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Black Members of Congress, 1870–present 

Brudnick, Ira A., and Jennifer E. Manning. In African American Members of the United States Congress: 1870-2018. Congressional Research Service, 2018. This work is in the public domain. 
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Female Members of Congress 

© ModalPeak on Wikimedia Commons. License CC BY-SA. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative 
Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. 
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Candidates and Democratic Choice 

In her Persuall comments on Carnes (2014), Kade Bose made the astute point that one reason 
working-class citizens are underrepresented is that 

voters may be able to remove officials who don’t represent them, but the available 
replacements most likely will take a more similar stance as the official they replaced. 

This highlights the more general point that voters’ ability to select representatives depends on 
the pool of candidates who run in the first place. If certain types are in short supply, then 
voters’ choices will be artificially limited. 
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Figure: Results from a conjoint experiment of hypothetical candidates (Teele, Kalla & Rosenbluth
2018)
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The Double Blind for Women (Teele et al. 2018) 

Teele, Dawn Langan, Joshua Kalla, and Frances Rosenbluth. In "The Ties That Double Bind: Social Roles and Women's Underrepresentation in 
Politics." American Political Science Review 112, no. 3 (2018): 525–41. © Cambridge University Press. All rights reserved. This content is excluded 
from our Creative Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. 
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Gender Preferences Depend on Voter’s Ideology 

Excutive (vs. Car Salesman) Military Service No Campaign Violations
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Voter Liberalism
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A Democratic Wave, a Republican Echo? 

© Center for American Women and Politics. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons 
license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. 
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The Intersection of Race and Gender 

© Center for American Women and Politics. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative 
Commons license. For more information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. 
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Breakout: Brainstorming Reforms 

Relying on evidence from the readings, brainstorm ways to increase the representativeness of 
the candidate pool in American elections. 
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Beyond Partisan Realignment 

I A few sessions ago we discussed realignment theory as a way of organizing American
political history. 

I Stable party systems defined by distinct party coalitions, separated by once-a-generation
critical elections: 1828, 1860, 1896, 1932, . . . 

I Though useful, encompassing frameworks like realignment can obscure alternative patterns
while also making history seem more predictable than it is. 

I In reality, American elections are shaped by multiple intersecting logics, some that enforce
stability and others that undermine it, and unpredictable events can play a huge role. 
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The Economy 
I In all democracies, the state of the economy is usually the most important electoral 

“fundamental.” 

I Primarily retrospective and sociotropic 

I Incumbent party (of president) held accountable: rewarded for good times and punished 
for bad. 

I Economic crises often lead to big changes: 

I 1780s → constitutional convention 

I 1837 → first unified Whig government 

I 1873 → Democratic takeover and demise of Reconstruction 

I 1929 → New Deal Realignment and Democratic dominance 

I 1980 → Reagan Revolution and conservative ascendancy 

I 2008 → Obama and Democratic supermajority in Congress 
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National Security 
I National security crises are less regular than economic ones and less predictable in their 

effects, but can be just as important. 

I Opposition party often hurt in short run (“rally around the flag”): 

I War of 1812 and the opposition Federalists 

I Mexican-American War and the opposition Whigs 

I Both world wars and the opposition Republicans 

I September 11th and the opposition Democrats 

I But incumbent presidents are blamed if things go poorly: 

I Wilson and the aftermath of WWI 

I LBJ and Vietnam 

I Carter and the Iran Hostage Crisis 

I Bush II and the Iraq War 
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The Incumbency Advantage 

I When it comes to individual offices, one strong regularity is the personal incumbency 
advantage: if the current occupant of the office runs for reelection, s/he is likely to win. 

I This advantage best known for U.S. House members, but it exists for nearly all offices in 
the United States, including the president. 

I The president’s party has won 2/3 of the time when the incumbent has run for reelection, 
but about 1/2 of other elections. 

I As this suggests, the incumbency advantage is primarily personal, not partisan. 
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Legislative Term Limits and the Incumbency Advantage 

© Source unknown. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more 
information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. 
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Short-Term Equilibration 

Although the incumbency advantage can give one party a structural advantage in individual 
seats and to a lesser degree in Congress as a whole, there is also strong negative feedback in 
elections. 

I Thermostatic response and policy blowback 

I Midterm loss and partisan balancing 

I Strong incentives for losers to adapt in search of winning strategies 
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Long-Term Parity 

As a consequence, neither party has enjoyed a long-run advantage. 

I Since 1828, Democrats have earned almost exactly half of votes for U.S. House and
president, winning the latter 22 of 48 times. 

I Due to adaptation, large demographic advantages almost never materialize, let alone
persist (e.g., “emerging” Democratic majority). 
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