
The Stability Of Party Identification Among U.S. Representatives: 
Political Loyalty, 1789-1984 

Gary King 
New York University 

Gerald Benjamin 
SUNY -New Paltz 

Department of Politics 
New York University 

25 Waverly Place, New York, NY 10003 
212-598-3277 or 212-673-1249 

BITnet Address: KING@ NYUACF 

28 May 1986 



The Stability Of Party Identification Among U.S. Representatives: 
Political Loyalty, 1789-1984 

The political party identification of American citizens is among the most thoroughly and 

systematically studied subjects in modern political science. Though its importance in relation to 

candidate, issue, and other factors has ebbed and flowed over time, the nature and strength of the 

voter's tie to party has nearly always proved a major determinant of his or her behavior in most 

electoral contests (Campbell e t  al., 1960; Asher, 1984). In addition, popularly reported changes in 

aggregated levels of party identification in the population -- the relative strength of the Democratic 

and Republican parties and particularly the propensity of voters to link themselves to a party r'ather 

than remain independent -- has come to be regarded as a sort of fever chart for the political system, 

an indicator of its health and an early warning signal of potential changes or  partisan realignments.' 

Of course, partisanship is consequential in legislative organization at every level. It is well 

established, too, that partisan cues are strong referents in the voting decisions of members of 

congress and legislators in many states and localities (Clausen, 1973; Matthews and Stimpson, 1975; 

Kingdon, 1981). There also exist many useful measures and analyses of party cohesion and party 

voting in ~ e ~ i s l a t u r e s . ~  

However even with all this research, considerably less is known about the origin and durability of 

partisan commitments of legislators than of the general citizenry. And though patterns of stability 

and change in the party identification of citizens is a closely watched indicator of the health of the 

political system, similar attention has not been paid to patterns in partisan change among leaders that 

may be indicative of systematic crisis or change. Yet there is overwhelming reason to believe that 

party ties are more important to elected political leaders than to others. 

Clearly, for the elected official a change in political partisanship is not a decision to be taken 

lightly. Yet it is a decision that some do  make: For example, Phil Gramm is now a Republican 

United States Senator from Texas. In 1981, he was a Democratic member of the House of 

Representatives and was a leader of a group of conservative Southerners known as the "Boll 

Weevils." When the Democratic leadership of the House responded to Gramm's 1981 behavior by 
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denying him reappointment to the prestigious Budget Committee in 1982, the congressman resigned 

his seat. He  then overwhelmingly won a special election as a member of the G O P . ~  In 1984 he went 

on to retain John Tower's Senate seat for his new party. In fact, Gramm was not the only 

congressional Democrat rumored at the time to be considering such a move. But despite the 

blandishments offered by the Republican leadership, few Democratic House members actually 

switched parties. To  offset GOP attempts to exploit some fissures in his party that appeared during 

the Reagan honeymoon period, Majority Leader Jim Wright declared an "amnesty" for members 

who had supported President Reagan on tax and budget votes. Wright said further that the party's 

approach was "not to punish [errant Democrats] but to refrain from rewarding them" (Congressional 

Quarterly, 1981).~ 

How might the acts of these political leaders be explained? The very few systematic studies on 

this subject -- from analyses of party switchers in the Turkish assembly (Turan, 1985), in 11 state 

party conventions (Kweit, 1986), and from recent years in the U.S. House (Castle and Fett, 1985), 

along with other more qualitative treatments (Gruberg, 1985) - -  do suggest a dominant conclusion: 

Party switching can be generally explained in terms of personal ambition and ideological dissonance. 

Hennessy, for example, argues that "while opportunism might be suspected in a few cases of 

celebrated party-switching, the more common and important consideration is that the politicians' 

long-time personal opinions on issues are out of step with modal opinions of the party that they leave 

and much more consistent with average opinions of the other party." Kweit (1986: 188) concludes 

that with respect to all issues examined, "...the switchers conform much more closely to their current 

party than to their former party." 

We have no reason to disagree with this conventional wisdom. It is a basic premise of this study 

that politicians who switch parties are likely to do so when they are ideologically out of line with 

their current political party and more in agreement with the other party. Nor do we quarrel with the 

notion that sometimes the switch may also be related to electoral incentives. The problem lies not in 

these conclusions but in their utility. After all, there are many other members of congress who have 

never switched parties but are in as much or more ideological discomfort. Why haven't they all 
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switched? As an ex post facto argument, these "ideological dissonance" and "personal ambition" 

hypotheses do correctly describe the switchers, but they do not adequately explain why these people 

were the ones to switch or why they did it a t  the time that they did. Many of these members have 

been in a state of ideological dissonance for years. In each case, why did the decision to change 

parties occur precisely when it did? It is our intention to advance the study of party switching by 

providing an explanation for why switching occurs more frequently at some times and not others. 

Unlike the cross-sectional data used in past work, we adopt below a time series approach to analyze 

this questions. 

In the sections which follow, we discuss (1) political loyalty as an important but too rarely used 

explanation for certain political phenomena, (2) descriptions of House party switchers, (3) the 

specific models and variables we will use to explain switching, and (4) the estimates from several 

statistical analyses that help explain when and why switching occurs. The last three sections are 

meant as a specific exploratory study of one aspect of political loyalty. 

Political Loyalty and Party Switching 

Each person carries within him or her a wide array of loyalties. These may be immediate and 

intensely personal, as in the case of loyalty to a spouse, or more remote and abstract, for example, 

loyalty to a nation state. Expectations of loyal behavior structure social action in a broad array of 

contexts. They guide individual actions and allow people to anticipate the actions of others. Loyalty 

to persons, organizations, or symbols thus contributes to predicitability in society and substantially 

eases human interaction. 

Of the numerous loyalties, all are not equal. Thus, we find that change in the professional 

football team a fan backs far less distressing than the sale by the same fan, who happens to work for 

the National Security Agency, of classified information to the Soviet Union. 

Although it has largely gone unrecognized, in society at any moment there is probably rough 

agreement on a hierarchy of loyalties, with some regarded as paramount. In addition, what is seen 

as treachery or disloyalty in one context at one time is taken far less seriously in other circumstances 
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or at other moments. For example, as the divorce rate increases, social norms regarding both the 

nature and duration of loyalty in marriage change. 

Of the many arenas of social action, the political is popularly regarded as especially treacherous. 

"Politicians," as is commonly noted, "make strange bedfellows." They are described as untrusting 

and untrustworthy, driven by ambition and interest, and susceptible to corruption. 

But in fact, it may be argued that loyalty is even more important to political actors than to others, 

for all 

is not 

placed 

person 

they can give in most circumstances is their word. In common political parlance, a "contract" 

a legal document, but a verbal commitment. Admirable people "deliver." Others, when 

under pressure, "throw people in" like losing poker hands. Among politicians, loyalty to a 

or a position is even valued when it helps the other side. After all, a "stand up guy" can be 

counted on if on your side the next time. 

One of politicians' core loyalties is expressed through partisanship. For most citizens, political 

partisanship is one of a large number of loyalties, a connection that is germane to an aspect of life 

peripheral to ordinary daily concerns and interactions. For most political leaders, in contrast, 

partisan loyalty is paramount and omnipresent. Even where party organizations are weak, almost all 

political careers begin and are advanced under a party label. Networks of supporters are formed and 

expanded, at least in part, within and around the party nexus. Even the very seating arrangement in 

the legislature -- one side of the aisle or the other -- tends to channel informal interactions within the 

parameters defined by party, and is a constant, if silent, reminder to members of the defining quality 

of their partisan connections. Friendship grows in the soil of partisanship and, over time, the two 

are mutually reinforcing. Significant, too, is the fact that the negative reference of the "other party," 

employed either overtly or more subtly, helps cement the links of the elected leader to his own side 

(King, 1986a). 

In these circumstances, it is not surprising that strong loyalties emerge. As Morton Grodzins 

(1956) pointed out in his seminal work written almost three decades ago, such loyalties can 

"...organize the life of the individual, reducing his area of uncertainty and anxiety. They allow him 

to move in established patterns of human relations, confident of the actions expected of him and of 
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the responses his actions would evoke." 

We believe that the fundamental role of political loyalty in the lives of most political leaders has 

not been paid sufficient scholarly attention. Indeed, the never ending search for and maintenance of 

all kinds of loyalties can be seen as the driving force behind a large variety of elite political behavior. 

For example, Cronin (1980: 260) has written that "...those at the White House judge cabinet officers 

by a formula that weighs ability as primary but ranks loyalty to the president and to the president's 

political future as a very close second. For some White House aides loyalty to the boss even 

outweighs competence." Since ability is relatively fixed, the day to day behavior of political elites is 

likely to be governed largely by the effort to build others' perceptions of their loyalty. Politicians 

know that the first assessment made of someone is whether they can be trusted. Successful political 

elites, therefore, constantly attempt to display and build their own loyalty in the eyes of their 

colleagues. 

Since, for elected leaders partisan loyalty is more important than for other citizens, a change in -. 
partisanship for these leaders can be presumed to be more consequential as well. Such a change has 

personal as well as professional implications. It affects not only the politician's current and future 

career but, at least in the short and middle term, the entire network of friendships and relationships 

built up, both within and outside the legislature, over the course of that career. As a result of a 

party switch, the leader is perceived as less predictable, less constrained by the "normal rules of the 

game." The natural question that arises is, "what other untoward behavior may be expected from 

this person." And from the switchers perspective, the reactions of others become less certain, 

especially in the near term, when the partisan thread is severed. 

It is therefore plausible to argue that, though the seeds of disloyalty may be long present, disloyal 

acts ordinarily do not occur. They are "...concrete responses to concrete.. .situationsw and, more 

importantly, require "...extreme pressure" (Grodzins, 1956: 126-7). Hennessy (1985: 333) hints at 

this when he writes, "given the bedrock importance of party identification in American electoral 

politics, nothing could be more dramatic, and ostensibly more sudden, than the announcement of a 

switch to the other party." In line with this explanation of party switching by American elected 
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officials, we assume that there are always some members of congress near the margin with some 

propensity for  switching for reasons of ideology or  ambition. What we need to identify, then, is the 

extreme pressure that turns potential into behavior and dissonance into action. 

Ordinarily in the United States, political parties accommodate a wide range of ideological 

differences and successfully channel personal ambitions. In fact, the result is so orderly that the 

analyst may identify hierarchies of ambition from political career patterns within parties (Loomis, 

1984). It is only at times of special stress in the political system, times in which personal and 

ideological tensions cannot be accommodated, that party switching occurs as a concrete response by 

visible political leaders to a concrete situation. Critical realignments are examples of this type of 

situation. It is during these focused periods of extraordinary stress that "ordinarily accepted 'rules of 

the game' are flouted" (Burnham, 1970: 7). But even at these times norms of loyalty are so strong 

that the rules are only infrequently disobeyed. 

Thus, we begin with the assumption that there always exists legislators with a high potential for 

switching. We then assume that the number of actual switches is a function of stress emanating from 

the external, electoral, and congressional environments of these legislators. We believe that large 

increases in these sorts of pressures lead to a rise in ideological and political dissonance and, in turn, 

results in small, but observable, increases in party switching. From this perspective, party switching 

is not a random political oddity; it is a systematic response to a set of identifiable causes. 

Describing Party Switches 

Leon Epstein's (1981) definition of a political party provides a framework for an operational 

definition of party switching. For Epstein, a party is "any group, however loosely organized, seeking 

to elect governmental office-holders under a given label. Having a label (which may or  may not be 

on the ballot) rather than an organization is the crucial defining element." On this basis, a 

congressional party switcher is someone who was a member of the House under one party label, 

changed parties, and served in the House under the new label. It also includes the relatively small 

group who served in congress, switched parties, and were defeated when trying to be elected to an 
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additional term. Excluded are those who serve in congress under one party label, leave 

congressional service, and switch at some later time. There were only thirteen members who 

switched more than once (2.15 times on average). Alternative coding of our switching variable as 

switches and switchers indicated no appreciable change in either our empirical results or substantive 

conclusions. In the results reported below, we use only the first switch of these multiple s ~ i t c h e r s . ~  

There were a total of 165 House switchers from 1789 to 1984.~ These data represent the longest 

single time series on American political parties ever assembled. 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 

For purposes of analysis, we record the number of switches in each year. The thin line in Figure 

1 represents this frequency count from 1789 to 1984 for the U.S. House of Representatives. Since 

the original series is quite variable, a non-parametric resistant smoother was applied to the original 

data (see Velleman, 1980; Velleman and Hoaglin, 1981). This version of the data can be thought of 

as 9' running mean which tends to ignore extreme points in the data but can be used to help spot 

trends and systematic patterns. This "smoothed" data is plotted in Figure 1 as a thick line. To spot 

sharp change, the original series should be studied; to find longer term systematic patterns, the 

smoothed line should be more helpful. 

Figure 1 demonstrates that switching in the House is highest during those periods which have 

been commonly identified as critical realignments (see Burnham, 1970). The largest increases in 

switching appear during the first truly competitive elections in the late 1820s and 1830s, during the 

Civil War, at the turn of the century economic downturn and agrarian reforms, and during the 1930s 

depression. A smaller cluster of switchers appeared during the 1920s - -  a time of political, but not 

policy, change (Brady, 1985). 

The only realignment apparently missed by the Figure is that in 1800, during the formation of the 

American party system. There was only one switch in the House during that period. However, a 

case could be made f ~ r  these data picking up even this event, since this was the first in American 

history. Prior to that time, political parties were not yet fully formed (Hoadley, 1980), and there 






































