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With the 2006 midterm elections just seven months away, many political prognosticators are already predicting very close and heated races that could tip the balance of control to the Democrats in one or both houses of Congress.  Comparisons are already being made to the  Republican “tsunami” in the midterm elections of 1994 when the GOP surprisingly captured the House after 40 years in the wilderness, picking up 52 seats, and taking control of the Senate by adding eight seats after eight years in the minority.


Washington Post columnist E.J. Dionne, Jr., draws other comparisons.  He says 2006 is shaping up to be “a big show with large consequences” comparable to the midterm elections of 1958, 1966, and 1978– “all of which heralded major political transformations.”
  The 1958 midterms, in the middle of President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s second term, saw Democrats pick up 49 seats in the House for a 283 to 156 edge, and 15 in the Senate for a 64-34 share of seats in that body.  It was, writes Dionne, the precursor to the party’s strength in the Kennedy-Johnson presidencies.  


That strength reached its apogee in President Lyndon Johnson’s 1964 landslide win over Sen. Barry Goldwater in which Democrats realized a 37 seat gain in the House for a 295 to 140 seat margin of control.  But that large edge was more than reversed in the 1966 midterms when Republicans gained 47 seats and pulled within 61 seats of the majority party.  


The 1978 elections, occurring in the middle of President Jimmy Carter’s first term, signaled the arrival of a more conservative electorate that led to Ronald Reagan’s presidential victory over Carter in 1980.  Republicans picked up 15 seats in the House in 1978, and another 34 in 1980, taking them to a high-water mark of 192 seats–the biggest minority they had enjoyed since Nixon’s two presidential wins in 1968 and 1972.  In the Senate Republicans gained three seats in 1978 and 12 more in 1980, catapulting them into majority control for the first time since 1953–a majority they would retain for the next six years. 


Dionne sees the 2006 midterms as the real test of presidential adviser Karl Rove’s “brilliantly constructed” plan to forge a “long-term Republican era” built on an alliance of “corporate interests and religious conservatives” based in the South, with business supplying the money and middle class traditionalists providing the troops.  The obstacles to achieving such a lasting realignment of the parties loom larger after numerous setbacks to the Bush presidency in 2005-2006, with presidential approval ratings dipping below 40 percent.  Continuing instability in Iraq, the failure of the president’s Social Security partial privatization plan, the handling of  Katrina disaster relief effort, and more recently, the controversies over NSA’s warrantless domestic surveillance and the Dubai port deal all detract from efforts to build a more permanent Republican minority.  


The recent surfacing of tensions and dissent in House and Senate Republican ranks over the Administration’s policies and its dealings with Congress only add fuel to election year fires.  Members in tight races are distancing themselves from the president and his policies, while at the same time struggling to distance themselves from the corruption scandals erupting in their own ranks.  Republicans in Congress are understandably nervous about poll numbers that show the public’s job approval rating of Congress below 30 percent (it was around 20 percent when Democrats lost both houses in 1994).  In late January 2006, only 29 percent of the American people approved the job Congress was doing while 61 percent disapproved.


At the same time, when asked whether they approve of the job their own Representative in Congress is doing, 57 percent say “yes,” and only 25 percent say “no.”
  On the generic question, if the elections for Congress were held today, would you vote from the Republican or Democratic candidate for Congress in your district, 49 percent responded Democratic, and 42 percent said Republican, while 9 percent were undecided.
  


Two other questions asked by the same polling firm for the same clients a month earlier, in January 2006, further confuse the picture.  Asked whether the U.S. Representative in your congressional district deserves to be reelected, 60 percent said “yes,” 27 percent “no,” and 13 percent were undecided.  But, when asked whether most members of Congress deserve to be reelected, 42 percent said “yes” and 47 percent said “no.”


Perhaps of greatest concern to members of Congress is how much the public perceives them to be implicated in the current corruption scandal.  When asked the generic question of whether they thought Republicans or Democrats in Congress would be better able to deal with the issue of corruption in government, 32 percent said Republicans, 44 percent said Democrats, 19 percent said no difference, and 6 percent had no opinion.  When asked whether they thought  most members of Congress are corrupt, 38 percent said “yes,” while 55 percent said “no.”  Asked whether “your member is corrupt,” 22 percent said “yes,” and 68 percent said “no.”  Still, 40 percent thought their member is focused more on the needs of special interests and 49 percent thought their representative focused more on the needs of their constituents.  Similarly, 38 percent thought their member of Congress is “generally out of touch with average Americans,” and 58 percent thought their member was in touch with average Americans.


The mixed results tend to confirm similar poll results over time showing a majority of people distrustful of and negative on Congress as a whole, yet supportive of their own member of Congress.  Political scientist Richard Fenno of the University of Rochester, captured this phenomenon perfectly in the title of a paper he wrote back in 1972: “If, as Ralph Nader Says, ‘Congress is the Broken Branch,’ How Come We Love Our Own Congressmen So Much?.”   There are several reasons for this disparity in approval, says Fenno.  First, we judge our members and the institution of Congress by different standards–representativeness versus performance in national problem solving.  Second, members work harder on polishing and worrying about their own performance than they do Congress’s.  “Foremost is their desire for reelection.”  Third, members tend to think that a fragmented and decentralized institution is best suited for their individual performance, influence, and credit, even though a more centralized institution is more likely to address national needs effectively.  Fenno concludes that we get the kind of Congress we do because that’s what individual members want.  That will only change, he says, when we apply different standards of judgment to our members, or we elect different kinds of members to Congress.
 


It is little wonder that the average reelection rate of members in recent elections is 96 percent or higher.  Members are usually very good at representing their constituents and districts, even it means running against Congress to get elected to it, and undermining the institution’s need for coherent, collective policymaking in the national interest in order to maximize individual opportunities for acting and legislating in the narrower interests of various constituencies.  


Given the odds against any substantial change in the partisan composition of Congress from election-to-election, why is it that there are, nevertheless certain elections in which significant change does occur.  At one time it was expected that changes in Congress would occur in presidential elections in which the winner would bring into office with him substantial new members from his party–the so-called “coattail effect.”  But that is no longer a given when winning presidential candidates poll less than a majority of the electorate.  


The more interesting question here is why parties sometimes make substantial gains in midterm elections.  In addition to those noted by Dionne (1958, 1966, and 1978), the most obvious and recent is the 1994 midterm.  The debate continues today as to exactly what happened and why.  Did Republicans sweep into control of Congress by projecting a positive image and program for change as epitomized by the Contract with America?  Or, was the election primarily a referendum on Clinton’s presidency?  Or was it a referendum on the performance of the Democratic Party in Congress at the mid-point of Clinton’s first term?  Regardless of whether one leans toward one or the other explanations, or some combination of the three, most experts at least agree it was a rare, “national” election as opposed to 435 House and 33 Senate races.  The number of seats changing hands, combined with the fact that no incumbent House Republican representatives lost while 34 Democratic incumbents were defeated, is a clear sign there was national mood or movement of some kind afoot. 


The conventional wisdom tells us that the president’s party usually loses seats in Congress in a midterm election, either out of dissatisfaction with the president’s programs and performance or out of sense that there needs to be a greater challenge or counterweight to the executive from the Congress.   Moreover, the loss is even greater at the midterm of a president’s second term.   Table 1 below shows the president’s party has lost seats in 9 of the last 11 midterm elections (1966-2002) for the House, and 7 of the last 11 midterm elections for the Senate.  The average losses at midterm has been 24 House and for 4.7 Senate, 4.7 seats.  The averages are deceptive, though, when you consider that the losses for the president’s party in the House have run as high as 47 in 1966, the middle of LBJ’s first full term; 48 in 1974 on the heels of Nixon’s resignation over Watergate; and 54 in 1994 in the middle of Clinton’s first term.


Table 1.
Gains and Losses by President’s Party and Seats Held by Party in House and Senate Following Elections, 1960-2004 

(Shaded Rows Denote Midterm Elections)

Election Year
Pres./Party Holding Presidency
House Seats
Pres. Party

Gain/Loss

in House 
Senate Seats
Pres. Party

Gain/Loss

in Senate



R
D

R
D


1960
Eisenhower/R
175
262
R: -22
36
64
R: 0

1962
Kennedy/D
176
258
D: -4
33
67
D: -3

1964
Johnson/D
140
295
D: +37
32
68
D: +1

1966
Johnson/D
187
248
D: -47
36
64
D: -4

1968
Johnson/D
192
243
D: -5
42
58
D: -6

1970
Nixon /R
180
255
R: -12
44
54
R: +2

1972
Nixon/R
192
242
R: +12
42
56
R: -2

1974
Ford /R
144
291
R: -48
37
60
R: -5

1976
Ford/R
143
293
R: -1
38
61
R: +1

1978
Carter (D)
158
277
D: -16
41
58
D: -3

1980
Carter (D)
192
242
D: -35
53
46
D: -12

1982
Reagan/R
166
269
R: -26
54
46
R: +1

1984
Reagan/R
182
253
R: +16
53
47
R: -1

1986
Reagan/R
177
258
R: -5
45
55
R: -8

1988
Reagan/R
173
260
R: -4
45
55
R: 0

1990
Bush/R
167
267
R: -6
44
56
R: -1

1992
Bush /R
176
258
R: +9
43
57
R: -1

1994
Clinton/D 
230
204
D: -54
52
48
D: -9

1996
Clinton/D
226
207
D: +3
55
45
D: -3

1998
Clinton/D
223
211
D: +4
55
45
D: 0

2000
Clinton/D
221
212
D: +1
50
50
D: +5

2002
Bush/R
229
204
R: +8
51
48
R: +1 

2004
Bush/R
231
202
R: +2
55
44
R: +4

Source: “Political Divisions of the Senate and House From 1855 to 2003,” Congressional Directory, 109th Congress, p. 547.  Gains and losses reflect intervening special elections.



The other significant loss for the president’s party in the House was in 1982, the middle of President Ronald Reagan’s first term when his party dropped 26 seats in a backlash against some of his spending cuts and an economic recession.  The election can be viewed as a referendum on the president whose fate is often linked to the state of the economy.  Reagan and the economy recovered nicely by the 1984 presidential election when he won in a landslide over former Vice President Walter Mondale, capturing nearly 60 percent of the popular vote, all but 13 of the electoral votes, and picking-up16 seats in the House (while losing one in the Senate).  Even in the middle of Reagan’s second term, in 1986, Republicans lost just five seats in the House, but lost eight in the Senate, and along with it, control of that chamber.  The Senate changeover was widely attributed to Senate Republicans willing to go further than the electorate wanted in trimming Social Security benefits.


Just as the economy can play a major factor in a presidential or midterm election, wars can also make a difference, both in favor of and against the president’s party, depending on the duration and public perceptions of the conflict.  In the 1918 midterm elections, Woodrow Wilson lost control of both houses of Congress despite the allied victory in World War I, just as Truman lost control of both houses in 1946 elections at the conclusion of World War II.  Moreover, even though Democrats gained back control of Congress in 1950, by 1952 Americans had grown weary of our involvement in Korea, and turned the White House and Congress back over to the Republicans.  


While Democrats lost control of the White House in 1968, primarily over Vietnam, they retained control of Congress, even though dropping 52 House seats and 10 Senate seats in the 1966 and 1968 elections combined.  So, it is difficult to generalize about the extent to which the electorate will hold the president’s party in Congress responsible for its discontent over the president’s war policies.  A lot boils down to where individual members stand on the war and whether their opposition offers any viable alternatives.   


A related factor that can play a role in elections in the midst of a war is whether the public thinks the president has gained too much power and authority in response to the conflict and may need a countervailing influence from Congress.  While many Americans polled say they would prefer to have a president and Congress controlled by different parties, this does not necessarily play out in their individual voting patterns. Voters tend to stick with the representative they know.  Where it can make a difference is among those who do not identify with either party –the growing numbers of independent voters–who may not feel the same pull of loyalty to party or the incumbent.  But competitive districts are far fewer today thanks to redistricting and voter migration patterns.  Political analyst Charlie Cook estimates that in the House, “only about three dozen [seats] are truly in play today,” about two dozen of which are controlled by Republicans.  Democrats need to win 15 of those while holding all of their seats to win control of the House.  “So, as with the Senate, Democrats need to win every truly competitive House race.”
 


Newsweek columnist Jonathan Alter recently wrote that, “Senate races are more easily affected by the national mood, which favors the Democrats’ strategy of nationalizing the midterm elections,” while the Republicans’ strategy is to localize the contests.  Republicans are banking on having bought off enough votes with the type of local pork-barrel projects that the Democrats once used,” Alter continues.  But the flaw in this logic is that “the last three midterms have all been nationalized:”

In 1994, the big issue powering the Gingrich Revolution was widespread dislike of Clinton.  In 1998, the Democrats held their own because of a national backlash against impeachment.  And in 2002, Bush bucked the tides that historically flow against the party controlling the White House by exploiting fears after 9/11.
  


While one can make the case that certain races were nationalized in 1998 and 2002 over the issues of impeachment and national security, respectively, the relatively small pickup of seats by the president’s party in both instances calls into question just how national the midterm election actually was.  Neither election can be said to be either a mandate for a different Congress or a party’s alternatives, or a referendum for or against the sitting president.  


In summary, as much as electoral analysts and political scientists may like to predict the outcomes of future elections based on past trends, the two most recent midterm elections defy those models that predict an inevitable loss of seats for the president’s party, not because the elections were nationalized but because the voters were content to stay with their incumbent representatives.  That is not to say that two swallows a summer make.  The confluence of current events causing the president’s and Congress’s low job approval ratings may or may not hold through November 7, 2006.  Much will depend not only on how the two parties position themselves between now and then, but on how individual candidates chart their own course and campaigns on the issues most critical to their constituents.  All politics is still local, in the final analysis. 
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