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Chapter 1


Which is healthier — the Democrats or the Republicans?


This chapter updates material on political parties in Chapter 3 of the textbook (Anthony J. Bennett, A2 US Government and Politics, 4th edition, 2013).


After almost every set of national elections, political pundits pontificate about the relative health of the two major parties. Such punditry is often contradictory. So, for example, when in 2012 the Republicans lost the popular vote for the fifth time in six presidential elections, commentators consigned them to the ash heap of history, suggesting they were a party a few years away from extinction on the national scene. Two years later, however, the Republicans were winning control of both houses of Congress. So after the 2014 elections it was the Democrats who were having their obituary written — at least as far as congressional elections were concerned. So which party is in the healthier state — the Democrats or the Republicans? The answer is somewhat more complex than the biennial punditry so far referred to would suggest. But first, what is the current state of the two parties?


The current state of the parties


We need to give that question a series of answers. As far as the presidency is concerned, the Democrats are clearly very healthy, having won the popular vote in five of the past six elections. They actually won the White House in four of those races — 1992, 1996, 2008 and 2012. In 2000 they won the popular vote but lost in the Electoral College. The only presidential election in which they have lost the popular vote in the last 24 years was in 2004, when George W. Bush beat John Kerry by 50.7% to 48.3% — less than 3 percentage points. As Table 1.1 shows, over this period, the Democrats have averaged 48.8% of the popular vote with the Republicans on just 44.9%. Although one of the reasons for the small field of Democratic presidential candidates in 2016 is the presence of Hillary Clinton, the other is the very small base of talented candidates that the party currently possesses.


So what about Congress? Here the Republicans are currently in the ascendancy, holding 54 seats in the Senate (to the Democrats’ 44, plus 2 independents) and 247 seats in the House (to the Democrats’ 188). Thus the Republicans enjoy an 8-seat majority in the Senate and a 59-seat majority in the House. Indeed, the Republicans’ 247 seats in the House are more than they have held at any time since 1929 — a truly historic achievement. Between 1993 and 2016, whilst the party control of the Senate has been pretty evenly divided — the Republicans being the majority party for 12½ years to the Democrats’ 11½ years — in the House the Republicans have been in control for 18 of those 24 years. Table 1.2 shows that during this period the Democrats suffered a net loss of 70 House seats, from 258 to just 188.




Table 1.1 Popular vote by party, 1992–2012






	Year

	Democrat % of popular vote

	Republican % of popular vote






	1992

	43.0

	37.5






	1996

	49.2

	40.7






	2000

	48.4

	47.9






	2004

	48.3

	50.7






	2008

	52.9

	45.7






	2012

	51.1

	47.2






	Average

	48.8

	44.9












Table 1.2 House seats by party, 1993–2015






	Congress

	Democrats in House

	Republicans in House






	103rd (1993–95)

	258

	176






	104th (1995–97)

	204

	230






	105th (1997–99)

	206

	228






	106th (1999–2001)

	211

	223






	107th (2001–03)

	211

	221






	108th (2003–05)

	205

	229






	109th (2005–07)

	201

	232






	110th (2007–09)

	233

	202






	111th (2009–11)

	256

	178






	112th (2011–13)

	193

	242






	113th (2013–15)

	200

	233






	114th (2015–17)

	188

	247







Note: Figures are for the start of each Congress.





So at the federal level, the presidency can be scored for the Democrats and the House for the Republicans with the Senate as a draw. But there is a lot more to American politics than what goes on at either end of Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington DC. We need also to find out how the parties are doing around the 50 states. Let’s look at the state of play following the 2014 midterm elections. In the state governorships, the Republicans control 31 to the Democrats’ 18, with Bill Walker of Alaska governing as an independent. Back in 1992, the figures were the complete opposite — 30 Democrats and 18 Republicans, with 2 independents. So here again the Republicans are booming. Indeed on only three occasions — 1929, 1970 and 1997 — have the Republicans held more governorships, holding 32 on those three occasions.


What about the state legislatures? The Republicans control 68 of the 98 partisan state legislative chambers with the Democrats controlling just 30. Furthermore, the Republicans control both chambers in 31 states — an all-time record high. Back in 1992 they controlled both chambers in just 8 states. The Democrats, on the other hand, control both chambers in just 11 states — down from 25 in 1992. In terms of legislative seats across the 49 states that have partisan state legislatures (Nebraska has a non-partisan unicameral legislature), following the 2014 midterms the Republicans held 4,124 seats to the Democrats’ 3,172. As Figure 1.1 shows, this marks a significant change even within a 6-year period. In 23 states, the Republicans control the state governorship and both houses of the legislature. The Democrats have that overall control in just 7 states.
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Here’s another telling statistic. Since President Obama was elected in 2009, 85 of the 98 partisan state legislative chambers have become more Republican, 4 have seen no change, and only 9 have become more Democrat. That is a very significant strengthening of the Republican Party at the state level. It will also have an impact on the ability of the Democrats to recruit strong congressional candidates in the coming decade. According to the Washington Post’s Dan Balz, ‘a serious problem for the Democrats is the drubbing they’ve taken in the states, the breeding ground for future national talent and for policy experimentation’.


So in terms of current political strength and numerical strength in the shape of office holders, the Republicans are in a much stronger position than the Democrats — a fact which one would hardly discern from contemporary comment in the media. Remember, too, that state governorships are a significant recruitment pool for the presidency, and state legislatures play a similar role for Congress. This bodes well for the Republicans in the coming election cycles. So having considered the current state of both parties, let’s look at the problems they face — first at the problems faced by both parties, and then at those faced by the two parties individually.




Table 1.3 Summary of state of parties, 2015






	 

	Democrats

	Republicans






	Presidency

	In power for 16 of the last 24 years
Won the popular vote in 5 of last 6 elections

	In power for 8 of the last 24 years
Won the popular vote in 1 of last 6 elections






	Senators

	    44

	    54






	House members

	  188

	  247






	State governors

	    18

	    31






	State legislative chambers

	    30

	    68






	State legislatures

	    11

	    30






	State legislators

	3,172

	4,124






	State governments

	      7

	    23










Problems facing both parties


There are six problems that we can identify facing both the two major parties.


Few competitive states left in the presidential race


Gone are the days when most of the states were truly competitive in the presidential race. In 1964, Democrat Lyndon Johnson won 44 states. Just 20 years later, Republican Ronald Reagan won 49 states. But that’s all changed. In the six presidential elections between 1992 and 2012, 31 states voted for the same party in all six elections — 18 plus the District of Columbia for the Democrats, commanding, in today’s money, 242 Electoral College votes; 13 for the Republicans with 102 electoral votes. That’s just short of two-thirds of the Electoral College votes accounted for, with only 194 still in play. If one looks at just the last four elections, 45 states have voted for the same party in all four elections — 21 for the Democrats and 24 for the Republicans — leaving only 5 states with 75 Electoral College votes as truly competitive (see Figure 1.2). Thus you could argue that the presidential election of 2016 will be decided in Nevada, Colorado, Ohio, Virginia and Florida — the 5 remaining ‘swing’ states. Ohio has now elected the winner in all of the last 13 elections — from Johnson in 1964 to Obama in 2012. That’s quite a record.


But this creates a significant problem for both parties. The Republicans know that they have little realistic chance today of winning states like California, Pennsylvania, New Jersey or Illinois. That means virtually writing off their 109 Electoral College votes. Yet all those four states were won by George H. W. Bush for the Republicans in 1988. Likewise, the Democrats had better write off Texas, Alabama, South Carolina and Oklahoma with their 63 Electoral College votes. It means that both parties have far fewer possible winning scenarios than they did two or three decades ago.
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States have become increasingly partisan strongholds


This follows on from our first problem. Today the vast majority of senators come from the same party as the candidate who won their home state in the last two presidential elections. Back in January 1975 just 6 states had been won by the same party at both previous presidential elections and had both senators from the same party. As Table 1.4 shows, this figure had increased to 34 by January 2015.




Table 1.4 State won by the same party in last two presidential elections and with both senators from the same party: 1975 and 2015 compared






	January 1975

	January 2015






	Arizona (R)
Kansas (R)
Nevada (R)
Oklahoma (R)
Oregon (R)

	Tennessee (R)
Alabama (R)
Alaska (R)
Arizona (R)
Arkansas (R)
California (D)
Connecticut (D)
Delaware (D)
Georgia (R)
Hawaii (D)
Idaho (R)
Kansas (R)
Kentucky (R)
Louisiana (R)
Maryland (D)
Massachusetts (D)
Michigan (D)

	Minnesota (D)
Mississippi (R)
Nebraska (R)
New Jersey (D)
New Mexico (D)
New York (D)
Oklahoma (R)
Oregon (D)
Rhode Island (D)
South Carolina (R)
South Dakota (R)
Tennessee (R)
Texas (R)
Utah (R)
Vermont (D)
Virginia (D)
Washington (D)
Wyoming (R)
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Figure 1.2 States won by the same party in each election, 2000-12
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Figure 1.1 Party control of state legislative seats: 2009 and 2015 compared





