUTHERN HOUSE ELECTIONS 

At the time of this writing, short-term political factors could hardly be much 

worse for the Republican party. During his tenure as president, George W. Bush’s 

approval rating is at an all-time low. Tom DeLay (TX-22), the Republican majority 

leader of the U.S. House of Representatives and the architect of Texas’ Republican 

gerrymander, had to relinquish his leadership post (9/28/05) because he was indicted for 

violating Texas campaign finance laws. Senate majority leader, Republican Bill Frist 

(TN) has faced accusations of insider trading for dumping his stock right before their 

value plummeted. The CIA leak investigation continues with the indictment of I. Lewis 

“Scooter” Libby, who stepped down (10/28/05) as Vice President Cheney’s Chief of 

Staff. Gas prices are finally declining from record highs brought on primarily by 

Hurricane Katrina, a natural disaster that was handled poorly by all levels of government 

and particularly by the slow media response by the Bush Administration. Democratic 

politicians, some with military credentials (John Murtha PA-12) are ramping up the 

rhetoric for a troop withdrawal in Iraq and public approval of the war continues to drop.  

In short, the political climate bodes extremely well for the Democratic party. Political 

conditions are ideal for the emergence of strong Democratic candidates who may prove 
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instrumental in the Democratic party’s taking back the U.S. House in the 2006 midterm 

elections.  

How do these short-term factors impact the prognosis for southern House 

elections in 2006 and beyond? As for 2006, it is likely that a few southern Republicans 

could be at risk because of the unfavorable political climate. That being said, of all the 

regions in the United States, the South is the most Republican and the most capable of 

weathering a short-term electoral cycle capable of ushering in a Democratic U.S. House 

majority. Democratic gains in 2006 will not be fueled by southern victories. Growing 

Republicanism among southern whites is not ephemeral, it is deeply rooted and it has 

been reinforced by the remarkable success of the GOP in contemporary elections. The 

ideological positioning of the southern Republican party suits the tastes of a white 

electorate characterized by religious, racial, and economic conservatism.  

To be sure, the southern white electorate is not monolithically conservative (see 

Black and Black 2002). A large segment of southern whites classify themselves as 

moderates.48 Based on 2004 exit poll data (National Election Pool), 45 percent of 

southern white voters were conservatives, 41 percent were moderates, and just 15 percent 

were liberals. Beginning in the 1980s, the key to Republican success in southern House 

elections was the realignment of white conservatives and the dealignment of white 

moderates (Black and Black 2002).49 Since taking over the House in the 1994 elections, 

Republican majorities in the southern House delegation have been reinforced by two 
                                                
48 Black and Black (2002, 234) have this to say about moderates: 

The political worldview of southern white moderates contrasts sharply with that of the region’s 
conservative white Republicans. Moderate southern whites are characterized by conservative and 
[emphasis original] liberal tendencies; they are not polarized by party and ideology. As a group, 
69 percent in 1996 were warm toward Democrats while only 49 percent liked Republicans; 57 
percent were warm toward conservatives but only 41 percent were favorably disposed toward 
liberals. Their mixed ideological preferences make them an especially difficult group for 
conservative Republicans to realign. 

49 Based on 2004 National Election Pool data, among moderate southern white voters, 31 percent were 
Democrats, 36 percent were Republicans, and 33 percent were Independents. 



 131 

factors: (1) the large number of House districts with majority white voting-age 

populations (82 percent, 108 out of 131 districts), and (2) increased Republican voting 

among white moderates.  

On the first point, racial redistricting disproportionately benefited Republicans 

and black Democrats at the overall expense of the Democratic party. Because the vast 

majority of African Americans vote Democrat, the concentration of this population of 

voters in a relatively small number of districts means that the minimum share of the white 

vote needed for Republicans to win House seats is necessarily reduced (see chapter 4). 

Clearly, if congressional boundaries were redrawn in a manner that spread African 

American voters more equally across districts, the Democratic party would be more 

competitive in southern House elections. Increasing the average percentage of black 

voters across southern House districts would revitalize Democratic prospects for crafting 

biracial coalitions capable of delivering Democratic voting majorities in many southern 

House districts.  

On the second point, white moderates are the swing voters in southern House 

elections. Republican voting majorities in House elections are won by combining an 

overwhelming conservative white vote with a smaller share of the white moderate vote. 

Similar to the Democratic bloc vote registered by African Americans, southern 

Republicans enjoy a bloc vote delivered by white conservatives. For example, in 2004, 92 

percent of southern white conservatives voted Republican in House elections (National 

Election Pool data). By contrast, 57 percent of white moderates voted Republican in the 

2004 southern House elections.50 Over time the Republican share of the white moderate 

vote has increased. From 1988 to 1994, a majority of white moderates voted Democrat in 

                                                
50 Among the small segment of liberal whites, 33 percent voted Republican in the 2004 southern House 
elections. 
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southern House elections. But from 1996 to 2004, no less than 55 percent of white 

moderates have voted Republican in southern House elections—temporarily eliminating 

the swing voter status of white moderates.51  

The short-term political climate, i.e., the 2006 midterm elections, appears to be 

the least favorable to southern Republicans since the 1990 elections. Nonetheless, 

because of the structure of congressional boundaries, and the continuing realignment of 

white southerners into the Republican party, the southern GOP’s House majority is on 

firm footing. In fact, Republicans have yet to exhaust their electoral opportunities. 

Consider this, in the 2004 southern House elections, 40 percent (18 out of 45) of 

Democrats running for reelection represented districts where George W. Bush won a 

majority of the presidential vote. By comparison, only one Republican who sought 

reelection in 2004 (1 percent, 1 out of 67) represented a district that gave Democrat John 

Kerry a majority of the presidential vote.  

In the South (and the nation as well), demographic patterns appear to favor the 

Democratic party because of the higher growth rate of Hispanic and African American 

populations. But demography of course is not destiny and the widening racial 

polarization in congressional voting favors the GOP because whites greatly outnumber 

minorities in every southern state but Texas and Florida. Further, white political 

participation is higher than that of minorities. Among Hispanics, their rapid population 

growth has yet to translate into formidable political power in southern House elections 

because of low turnout linked to low socioeconomic status and low rates of citizenship.  

                                                
51 Here is the percentage of the Republican House vote (two-party) registered by southern white moderates 
from 1988 to 2004: 48.7 percent in 1988 (CBS-NY Times exit poll), 44.4 percent in 1990 (VRS-CBS-NY 
Times exit poll), 49.4 percent in 1992 (VRS exit poll), 48.7 percent in 1994 (VNS exit poll), 55.9 percent in 
1996 (VNS exit poll), 55.3 percent in 1998 (VNS exit poll), 63.4 percent in 2000 (VNS exit poll), 60.2 
percent in 2002 (VNS exit poll), and 56.9 percent in 2004 (NEP exit poll). 
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In conclusion, for the foreseeable future, Republicans should continue their reign 

in southern House elections. The adage that success breeds success is certainly applicable 

to elections. Current Republican success in southern House elections fosters future 

success because strong candidates behave strategically, affiliating with the political party 

that has the better chance of winning (Aldrich 1995). The next generation of ambitious 

southern politicians will affiliate with the GOP because it is the party more capable of 

providing a career in public office.  

It is hard to imagine that as recent as the 1990 elections, Democrats accounted for 

two thirds of the southern House delegation. Ever since, the percentage of southern 

Democrats has declined. After the 2004 elections, Democrats constituted just 37 percent 

(49 out of 131 seats) of the southern House delegation. In a region where one party 

exercised a virtual stranglehold on electoral politics since the days of the Civil War, the 

Democratic party is now but a shadow of its former self. The Yellow Dog is nearly 

extinct, the Blue Dog is subsisting, and the donkey is limping, because the elephant is 

running roughshod over the southern electoral landscape. When the party of Lincoln 

dominates southern House elections, you know this ain’t your daddy’s Dixie. 



 134 

Appendix A 

Table 4.1A The Partisan Impact of Redistricting: District-Level Models for the 1992, 
2002, and 2004 (Texas only) Southern U.S. House Elections 

Dep Var = Rep House Vote (%) Coefficients (s.e.) Coefficients (s.e.) 
   
Rep Presidential Vote (%) 0.391 (0.064)*** 0.405 (0.061)*** 
   
Black VAP (%) -0.070 (0.052) -0.087 (0.049)* 
   
Median Income (in thousands) 0.001 (0.001) 0.0009 (0.0006) 
   
2002 -0.007 (0.015) -0.013 (0.014) 
   
2004 -0.026 (0.018) -0.034 (0.017)* 
   
Incumbent (Dem = 1, Rep = 0) -0.233 (0.014)*** -0.289 (0.018)*** 
   
Redrawn Constituents (%) 0.078 (0.027)** -0.025 (0.034) 
   
Redrawn X Incumbent __ 0.225 (0.049)*** 
   
   
Constant 0.391 (0.047)*** 0.412 (0.044)*** 
   
Adjusted R2 .84 .85 
N 167 167 
NOTE: Estimates are ordinary least squares (OLS) coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. 
Dependent variable is the Republican district share of the two-party vote. The models only include contested 
(Dem vs. Rep) districts with incumbents seeking reelection. The variable of interest, “Redrawn Constituents”, 
is the district percentage of constituents an incumbent inherited after redistricting. The variable was calculated 
based on data from the following link: http://mcdc2.missouri.edu/websas/geocorr2k.html. 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001; one-tailed test. 
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Appendix B 

Table 5.1A Newly Elected General Winners from Unopposed Primaries, 1988-2002 

Year Name State and 
District 

General Election 
Type 

Seat was held 
by Dem/Rep 

Elective 
Experience 

Prior 
Occupation 

1988 __ __ __ __ __ __ 
       
1990 __ __ __ __ __ __ 
       
1992 Jay Dickey AR 4 Open Dem No Lawyer 
 Tillie K. Fowler FL 4 Open NA Yes Jacksonville 

city council 
 Charles T. Canady FL 12 Open Rep Yes Former state 

representative 
 Bob Goodlatte VA 6 Open Dem No Lawyer; 

Congressional 
aide 

       
1994 Saxby Chambliss GA 8 Open Dem No Lawyer 
 Walter B. Jones, Jr. NC 3 Defeated Incumbent Dem Yes Former state 

representative 
 Richard M. Burr NC 5 Open Dem No Sales 

manager 
 Tom Davis VA 11 Defeated Incumbent Dem Yes Fairfax City. 

Bd. of 
Supervisors 
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1996 Asa Hutchinson AR 3 Open Rep No Chairman AR 
Republican 
Party 

       
1998 Robin Hayes NC 8 Open Dem Yes Former state 

representative 
       
2000 Adam Putnam FL 12 Open Rep Yes State 

representative 
(’96-’00) 

 Edward Schrock VA 2 Open Dem Yes State senator 
(’95-’00) 

       
2002 ±John Boozman AR 3 Open Rep No Optometrist  
 Tom Feeney FL 24 Open NA Yes State 

representative 
(’90-’02) 

 Mario Diaz-Balart FL 25 Open NA Yes State 
representative 
(’88-’92, ’00-
’02); state 
senator (’92-
’00) 

 ±Joe Wilson SC 2 Open Rep Yes State senator 
(’85-’01) 

 ±J. Randy Forbes VA 4 Open Dem Yes State 
representative 
(’89-’97); 
state senator 
(’97-’01) 



 137 

±Joe Wilson was first elected in a special election in 2001, which was opposed by a Democrat. John Boozman was first elected 
in a 2001 special election opposed by a fellow Republican. J. Randy Forbes was first elected in a 2001 special election 
opposed by a Democrat. 
Representatives in bold have previous elective experience, but were not officeholders at the time they won their House seats. 
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Appendix C 

 

Table 5.2A Newly Elected Republican General Winners from Contested Primaries, 1988-2004 

 
Year Name State and 

District 
General Election 
Type 

Seat was held 
by Dem/Rep 

Elective 
Experience 

Prior Occupation 

1988 Craig T. James FL 4 Defeated Incumbent Dem No Lawyer 
 Clifford B. Stearns FL 6 Open Dem No Motel company 

executive 
 Porter J. Goss FL 13 Open Rep Yes Lee County 

commissioner 
 Larkin Smith MS 5 Open Rep Yes Harrison County 

sheriff 
 John J. Duncan, Jr. TN 2 Open Rep No Knox County judge 
       
1990 Charles H. Taylor NC 11 Defeated Incumbent Dem Yes Former state 

legislator  
       
1992 Terry Everett AL 2 Open Rep No  Businessman; 

Newspaper exec. 
 Spencer Bachus AL 6 Defeated Incumbent Dem Yes Former state 

legislator 
 Tim Hutchinson AR 3 Open Rep Yes State representative 
 John L. Mica FL 7 Open Rep Yes Former state 

representative 
 Dan Miller FL 13 Open Rep No Entrepreneur 
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 Lincoln Diaz-Balart FL 21 Open NA Yes State senator 
 Jack Kingston GA 1 Open Dem Yes State representative 
 Mac Collins GA 3 Defeated Incumbent Dem Yes State senator 
 John Linder GA 4 Open Dem Yes Former state 

representative 
 Bob Inglis SC 4 Defeated Incumbent Dem No Lawyer 
 Henry Bonilla TX 23 Defeated Incumbent Dem No Television executive 
       
1994 Joe Scarborough FL 1 Open Dem No Lawyer 
 Dave Weldon FL 15 Open Dem No Physician 
 Mark Foley FL 16 Open Rep Yes State senator 
 Bob Barr GA 7 Defeated Incumbent Dem No Former U.S. 

Attorney; U.S. 
Senate candidate 

 Charlie Norwood GA 10 Defeated Incumbent Dem No Dentist 
1994 Roger F. Wicker MS 1 Open Dem Yes State senator 
 David Funderburk NC 2 Open Dem No Former ambassador; 

lecturer/author; U.S. 
Senate candidate 

 Fred Heineman NC 4 Defeated Incumbent Dem No Raleigh Police Chief 
 Sue Myrick NC 9 Open Rep Yes Former Charlotte 

Mayor 
 Mark Sanford, Jr. SC 1 Open Rep No Owner of real estate 

firm 
 Lindsey Graham SC 3 Open Dem Yes State representative 
 Zach Wamp TN 3 Open Dem No Real estate broker 
 Van Hilleary TN 4 Open Dem No Textile business 

executive 
 Ed Bryant TN 7 Open Rep No Former U.S. 

Attorney 
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 Steve Stockman TX 9 Defeated Incumbent Dem No Accountant 
 Mac Thornberry TX 13 Defeated Incumbent Dem No Lawyer; Former 

congressional aide 
       
1996 Bob Riley AL 3 Open Dem Yes Former Ashland City 

Council member 
 Robert B. Aderholt AL 4 Open Dem No Haleyville Municipal 

Judge 
 *John Cooksey LA 5 Open NA No Physician 
 Chip Pickering MS 3 Open Dem No Former 

congressional aide 
 Bill Jenkins TN 1 Open Rep Yes Former state 

representative 
(speaker ’69-’71) 

 *Pete Sessions TX 5 Open (special) Dem No Retired phone co. 
executive 

 *Kevin Brady TX 8 Open (special) Rep Yes State representative 
 Kay Granger TX 12 Open Dem Yes Fort Worth Mayor 
 †Ron Paul TX 14 Defeated Incumbent Rep Yes Former U.S. 

Representative 
       
1998 Jim DeMint SC 4 Open Rep No Market research 

company owner 
1999 *David Vitter LA 1 Open (special) Rep Yes State representative 
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 *Johnny Isakson GA 6 Open (special) Rep Yes Former state 

representative (’76-
’90); former state 
senator (’93-’96) 

2000 Ander Crenshaw FL 4 Open Rep Yes Former state 
representative (72’-
’78); former state 
senator (’86-’93) 

 Henry Brown, Jr. SC 1 Open Rep Yes City Council (’81-
’85); State 
representative (’85-
‘00) 

 John Culberson TX 7 Open Rep Yes State representative 
(’86-’00) 

 Jo Ann Davis VA 1 Open Rep Yes State representative 
(’97-’00) 

 Eric Cantor VA 7 Open Rep Yes State representative 
(’91-’00) 

       
2002 Jo Bonner AL 1 Open Rep No Senior Aide to U.S. 

Rep. Sonny Callahan 
(’84-’02) 

 Mike Rogers AL 3 Open Rep Yes State representative 
(’94-’02) 
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 ±Jeff Miller FL 1 Open Rep No Real estate broker; 

deputy sheriff 
 Ginny Brown-Waite FL 5 Defeated Incumbent Dem Yes Hernando County 

Commissioner (’90-
’92); state senator 
(’92-’02) 

 Katherine Harris FL 13 Open Rep Yes State senator (’94-
’98); FL Secy. Of 
State (’98-’02) 

 Phil Gingrey GA 11 Open NA Yes Marietta Schl. Bd. 
(’93-’97); state 
senator (’98-’02) 

 Max Burns GA 12 Open NA Yes Screven County 
Commission (’93-
’98) 

 Gresham Barrett SC 3 Open Rep Yes State representative 
(’96-’02) 

 Marsha Blackburn TN 7 Open Rep Yes State senator (’98-
’02) 

 Jeb Hensarling TX 5 Open Rep No Lawyer; 
Businessman; 
Republican party 
employee 

 Michael Burgess TX 26 Open Rep No Obstetrician  
 John Carter TX 31 Open NA Yes District Court Judge 

(’82-’01) 
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2003 Randy Neugebauer TX 19 Open (special) Rep Yes Lubbock City 

Council (’92-’98); 
Mayor Pro Tempore-
Lubbock (’94-’96) 

       
2004 Connie Mack FL 14 Open Rep Yes State representative 

(’00-’03) 
 Tom Price GA 6 Open Rep Yes State senator (’96-

’04) 
 Lynn Westmoreland GA 8 Open Rep Yes State representative 

(’92-’04) 
 Virginia Foxx NC 5 Open Rep Yes Watauga Bd. Of Ed. 

(’76-’88); state 
senator (’94-’04) 

 Patrick McHenry NC 10 Open Rep Yes State representative 
(’02-’04) 

 Bobby Jindal LA 1 Open Rep No Government 
administrator; 2003 
Republican 
gubernatorial 
candidate 

 Charles Boustany LA 7 Open Dem No Surgeon 
 Bob Inglis SC 4 Open Rep Yes Former U.S. 

Representative 
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 Louie Gohmert TX 1 Defeated Incumbent Dem Yes Smith County 

District Court Judge 
(’92-’02) 

 Ted Poe TX 2 Defeated Incumbent Dem Yes Harris County Judge 
(’81-’03) 

 Michael McCaul TX 10 Open NA No Government lawyer 
 Mike Conaway TX 11 Open NA Yes Midland Schl. Bd. 

(’85-’88) 
 Kenny Marchant TX 24 Open NA Yes Carrollton City 

Council (’80-’84); 
Mayor (’84-’86); 
State representative 
(’86-’04) 

 Thelma Drake VA 2 Open Rep Yes  State representative 
(’95-’04) 

*Denotes open party primaries. For example, in 1996 Texas held open party primaries in thirteen districts that were redrawn; and like Louisiana, a runoff 
was required if the primary winner failed to secure a majority of the vote. 
†Ron Paul defeated Republican incumbent Greg Laughlin. Laughlin switched from Democrat to Republican in June 1995 (Barone and Ujifusa 1997). 
All other incumbent defeats were Democrats. 
±Jeff Miller was first elected in a special election in 2001, which was unopposed by a major party candidate. 
Representatives in bold have previous elective experience, but were not officeholders at the time they won their House seats. 
Representatives whose names are italicized were defeated by Democrats in their first bids for reelection. 
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