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Among the many explanations offered for the reelection
success of incumbeht Representatives i$ Tufte's contention
that safe seats have become increasingly prevalent.l Whether
this phenomenon is attributable to gefrymandering by sﬁate.
legislatures or natural population movements, it is undeni-
able that major shifts in the partisan vote produce'only
marginal changes in the number of séats controlled by the two
parties.-2 In New York State only fouf of 39 districts were
found to.haveﬂrelativelf even distributions in party registra-
tion, with an average divergence of 33 percent;3 Party
proved. an exceedingly good prediétor of tﬁe New York Congres-—

4 in spite of an overall declining trehd.s In

sional vote
addition, party identification has retained its close corres-
" pondence with a voter's choice df Repr%sentative, in marked
contrast to voter decisions about other‘offices? Thus, many
members of Congress appear to be insulated from the vicissitudes .
of public opinion by viture of representing a one-party district.
It is likely that partisan dominance of a district is
associated with an underlying consensus about issues and values.
Fenno has noted that members of Congress perceive their districts
in terms of heterogeneity or homogeneity along_various dimen~

7

sions of ethniecity, wealth, occupation and so forth. The

political significance of such groupings depends upon:

"the ease with which the congressman finds

a lowest common denominator of interests

for some large proportion of his geographical
constituency."8



The link between district homogeneity and electoral safeness
is the basis . for Fiorina's theory of representation; in a
homogeheouﬁ distiict both maximiziﬁg and maintaining roll-
call strategies always exist which protect a Representative;s a
electoral margin, whereas this is generally not the case for
the hete;ogeneoustﬁstrﬂﬁhg In Downsian-terms, the potential

for a coalition of minorities is only a problem in-the'latter
constituency.10

Other findings in the literature suggest an intriguing

connection between the diversity of constituency opinion and
political representation. Miller's'fiﬁaings that Representative’s
from one-party districts were more accurate in their perceptions
of district views and more likely to vote in aécordance with

the majority preference offer some support for the idea that

-*

homogeneous districts are "easier™ to represent and hence more

11

likely to remain safe. McCrone and Kuklinski indicate that

state legislators require consistent cues on issue.s to perform

as delegates12

and,presumably,conSistency declines as district
heterogeneity increases.

Preliminary results that I have obtained fitting various
curvilinear functions to district income data reveal diétinctive
patter?sof electoral competition for various £ypes of distribu-~
tion. Like many other scholars,"13 I am unhappy using this type

of aggregate data because it assumes that the Representative

and constituent alike see the district as an undifferentiated mass.



In addition, heterogeneity isundbubtedlyofjlesser importance
on matters of low salience, but this relaﬁionship can only be
guéssed at on the basis.of present information. Given‘the'
importance of district characteristics to our overall under-
standing of electoral competition andrthe indonclusive.findings
so far, it is proposed that the SRC undeftake:

\ 1) An in-depth survey of voter attitudes

in a stratified sample of Congressional
districts: .

"% 2) That respondants determine the salience
Q\ of issues$ on which ho#ogene1ty/heterogene1ty
i\ is to be estimated;
3} That attitudes reflect at lease a seven

point scale, so that the distribution of

opinion can be approximated mathematically;14

4) That voters be asked to make some Judgments
about the nature of their Representative's

coalition and whether, they consider them-
selves to be in it. :

I believe that the type of information outlined abhove -
will allow political scientists to make some firm judgments
about the nature of electoral competition at the Congressional
level, particularly whether alternative coalitions are even
possible in the majority of districts. I would contend also
that until that basic question is answered it is pointless to
argue about the relative importance of such féctors as campaign
resources, recognition, éonstituency casework or utilization of
incumbency as a voting cue in shaping the eventual ocutcome.
Finally, I would hope that such attitude data coﬁld be used
to test the usefulness of socio~économic variables, such as

income, as surrogates for constituency opinion in other types of



research, such as the impact of economic conditions.

15
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