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Chapter 1


What can we learn from the 2014 mid-term elections?
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What you need to know





•  Mid-term elections come halfway through a president’s 4-year term of office.



•  Therefore, they fall in years 2006, 2010, 2014 and so on.



•  In these years, there are elections for all 435 members of the House of Representatives, one-third of the Senate, as well as numerous state governors and legislators.



•  The president’s party usually loses seats in mid-term elections, especially those that occur during a president’s second term.
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This chapter updates the material in the textbook (Anthony J. Bennett, A2 US Government and Politics, 4th edition, 2013) on congressional elections on pages 98–108.


Before the elections


Before the 2014 mid-term elections, the Democrats controlled the Senate while the Republicans controlled the House of Representatives. In the Senate, the Democrats — including the two independents who caucus and regularly vote with them — had 55 seats to the Republicans’ 45. The Republicans therefore needed to make an overall gain of six seats to regain the control they had lost in the mid-term elections of 2006. There were 36 Senate races, 33 of them for full 6-year terms plus three special elections — in Hawaii, Oklahoma and South Carolina — to fill the remainder of unexpired terms (see Table 1.1). Of the 36 seats, the Democrats controlled 21 and the Republicans 15. So the Republicans had to win at least 6 of those 21 Democrat-held seats to regain control of the Senate.


In the House, the Republicans had 234 seats and the Democrats 201, so the Democrats needed to make an overall gain of 17 seats to regain the control of the House they had lost in 2010. In the run-up to these elections the Republicans were believed to have a good chance of regaining control of the Senate while the Democrats were never given a chance of regaining the House. However, optimism in the Republican camp regarding the Senate was somewhat muted by the fact that they had also been tipped to win back the chamber in both 2010 and 2012, yet had blown the chance spectacularly on both occasions. So what happened and why?


The primaries


Unlike in the two previous cycles, no incumbent senators lost in the primaries though there were some close-run races, most notably in Hawaii and Mississippi. It was also a good year for incumbents in the House primaries, with the number defeated in the primaries falling from 13 in 2012 to just 4 in 2014. That said, the House primaries did turn up one stunning defeat when the House Majority Leader, Republican Eric Cantor of Virginia, was defeated by Dave Brat, an economics professor with no previous experience of elective office. Cantor was so shocked by his defeat that he immediately resigned his leadership post and then resigned from the House in mid-August. Cantor’s defeat showed the perils of losing touch with one’s constituents.


The Republicans also lost another big name with the defeat of Ralph Hall of Texas who had served in the House for 34 years. Aged 91, at the time he was the oldest serving member of Congress. Hall had switched parties in 2004, having served for 20 years as a Democrat, and had recently chaired the House Committee on Science, Space and Technology. The Republicans lost a third incumbent in a House primary — Kerry Bentivolio of Michigan, a Tea Party supporter in his first term. His ultra-conservative, libertarian views seemed not to suit voters in his district on the northwest outskirts of Detroit.


The sole Democrat House incumbent to lose in a primary was nine-term congressman John Tierney of Massachusetts. He was defeated by Seth Moulton, a Harvard Business School graduate and US marine veteran. Tierney’s family had been involved in scandal — his wife was convicted in 2010 on federal tax charges in connection with her brother’s illegal offshore betting company.


The Senate results


On Election Day (4 November), the Republicans exceeded even some of their own expectations. They won not just the six seats they needed to take control of the Senate, but nine seats. This gives them a comfortable 54–46 seat majority. As Table 1.1 shows, they defeated five Democrat incumbents: Mark Begich in Alaska; Mark Pryor in Arkansas; Mark Udall in Colorado; Mary Landrieu in Louisiana; and Kay Hagan in North Carolina. They also won four open races — in Iowa, Montana, South Dakota and West Virginia — where the incumbent Democrat had retired. They got close to adding two further states — New Hampshire and Virginia — where the incumbent Democrat hung on by a close margin. Furthermore, they held all of their own seats, even those in Kansas, Georgia and Kentucky where the Republicans were earlier in the year thought to be vulnerable. So it was a mightily pleasing set of results for the Republicans and a very bleak night for the Democrats in general and for President Obama and Senator Harry Reid — the Democratic leader in the Senate — in particular.


Mark Begich had served just one term in the Senate. Democrats winning in Alaska is, to say the least, unusual. But in 2008 Begich had beaten Republican incumbent Ted Stevens after the Republican had faced an indictment on multiple ethics violations during the campaign. But Alaska is not friendly territory for a Democrat. Begich was defeated by Dan Sullivan, a former US marine and Alaska attorney general, who had won the Republican primary despite opposition from former Alaska governor and Republican vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin.


In Arkansas, two-term senator Mark Pryor’s fortunes had changed significantly since he was re-elected in 2008 without even facing opposition from a Republican candidate. This time around Pryor never stood a chance. He led in only two polls conducted during the last 6 months of the campaign and lost on the day by 18 percentage points to Congressman Tom Cotton. With President Obama’s approval rating in the state at just 30% on Election Day, what hope would any Democrat have had in winning a state-wide election?
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Colorado has gradually become more of a purple state — neither red nor blue — in which strong candidates of both parties can be equally competitive. In 2014, Democrat Mark Udall was seeking a second term. Udall had expected — and probably hoped — that his Republican opponent would be Ken Buck, a Tea Party favourite defeated by his Senate colleague Michael Bennet in 2010. But the National Republican Senate Committee (NRSC) in Washington wanted Rep. Cory Gardner to take on Udall and persuaded Buck to withdraw from the Senate race and run instead for Gardner’s House seat. The trouble for Udall was that, as Brad Dayspring, the NRSC’s communications director explained, ‘Democrats wrote their playbook for Ken Buck, and failed to adjust when it wasn’t Ken Buck anymore.’ Udall spent pretty much his whole campaign focusing on abortion and women’s rights to such an extent that the Denver Post endorsed Gardner. Despite having held a comfortable lead in the early months of the campaign, Udall lost on Election Day by over 50,000 votes. Unlike Begich and Pryor who lost in solidly red states, Udall lost in a state that had twice voted for President Obama.
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The Democrats also lost two of their 16 women senators — Kay Hagan of North Carolina and Mary Landrieu of Louisiana. Meanwhile, Republicans boosted their numbers of women senators with the election of Joni Ernst in Iowa and Shelley Moore Capito in West Virginia, both of whom won open seats previously held by the Democrats. Thus the number of women in the Senate remains at 20 — 14 Democrats and 6 Republicans. There are also two African-Americans in the Senate — Cory Booker a Democrat from New Jersey and Republican Tim Scott of South Carolina.


The five incumbents defeated in these elections was the highest number since 2006 (see Table 1.2), with just over 82% of senators who sought re-election being re-elected. The overall loss of 9 Senate seats by the Democrats represented the worst showing for the president’s party in mid-term elections since the Republicans’ loss of 13 seats in 1958 — midway through President Eisenhower’s second term. It was the worst result for the Democrats in mid-term elections in the Senate since 1946 when they lost 11 seats. So by any measure, these were bad results for the Democrats and for President Obama.


Who voted for whom and why?


The exit polls give us an insight into who voted for whom and why. By comparing these data with those for 2012 and 2008, we can see how much support President Obama and his party have lost over the past 2 and 6 years. The data presented in Table 1.3 show that the Democrats have lost support across the board in pretty much every category, group and region. The figures in column 4 of this table show that since 2012 the Democrats’ share of the vote declined among Protestant, Catholic and suburban voters by 5 percentage points, among young voters by 6 points, among those living in cities by 7 points, among Hispanic and Latino voters by 9 points, and among the growing group of Asian voters by 24 points.
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The final column of Table 1.3 shows just how much support the Democrats have lost since Barack Obama was first elected back in 2008: down 8 percentage points among men, 9 points in the Midwest, 10 points among independents, and down 12 points among young voters — all significant voting blocs. Following Obama’s re-election in 2012, many commentators led us to believe that the Democrats had not a care in the political world. That assumption now seems a little less certain. Equally worrying for Democrats is the decline in turnout of some of their key groups. Hispanic and Latino voters made up 10% of the electorate in 2012, but only 8% in 2014. Voters aged 18–29, who made up 19% of voters in 2012, accounted for just 13% 2 years later. And while Democrats enjoyed a 6 percentage-point advantage over Republicans in 2012, in 2014 they were at a 1 point deficit. Democrats will need to reinvigorate their support among these key groups in 2016 if they are to win a third successive term for their candidates in the White House and regain control of the Senate.


Why did the Democrats lose the Senate?


The Democrats’ loss of the Senate was not unexpected, but the scale of their defeat was a surprise. What factors accounted for this sizeable loss?


Systemic factors


It is important to realise that this loss was partly down to what we can call systemic factors — factors largely outside the Democrats’ control, factors relating to the way the system works.


The sixth-year itch


It is a truism of US elections that the president’s party almost always performs poorly in mid-term elections. The sixth-year itch is the term used to describe the usually very poor performance of the president’s party in those mid-term elections that occur after 6 years of a two-term presidency. Since 1900, the president’s party has now lost both House and Senate seats in 20 of the 29 mid-term elections. Table 1.4 shows the sixth-year itch in the Senate going back 100 years. In the ten ‘sixth year’ elections, the president’s party has lost an average of six Senate seats with Bill Clinton in 1998 — in the aftermath of the Republicans impeachment of him — being the only president to buck the trend. But this table also shows just how bad the 2014 Senate results were for the Democrats.


Table 1.4 Net losses by the president’s party in mid-term elections held 6 years into a two-term presidency, 1918–2014






	Year

	Party holding presidency

	Net losses for president’s party in Senate races






	1918

	D

	–5






	1926

	R

	–7






	1938

	D

	–8






	1958

	R

	–13






	1966

	D

	–3






	1974

	R

	–3






	1986

	R

	–8






	1998

	D

	  0






	2006

	R

	–6






	2014

	D

	–9







The reason most commonly given to explain this sixth-year itch by the voters is that these are the senators who were last elected in the election that first brought the president to office. Because the president’s party is likely to have over-performed in that election, 6 years later when the president is not on the ballot there are a good number of vulnerable incumbents of the president’s party. It’s the way the system works and affects pretty much every president.


A stacked deck


Here is a second, indeed connected, systemic factor. Of the 36 Senate races in 2014, 21 were being defended by the Democrats, only 15 of them by the Republicans — a slight Republican advantage. But the Democrats had to defend 5 open seats while the Republicans had only 2. The Democrats would lose 4 of their 5 open seats — in Iowa, Montana, South Dakota and West Virginia. But the most significant way in which the 2014 Senate elections were stacked against the Democrats was that while the Republicans were defending only one seat in a state won by Barack Obama in 2012 — that of Susan Collins in Maine — the Democrats had to defend 7 seats in states that Mitt Romney won 2 years earlier (see Table 1.5), many of them by huge margins. The Democrats lost all these 7 Senate races in Romney states. So the Democrats were playing with a deck of cards stacked heavily against them. They could hardly be blamed for losing. As Professor Larry Sabato concluded, ‘the Senate picture was something of a set-up for the Republicans’.


Table 1.5 States lost by Obama in 2012 with Democrats defending a Senate seat in 2014






	State

	Obama–Romney vote
2012 (%)

	Obama’s losing margin
(percentage points)






	Alaska (Mark Begich)

	42–54

	–12






	Arkansas (Mark Pryor)

	37–61

	–24






	Louisiana (Mary Landrieu)

	41–59

	–18






	Montana (open race)

	42–56

	–14






	North Carolina (Kay Hagan)

	48–50

	  –2






	South Dakota (open race)

	40–58

	–18






	West Virginia (open race)

	36–62

	–26







Changes in voters who turn out


Mid-term elections have always attracted fewer voters than presidential elections, and the two groups most likely to stay at home are young voters and minorities. In the six presidential elections from 1992 to 2012, exit polls showed voters under 30 casting, on average, 18% of the votes. But in the six mid-term elections that followed them (1994 to 2014), those same voters accounted for just 12% of the votes. Much the same pattern, though not quite so marked, was true of minority voters. In the days when these two groups split their votes relatively evenly among the two parties, or regularly switched their allegiances, this change in the participating electorate was not particularly significant. But as Ronald Brownstein has pointed out, starting in the 1990s and accelerating significantly after 2000, the voting preferences of young and old, and white and non-white, have separated more sharply. As White House senior adviser Dan Pfeiffer stated, when it comes to voting ‘there’s basically two Americas — there’s mid-term America and presidential-year America’. This change in who turns out to vote cost Senate Democrats dearly. Table 1.6 shows how the disproportionate turnout of younger and older voters hurt Senator Kay Hagan in North Carolina.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
Update
US Government
& Politics

Anthony J. Bennett

PHILIP ALLAN 07

(y HODDER
7 EDUCATION
AIHAGHETTE UK ConPaNY





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/exam.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Upate 2015

US Government
& Politics

Anthony J. Bennett

® What can we leam





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/7-1.jpg
Change in Democratic vote

Democratic vote (%) (percentage points)
Category (% of voters) 2012 2014 from2012 | from 2008
Family income
Under $30,000 (16) 63 59 -4 -6
$30-49,999 (20) 57 51 -6 -4
$50-99,999 (34) 46 44 -2 -5
$100-199,999 (23) 44 ! -3 =7
Over $200,000 (7) 44 a2 -2 -10
Geographic region
East (20) - 55 - -4
Midwest (25) - 45 - -9
South (33) - 38 - -7
West (22) - 50 - -7

Winner in bold
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[1able 1.5 Who voted for whom: 2014 compared with 2012 and 2008

Category (% of voters)
Male (49)

Women (51)

White (75)
African-American (12)
Hispanic/Latino (8)
Asian (3)

White men (37)
White women (38)
Black men (5)

Black women (7)
Latino men (4)

Latino women (4)
Aged 18-29 (13)
Aged 30-44 (22)
Aged 45-64 (43)
Aged 65+ (22)

All Protestant (53)
White Protestant (39)
White evangelicals (26)
Catholic (24)

Jewish (3)

None (12)

Democrats (35)
Republicans (36)
Independents (28)
Liberal (23)

Moderate (40)
Conservative (37)
Attend religious services
Weekly (40)
Occasionally (40)
Never (18)

Population of area
Over 50,000 (32)
Suburbs (52)

Small towns/rural (16)

Democratic vote (%)

Change in Democratic vote
(percentage points)

2012

45
55
39
93
7
73
35
42
87
%
65
7
60
52
47
44
42
30
21

50
69
72
92

6

45
86
56
17

39
55
62

63
48
40

2014
P
51
38
89
62
49
33
42
86
91
57
66
54
50
45
P
37
26
20
45
66
69
92

5
42
87
53
13

40
46
62

56
43
38

from 2012

from 2008
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Table 1.2 Senators: retired, defeated, re-elected, 1994-2014

Retired

Sought
re-election

26
21
29
29
28
26
29
30
25
23
28

Defeated
in primary

0

~ o0 -0 o0 =

w o

Defeated
in general
election

2

o & o B

N a o

Total
re-elected

24
19
26
24
24
25
23
25
21
21
23

% re-elected
who sought
re-election

92.3
90.5
89.6
82.8
85.7
96.1

79.3
833
84.0
91.3
821
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State Winner % | Party | Opponent % | Party

New Jeanne 52 | D |ExSen.Scott | 48 | Rep

Hampshire Shaheen Brown

New Jersey CoryBooker | 56 | D | JeffBell 42 | Rep

New Mexico | Tom Udall 55 | D | AllenWeh 45 | Rep

North Carolina | Thom Tillis 49 | Rep | KayHagan 7| D

Oklahoma James Inhofe | 68 | Rep | MattSilverstein | 29 | D

Oklahoma Rep. James 68 | Rep | ConnieJohnson | 29 | D
Lankford?

Oregon JeffMerkley | 56 | D | MonicaWehby | 37 | Rep

Rhodelsland | Jack Reed 71| D | MarkZaccaria | 29 | Rep

South Carolina | Lindsey 55 | Rep | Brad Hutto 39| D
Graham

South Carolina | Tim Scott® 61 | Rep | Joyce 37| D

Dickerson

South Dakota | Ex-Gov. Mike | 50 | Rep | Rick Weiland 30| D
Rounds

Tennessee Lamar 62 | Rep | Gordon Ball 32| D
Alexander

Texas John Cornyn | 62 | Rep | DavidAlameel | 34 | D

Virginia Mark Warner | 49 | D | Ed Gillespie 48 | Rep

West Virginia | Rep.Shelley | 62 | Rep | Natalie Tennant | 35 | D
Moore Capito

Wyoming Michael Enzi | 72 | Rep | CharlieHardy | 18 | D

1 Appointed 2012 following the death of Daniel Inouye (D). To serve remaining 4 years of term.
2 Tom Coburn (R) retired. To serve remaining 2 years of term.

3 Appointed 2013 following the resignation of Jim DeMint (R). To serve remaining 4 years of term.
Ineumbents in bold
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Alabama
Alaska

Arkansas

Colorado
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Georgia
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Idaho
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Louisiana
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Massachusetts
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Mississippi

Montana

Nebraska

1able 1.1 Results of Senate elections, 2014

Winner
Jeff Sessions.
Dan Sullivan

Rep. Tom
Cotton

Rep. Cory
Gardner

Chris Coons
David Purdue

Brian Schatz'

Jim Risch

Richard
Durbin

Joni Ernst

Pat Roberts

Mitch
McConnell

Bill Cassidy
Susan Collins
Ed Markey

Rep. Gary
Peters

Al Franken
Thad Cochran

Rep. Steve
Daines

Ben Sasse

%
100

49

57

49

56
53
70

65
53

52

53
56

56
68
62
55

53
60

58

65

Party
Rep
Rep
Rep

Rep

D
Rep
D

Rep
D

Rep

Rep
Rep

Rep
Rep
D
D

D
Rep

Rep

Rep

Opponent
[Unopposed]
Mark Begich
Mark Pryor

Mark Udall

Kevin Wade
Michelle Nunn

Campbell
Cavasso

Briane Mitchell

Jim Oberweis

Rep. Bruce
Braley

Greg Orman

Alison Grimes

Mary Landrieu
Shenna Bellows
Brian Herr

TerriLynn Land

Mike McFadden

Rep. Travis
Childers

Amanda Curtis

David Domina

%

46
39

46

42
45
28

35
43

44

43
@

44
32
38
a4

43
37

40

31

Party

Rep

Rep

Rep

Ind

Rep
Rep

Rep





