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Abstract
After 60 years of partisan stability, large numbers of voters are switching parties. From 20142016, 10% of voters that identified with one party moved to the other two years later. This marks
the most rapid switching of party affiliation since the New Deal realignment. To contextualize
this partisan volatility, I introduce a new dataset, the California Great Registers, voter lists documenting 57 million voter registrations from 1908 to 1968, matched to census records covering
the same period. Before the realignment, party-switching rates were twice contemporary levels; 10% of voters switched parties every four years. Women and young people, segments of the
electorate one would predict to be especially prone to switch, are as stable as the rest of the electorate. This suggests that partisan socialization was weak across the board, which I attribute to
the weak relationship betwen group membership and party identification. The partisan instability early in the twentieth century provided promising conditions for a realignment, which
came about in 1932. Because the recent increase in switching is concentrated among the young,
who would be expected to have the weakest attachments, a broad-scale realignment is unlikely
in the near future.

Introduction
Two core elements of our understanding of partisanship, stability and socialization, are deeply
entwined. The common explanation for why partisanship is stable is that young people are socialized into a partisan identity, which they hold onto throughout their lives (Green, Palmquist and
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Schickler 2004; Ghitza and Gelman 2014). The United States experienced rapid partisan realignments in the 1820s, 1860s, 1890s and 1930s, but no such rapid change in the eighty years since the
New Deal realignment. During these periods, voters must have either been more weekly attached
to a party or events must have been sufficiently dramatic to overcome any such attachments. In the
long period of partisan stability that followed, important events like the Vietnam War, Watergate
and the Great Recession were not linked with major partisan realignments, even though the wars
and economic calamaties of the past were linked with major changes in the country’s partisanship.
That there has been no rapid partisan change in eighty years does not imply that America’s
partisan makeup is stagnant. Rather, the slow conversion of Democrats to Republicans during the
Southern realignment and the process of generational replacement have driven gradual change
in America’s partisan composition. These forces are sufficient to produce change in America’s
partisan makeup, but by their nature, could not drive the kind of rapid shift in partisanship seen
in critical realignments.
It remains a question why critical realignments have become less common. One possibility is
contextual: no event has been sufficient to drive major changes in the partisan makeup of the
United States. But behavioral changes must also be considered; perhaps Americans have become
less willing to change parties in response to events. Why were such critical realignments more
common in the past than they are today and what does that mean for the electorate’s ability to
respond to major events?
In the latter half of the twentieth century, only about 5% of voters switched parties every four
years, but this long period of post-war partisan stability has recently come to an end. From 2012 to
2017, the Voter Study Group found that 13% of partisans switched to the opposite party. Similarly,
the Pew American Trends Panel found the rate of switching from December 2015 to March 2017 to
be 10%, suggesting that the campaign and election of Donald Trump played an important role in
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the uptick in partisan instability. Both panels found that young people were much more likely to
switch parties than older voters, implying that those who have been most weakly socialized into
belonging to a particular party (young people) are also most likely to leave that party.
This paper proceeds from the observation that the most important tool for understanding partisanship, the scientifically sampled political survey, was developed in 1936, just as the New Deal
realignment was ending (Norpoth, Sidman and Suong 2013). This accident of history, that the period before the realignment was never probed by modern surveys, has left open the question of
whether the nature of voters’ partisan attachments before the New Deal realignment were similar in stability and structure to after. If partisanship was stable in the 1920s, then the realignment
came as a sudden bolt from the blue, unsticking strong partisan attachments that voters had held
for decades. If the realignment followed a period of partisan fluidity, then there was less partisan
stasis for events to overcome.
Understanding the circumstances of earlier realignments is vital in assessing the political system’s capacity for change. If previous realignments emerged out of a stable partisan environment
then it is more likely that such a change could happen again. But if the realignment instead came
from a period of fluidity, then the transition from partisan stability to rapid realignment would be
harder to achieve. The current political moment, in which partisanship is more unstable than at
any moment in polling history, lends this question urgency.
The New Deal realignment marked the largest partisan change of the twentieth century, ending
decades of Republican dominance and inaugurating a period of Democratic ascendancy, including sixty years of continuous Democratic control of the House of Representatives. After President Hoover was unable to stop the economic turmoil of the Great Depression, Americans voted
Franklin Roosevelt into office, giving him a 17-point higher vote share than Al Smith, the Democratic nominee that lost in a landslide just four years earlier. The stark consequences for Hoover
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and the Republicans demonstrates the power of a democratic political system to bring about political change when politicians fail to deliver positive economic results.
The extraordinary stability of partisanship in modern times has led to a folk theory of strong
partisan socialization. The theory holds that strong partisan socialization, observed since the beginning of the American National Election Studies, also held in the past. Obviously the theory cannot hold during periods of large-scale partisan change like the New Deal realignment, but when
macro-partisanship is stable, it’s often held that individual partisanship is also stable. Even during
the Southern realginment, overall partisanship was mostly stable, with just a small percentage of
voters switching parties each election cycle.
Though this folk theory has not been explicitly characterized before, it pervades important works
in political science. In analyzing voting patterns in the American South, Key (1949) noted that
county-level voting in Tennessee was extremely stable in the decades after the Civil War, which he
attributed to the ”extraordinary durability of voting habits” in the state. That is, he attributed the
observed macro-stability in county-level vote shares to individual-level stability. Achen & Bartels
(2016) are even more explicit about the strength of socialization, claiming that not only is partisanship stable, but it is passed on from generation-to-generation, ”[Absent realignments], as with
religion, people are often adherents of a particular political party because their great-grandparents
favored it for entirely different reasons.” In contemporary politics, partisanship is often passed
from parent-to-child, but the attribution of this stability to generations that came of age before the
New Deal realignment assumes partisan stability in a period before such direct evidence exists. In
essence, because individual party affiliations have heretofore been stable, political scientists have
assumed that they were stable in the past as well.
The folk theory is also implicit in one of the fundamental theories of American political behavior,
Converse’s (1966) normal vote. The notion that individuals have a stable partisanship that anchors

4

their voting choice is central to the Michigan School’s (1960) account of political behavior, which
puts partisanship at the center of individuals’ political attitudes. Given the results available at the
time and the decades of evidence that followed, it is reasonable to believe that stable partisanship
is an essential and timeless fact of the American political system. Indeed, no evidence has pointed
to the contrary.
This paper shows that before the New Deal realignment, individual partisanship was characterized by instability, even while overall partisanship was largely stable. 10% of major party voters
switched to the other party every four years, a rate higher than has been observed in any ANES
panel study. This instability was widespread and not concentrated among particular age or demographic groups, suggesting that party attachments before the realignment are not compatible
with a theory of widespread partisan socialization.
The failure of the folk theory of partisan socialization to explain partisanship before the New
Deal suggests that partisan socialization is not a fundamental feature of the American political
system. Rather, socialization emerged as a phenomenon when the country was in considerable
economic upheaval and government intervention in the economy increased dramatically. Federal government spending tripled during the Great Depression, while at the same time, voters’
attachments to the parties greatly increased. It’s impossible to determine what precisely drove the
change from the partisan instability of the 1910s and 1920s to the partisan stability that followed the
New Deal realignment, too much was changing all at once to tease out the causal threads. But one
can confidently declare from the evidence provided by the Great Registers that partisan stability
is context-dependent.
Lipset & Rokkan (1967) note the party cleavages of several countries, including the United States,
froze around political competition between the political interests of the owners of capital and those
of labor. This realignment finished in the United States in 1936. That the freezing of partisan identi-
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ties and the freezing of the core cleavage defining the (non-Southern) American party system both
occured in 1936 leaves open the possibility of a causal link. The coincidence of these two political
phenomena suggests that the longevity of America’s fifth party system may not be attributable
only to the issue orientation of the two parties, but also to the strength of the partisan attachments
of their voters.
I’ll begin by introducing the California Great Registers in more detail and describing the crosssectional partisan composition of the electorate from 1908 to 1930. The rest of the paper will focus
on party switching. First, I’ll demonstrate that party-switching rates from 1908 to 1928 were considerably higher than in the latter half of the twentieth century, which is an indication that partisan
socialization may be weaker in the period. I go on to examine whether newer voters, who should
be more weakly socialized into a party, making comparisons with post-war and contemporary
switching rates to show how partisan socialization has strengthened over time. Finally, I’ll discuss
the implications of today’s pattern of party-switching for the prospects of a future realignment.

Data & Methodology
Lamenting the lack of data suitable for studying long-term partisan change, V.O. Key (1959) wrote,
”The ideal data for this purpose would consist of political life histories, extending over several
generations, of random samples of population categories. Until such data miraculously become
available, the only alterative is to search out electoral areas in which specific kinds of people are
concentrated and to analyze the voting behavior through time of the people of such areas.”
Ironically, such representative panel data already existed when Key wrote his 1959 article. Spread
over 735 thousand pages in over 600 volumes, the California Great Registers, the collected voter
lists of every California county, chronicle the partisanship of every California voter from 1900 to
1944, and in some counties, even later. The Registers include the name, address, party registration
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and, in most cases, occupation, of every Californian registered to vote during the period. California had closed primaries starting in 1910, which incentivized voters to register with a major
party, since unaffilated and minor party members could not vote on the major parties’ nominees.
From 1910-1932, voters re-registered each election year, requiring that voters file a new registration
before each general election to vote.
The Great Registers were typeset by the counties, printed, bound, and deposited in the California State Libary in Sacramento. They have proved valuable to genealogical researchers because
they provided an expansive (though not exhaustive) listing of Californians’ name, address and
occupation. Genealogists use the Registers to track the movements of their family members and
to provide a connection to the past. Archival records have increasingly become digitized, making
genealogical research more accessible and more efficient. Ancestry.com, a commercial platform
for genealogical research, digitized and performed optical character recognition (OCR) on the registers, parsing the digitized text into name, gender, address, party and occupation fields. For Ancestry customers, this parsing allows individual names and addresses to be searched and located
in the Registers. For research purposes, they provided a large tabular dataset that can be analyzed
at scale, without needing to refer to the original printed page.
Some counties, especially rural counties, archived many years worth of voter registers into a
single book. When this data was scanned by Ancestry.com, data on the specific year to which a
particular voter registration refers was lost. In Kern County, for example, the Great Registers for
1900-1910 were all bound together, making it impossible to assign specific voter registrations to
specific years. Because all of the analysis in this paper involve following a measurement across
time, Great Register volumes that cover more than one presidential election are dropped from the
analysis. This means that the Kern records for 1900-1910 and 1924-1932 are dropped, but the 19201922 book is included in the analysis, with all of the registrations assigned to the presidential year,
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1920. Since this archiving issue only affects smaller counties, such records comprise a small part
of the overall dataset.
One important distinction to make in discussing partisan stability is the difference between
macro-stability and micro-stability. Macro-partisan stability is easily observable from cross-sectional
data. If one looks at candidate vote totals or party registration shares year-by-year, one can infer
how partisanship in the overall electorate is changing. From 1920 to 1930, for instance, overall support for Republicans increased in California. While it’s likely the case that the Republican party’s
ranks grew from 1920 to 1930, one can’t readily infer from cross-sectional data whether these gains
were characterized by large numbers of people moving between the parties (with most of one
party’s losses offset by new registrants from the other), or instead by high levels of stability, with
just a few members switching parties. Panel data, on the other hand, would tell us what the overall rate of instability would be by comparing individuals’ party affiliations in 1920 to their party
affiliation in 1930.
Voters’ registration records can be matched to their own records in successive years, creating
a panel dataset for the tracking of partisan change over time. For instance, each appearance of
Ronald Reagan at 1669 San Onofre Dr. would be linked, so that his partisanship can be followed
from election to election. In this way, a measure of the quadrennial change in a voter’s party registration can be constructed for all voters for all the years covered by the dataset. For the purposes
of constructing panel data for this paper, first names, surnames and street names were matched to
the most similar string known to be correct with an edit distance less than four. So, for instance, ”fiflh” street would be corrected to ”fifth” street. After this correction was applied, I matched records
from one year to the other on full name and address. This matching method is very conservative,
matching about 7% of records to a record four years later. This conservative procedure keeps the
rate of false-positive matches to a minimum, minimizing any inflation of the party-switching rate
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due to erroneously matching one person to another.
Recent advances in computation have made probabilistic record linkage easier, but significant
challenges remain in linking data of this size. McVeigh, Murray & Spahn (2018) develop a bayesian
probabilistic record linkage algorithm for linking the 1932 and 1936 Alameda County registers,
which is itself the largest dataset to be linked using bayesian techniques. Each of these registers contain about 250,000 records, orders of magnitude fewer records than are present in the
full dataset. Even at this smaller scale, computation is extremely difficult, talking about 2 days
to complete. Computationally cheaper non-bayesian procedures are available for record linkage,
but McVeigh et al show that these perform poorly on the Great Registers, because the frequent
transcription errors make separating the matching and non-matching cases difficult. Luckily,
McVeigh et al’s preferred record linkage algorithm, which they refer to as ”strict,” recovers the
same match rate as the exact-matching algorithm described above. Though the Bayesian algorithm finds about 50% more matches, these additional matches don’t change the point estimate
of the party-switching rate. Further, the algorithm uncovers very little uncertainty in the linkages, about a third the magnitude of the frequentist sampling variability for the same data. Given
these results, the exact matching procedure can be reasonably substituted for a probabilistic record
linkage algorithm without significant concerns about the validity of the results relative to other
matching procedures.
A shortcoming of the registry data is that it lacks the kinds of demographic information that
would be available on a survey. Luckily, individually-identified U.S. census data is released 72
years after the decennial census was conducted, meaning that the 1920, 1930 and 1940 censuses
are available at the individually-identified level. I matched these censuses to the Great Registers,
allowing the full set of census covariates to be analyzed together with individual-level party registration data. Together, this amounts to a 57-million record panel dataset attached to a population-
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level census providing detailed demographic, economic and housing data for millions of Californians, spanning the period 1908 to 1944.
The scope of this paper is broad: it tries to describe 20 years of American politics as experienced
by millions of registered voters in California and compare it to canonical results in politial behavior after the realignment. Economy requires that only a limited number of results be offered, and
that these results be interpreted in only a limited number of ways, with an aim to advance the argument of this paper: that partisanship before the realignment was considerably more fluid than
partisanship post-realignment. These same results could be understood in other ways, contributing to other arguments.
One obvious area of study is the realignment itself. Indeed, studying politics before and after
the realignment, while ignoring the realignment itself, may seem odd. For the sake of narrative
economy, the dynamics of the realignment will be set aside for a fuller treatment in other work
(Spahn 2018).
For the most part, results will consist of simple proportions, usually of the party-switching rate,
either among partisans or all voters, for various subgroups by year. As with any measurement,
these proportions are subject to uncertainty, but sampling variability plays a small role here. For
one, the Registers are official records: they represent a complete listing of the eligible voters for
each election. Some records are lost to transcription errors and bad scans, but this is a minority of
cases and happens randomly, a result of an imperfect technological process rather than through
some mechanism associated with voter behavior. The records that are left are large in number, so
much so that even deep cuts of the data usually have enough elements that sampling variablility
is small relative to the comparisons being made.
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Two-Party Consolidation
Though Republicans were the dominant party in California before New Deal, the influence of the
Progressive party is unmistakable. Hiram Johnson was elected governor of California as a Republican in 1910, but went on to co-found the Progressive party with Theodore Roosevelt in 1912,
serving as its Vice-Presidential nominee in that year. When Johnson ran for re-election as governor in 1914, the Progressive party made huge gains in voter registration, taking about a quarter of
Republican registrants and making them, for a time, Progressives.
Figure 1 shows that this swell of Progressive affiliation did not last, however. The Progressives
did not field a candidate in the 1918 gubernatorial election, and over time, the party lost nearly
all of its registrants. Though the Socialist and Prohibition parties never received the ground-swell
of support that the Progressives received in 1912 and 1914, they too saw their numbers decline
to a negligible level by 1920. By 1922, the rate of voters declining to affiliate with a major party
also declined, leading to an increasing proportion of voters registering with the two parties. By
1930, the last year before the New Deal realignment took place in California, 93% of voters were
registered with one of the two major parties, a rate that declined further in the coming years.
The high proportion of voters that registered with the two parties is helpful for measuring partisan sentiments. On the 2013 California voter file, only 72% of Californias registered with one of
the two major parties. Many of the remaining voters themselves held strong partisan preferences
toward one party or the other, but this preference is unknowable from voter file data alone. Luckily, many more voters on the Great Registers are affiliated with a party. Except for 1914, when the
shift in party registrations to the Progressives led 30% of California voters to be affiliated with the
Progressive party, the two major parties’ share of registrations never dipped below 75%. By 1928,
the last presidential election before the realignment, just 10% of the electorate wasn’t registered
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Two-Party Consolidation
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Figure 1: Rates of party registration for the most common parties, 1908-1930. The Socialist and Prohibition party members have been aggregated together with independents into the category,
”Other” category. The vast majority of such registrants were listed as independents.

with one of the two parties.

Party Switching
That partisanship is stable and central to a voter’s political attitudes has been fundamental to the
study of American political behavior since the publication of the The American Voter in 1960. The
simple descriptive fact that voters tend to form a party identity early in their lives and retain it for
many years has been measured repeatedly and confirmed to be a consistent feature of American
public opinion since the 1950s (Green and Palmquist 1994; Clarke and McCutcheon 2009).
Though the Literary Digest Straw Polls suggest that presidential vote choice was more fluid
before the New Deal realignment, no direct evidence on partisanship is available from survey data
before 1936 (Erikson and Tedin 1981). This makes the Great Registers the only viable way to test
whether partisanship was stable during the fourth party system, as it is now in the fifth. On this
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point, the Registers are clear. It was not.
One straightforward piece of evidence that party attachments were weak before the realignment
is the rapid rise and fall of the Progressives during Hiram Johnson’s campaign for governor in 1914.
The Progressive share of registration rose to almost 30% in 1914, only to crater two years later.
For these voters, the particular appeal of Johnson was enough to overcome any attachments they
had to the Republican party. They moved in spite of the fact that none of the other major offices
featured close primaries and Johnson himself ran unopposed in the primary. That is, they didn’t
move for instrumental reasons. Rather, they wished to express support for the party by registering
as Progressive. This interpretation of party registrations as an expressive act is corroborated by
contemporaneous newspaper accounts, which interpreted party registration rates as an indicator
of the level of support for each party in the state. After Johnson failed to foster a progressive wave
down-ballot, these new Progressives left the party nearly as quickly as they joined, with most
Progressive registrants leaving the party by 1916.
Figure 2 shows the quadrennial party-switching rate from 1908 to 1928. About 10% of partisans
switched from one party to the other in consecutive Presidential elections in each of these five
cycles. While one or two cycles of higher party-switching rates could be a fluke, the Great Registers
reveal that in California during this period, party-switching rates were consistently about twice the
post-war average. This is true even though the population being studied in this subset of California
registrants, people who registered to vote in consecutive Presidential elections and who did not
change address, were more politically stable than the population as a whole.
Matching over a longer period of time and relaxing the restriction that voters must maintain the
same address shows that the rate of party switching is by some measures higher than the 10% rate
shown in figure 2. I began by exact-matching the 1920 and 1930 censuses to the Great Registers
from the corresponding year on name and address. Because the 1920 and 1930 censuses contain
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Partisan Switchers Among Major-Party Registrants
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Figure 2: Rates of party switching between successive presidential elections among voters registered with
the two major parties in both elections. The year on the x-axis refers to the earlier year in the
panel. So that the left-most points refer to the percentage of each group switching to the other
from 1908 to 1912. The figure was generated by matching records appearing in successive
presidential years that share an address, surname, and first name. This stringent requirement
for matching excludes movers and records with transcription errors, but keeps false matches,
which inflate the rate of party-switching, to a minimum. Frequentist 95% confidence intervals
are plotted as vertical lines.
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stable covariates that aren’t included on the Great Registers, one can confidently match between
subsequent censuses without requiring that matching cases share an address. I matched the 1920
and 1930 censuses on full name, age, county, city, the respondent’s birthplace and the birthplace of
their parents. 16% of major-party registrants switched to the other party ten years later. That the
ten-year switching rate is higher than the four-year switching rate shows that most voters change
parties and then remain with their new party, rather than quickly switching back. This pattern
is consistent with voters switching parties for substantive reasons, rather than simply choosing a
party at random, only to randomly switch back later on.
The party-switching rate before 1930 is considerably higher than at any time in the latter half
of the twentieth century. On the 1965-1973 Youth-Parent Socialization Panel Study (Jennings and
Niemi 1981), a group of parents were interviewed about politics in 1965 and again in 1973; the
proportion of parents that identified as partisans in both panel waves who switched from one
party to the other was 6%. Similarly, in both the 1972-1976 and 1992-1996 ANES panel studies,
respondents that identified as a Democrat or Republican in both waves of the panels switched
from one major party to the other about 5% of the time.
One question to consider is how independents are treated in the analysis. The number of independents among California voters varied substantially, from less than 5% in 1910 to over 20%
of registered voters in 1916, yet despite this substantial variation in the role of independents in
the electorate, there was very little variation in the party switching rate. If people that sometimes
register as independents or with a third party have especially weak partisan attachments, then one
would expect a negative correlation between the number of independents and the party-switching
rate. But in fact the switching rate is quite stable. To make a direct comparison, in both the 1916
Great Regiseters and the 1972 ANES, about 20% of voters didn’t identify as members of either
party, but from 1916 to 1920, the party-switching rate was 10%, while from 1972 to 1976, the party-
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switching rate was half that. Thus the unusually high rate of switching before the realignment
can’t be attributed to the number of independents at the time.
In some sense these survey measures are incompatible: partisanship from the Great Registers
is a measure of party registration, while partisanship from these panel surveys comes from the
classic party identification survey question. These two measures are not as different as they might
appear. California’s voter registration affadavit invited registrants to ”affiliate” with a party, calling to mind party membership. This is not unlike the ANES party identification question, which
asks respondents whether they think of themselves as Democrats, Republicans or something else.
Further, because voters had to register anew for each election, they are expressing their partisan
preference without reference to their previous partisanship, just as a respondent does on a panel
survey.
It might seem that contemporary party registration, rather than party identification might be
the better analogue for party affiliation on the Great Registers, but California’s registration laws
early in the century are too different than the current laws of any state. No state requires voters
who vote and remain at their address to re-register, making any appearance of continuity in party
registration an artifact of the registration process. People that move often have to re-register, but
moving is often related to other major life changes, which further confounds the comparison. It
would obviously be preferable to have the same question asked before and after the realignment,
but since it is impossible to re-survey voters in the pre or post realignment era, we must make the
best inferences possible using available data from the Great Registers.

Unstable Partisanship and Implications for Socialization
The preceding section showeds that rates of party switching were considerably higher before the
New Deal realignment. This fact requires a re-evaluation of the folk theory of partisan socialization.
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The most widely-accepted account of partisan stability is that young people are socialized into
having a particular party affiliation by their parents and social environment early in life, and that
these attachments persist and strengthen into adulthood. It follows that certain groups who have
experienced less partisan socialization should be less stable in their partisanship. Though Green
et al (2004) note that heterogeneities in partisan stability haven’t been observed in the literature,
this can be attributable to the few party-switching cases available in twentieth-century post-war
panels. With the Great Registers matched to census data from the same period, sample size become
less of a concern and heterogeneities in stability should be easier to observe.
A core element of partisan socialization is habituation: the theory predicts that those that have
supported a party for longer would be more strongly socialized into supporting that party. Thus,
the more time a person has been actively supporting one party or the other, say by voting for the
party’s candidates or registering as a member of the party, the stronger the individual’s attachment should be. The most straightforward way that voters might expect to vary in the strength of
their habituation is in the length of their voting history; more experienced voters should be more
habituated to supporting a particular party, and thus be more stable in their party registration.
California enfranchised women in 1911, allowing women to vote for the first time in 1912. The
entry of women into the electorate is not merely remembered as a victory for the Suffragists, it’s
also seen as a contributor to the New Deal realignment (Corder and Wolbrecht 2016; Andersen
1979). To explain the massive increase in the political success of Democrats during the New Deal
realignment, Andersen suggests that new entrants to the electorate, especially women and immigrants, became politically active during a period very favorable to Democrats, and as such, were
more likely to be socialized by their social environment to favor the Democratic party. Implicit
in this theory is the idea that women, who as a group were newer to voting than men, were more
effected by the dynamics of the current political environment. This provides us with a clear predic-
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Figure 3: Rates of party switching by gender and party. Pre-realignment, men and women had nearly
identical partisan registration rates, both genders registered with the Democrats about 20% of
the time.

tion to test: women, who were newer to voting than men, should change their party registration
more often. The difference should be especially pronounced in 1912, when California women were
allowed to vote for the first time, while men had the opportunity to vote their whole adult lives.
Figure 3 shows the party switching rates for men and women. They are virtually identical.
All of men’s accrued experience registering and voting for a party did not increase their partisan
stability relative to women. Though women surely read about and discussed politics before they
won the right to vote, they weren’t allowed to express their preferences at the ballot box.
The extraordinary closeness of the party-switching rates of men and women brings into question
the role of early socialization in forming stable partisan attachments. It’s likely that parents would
invest less time teaching their daughters about politics than their sons, as would teachers and
political institutions, as they wouldn’t expect those girls to grow up to vote (or might be less likely
to do so than young boys).
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Andersen’s (1979) mobilization account of the New Deal realignment rests in part on the expectation that men, who have more experience voting, would be immunized against the partisan tides
of the 1930s, while women and immigrants, groups newer to voting, would not be. But the experience of women in California from 1912 to 1928 suggests that women were no more immunized
to partisan tides than men. Both men and women switched parties frequently, bearing none of the
partisan stability that the folk theory would predict.
Another way in which partisan habituation varies is in age. Younger voters are necessarily less
experienced than their older counterparts, and thus have had less time to became habituated to
voting for one party or the other. Thus, I can compare the differences in party-switching between
age groups during different periods to understand how partisan socialization varies across time.
I’ll consider three periods: the pre-realignment period, which has been treated at length in this
paper, the post-war period of partisan stability and the recent period of increased party switching. For the pre-realignment period, the only available panel data comes from the Great Registers
matched to the 1920 and 1930 censuses (the censuses provides a source for age, which is unavailable on the Great Registers). 16% of voters had a different party in 1920 than in 1930. For the
post-war period, I use two ANES panel studies, the 1972-1976 panel and the 1992-1996 panel. Both
showed overall switching rates of about 5%. For the current period, I use data from Wave 1 (March
2014) and Wave 23 (December 2016) of the Pew American Trends Panel. On a weighted basis, 10%
of panelists switched parties in that period. Note that while the Great Registers only included
registered voters, the others survey the U.S. adult population (in the case of the ANES, the adult
citizen population).
The data for 1992-1996 in figure 4 summarizes what political scientists have seen for most of
the last 70 years in american political behavior: stable partisanship across all age groups.1 Why
1

Similar data for 1972-1976 is omitted for clarity, but it looks very similar to the data and fit for 1992-1906. In both
cases, the line is close to flat, with an average switching rate of about 5%.
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exactly there’s no variation is hard to say. If there was variation to be found, it might simply
be hidden by the sample size of the ANES. In the early age groups, where we would expect to
find the most switching, the linear fit of party switching has a 95% uncertainty interval of ±10
percentage points, which meant it would be unable to detect a doubling of party switching among
the youngest respondents. But the party switching rate from 1992-1996 is clearly much lower than
in either of the two high-switching periods: pre-realignment and the present day.
In the pre-realignment period, party-switching was common across all age groups. Though there
is a slight negative slope to the line of best-fit (𝑝 = .064), the overwhelming impression is that age
has a very weak relationship with party-switching. Age explains less than .2% of the variation
in party-switching, implying that marginal increases in the length of time voters are habituated
to voting for a party does little to increase their partisan stability. Twenty year-olds only switch
parties about a third more often than sixty year-old voters, despite having spent many more years
becoming habituated to their partisan registration.
This change has implications for the theory of realignments. Campbell et al (1960) posit that
those that come of age during a realignment should hold stronger partisan attachments. But from
the graph, no such pattern is evident. People that were around age 45 in 1920 came of political age
during the 1894-1896 realignment, but they don’t seem to differ in any systematic way from older or
younger cohorts in their partisan stability. This result, combined with the weak systematic effects
of habituation, suggest that partisan socialization in the early twentieth century was not operating
in the same way socialization theory would predict.
A particularly interesting hybrid case is the most recent period, 2014-2016, which shows the
power of partisan socialization at work. Voters 50 and over switch at similar rates to voters in
the latter half of the twentith-century, with about 5% of voters switching in these two years. But
before and immediately after the election of Donald Trump, younger people switched at much
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higher rates than older voters, suggesting that those that have spent less time identifying with a
party found it easier to leave it. Though education and race received the most attention as axes
across which voters defected from their parties in their presidential vote choice, it was age that
was most predictive of a switch in party.
This recent change in partisan attachments has important implications for the future of American politics. In the next few decades, a much higher proportion of the electorate will have switched
parties in their lifetime, meaning that many more voters will have a short history of partisan attachment. If these higher rates of party-switching for young people persist, younger voters may
become better targets for partisan persuasion efforts, relative to otherwise similar older voters. But
most importantly, it suggests the power of partisan socialization in curtailing political change.
Responding to the same set of political circumstances, demographically similar voters of different ages had different responses. Younger voters, newer to suppporting one party or the other,
switched, making the Democratic party more highly educated and racially liberal, while moving
the Republicans in the other direction. Though older voters may have switched parties at slightly
higher rates than in the past, the difference among young people is remarkable, and, in the postwar period, unprecedented.
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Figure 4: Rates of party switching by age for three different sets of panel data. The 2014-2016 rates are
weighted according to the ATP panel weights. Each solid line shows a bivariate linear regression
fit to the data, with a 95% confidence interval shown in grey. The circumscribed area of the
symbols is proportional to the number of people represented by each point.
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Generational Distinctiveness
The relative responsiveness of young people to political tides has produced a characteristic feature
in American public opinion: generational distinctiveness. Different generations, which came of
age during different political climates, tend to have distinctive partisan compositions. Those that
came of age during the New Deal, a time when Democrats were overwhelmingly popular, tend to
be more supportive of Democrats. Younger Americans who came of age during the Reagan years,
a time of Republican ascendancy, tend to be more supportive of Republicans.
Generational distinctiveness relies on two features of American political behavior: the sensitivity of young people to the political environment and the stability of partisanship after an initial
partisan identity is formed. Though differences in partisan stability by age have not been directly
observed until recently, that people’s long-term partisan preferences are most sensitive to the political environment in the years of their teens and early-twenties implies that this must be a period
of greater fluidity (Ghitza and Gelman 2014). After this generational distinctiveness is forged in
young adulthood, it is preserved by the stability of partisanship later in life.
The phenomenon of generational distinctiveness tells us that for the most part, partisan change
proceeds through the replacement of one generation with another. As the silent generation declines
in their share of the electorate, millennials replace them. Since millennials are 27 percentage points
more supportive of Democrats than the silent generation, strict replacement, without any partisan
change in either group, represents a large advantage to the Democrats (?).
Generational replacement has replaced realignment as the driver of partisan change in America. Despite the partisan instability of today’s electorate, broad-scale partisan change, of the kind
seen during the New Deal realignment, is unlikely to occur because the present instability is concentrated among the youngest voters. Older voters, who have had longer to be socialized into a
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particular political party, hold on to their partisanship at similar rates to the period after the New
Deal. In contrast, the instability at the beginning of the twentieth-century was broad-based, consistent with an electorate that has not been socialized into supporting one party or the other. In some
sense, this means that the whole electorate was more open to change, whereas now, this openness
is concentrated among the young. In the absense of partisan socialization, dramatic events like the
Great Depression and the New Deal are able to reshape the whole electorate. But in today’s era of
strong partisanship, these events primarily affect the youngest voters.
Before the realignment, there was virtually no variation in the partisanship of different age
groups in California. In both 1920 and 1930, voters of all ages registered with one of the major
parties registered with the Democrats about 20% of the time. Following the realignment, party
switching rates dropped overall and there ceased to be any meaningful variation in party switching by age group. Relative to today, when generational differences in partisanship are a prominent
feature of American public opinion, no such differences were present in pre-realignment California
(Bartels and Jackman 2014).

Conclusion
The tools of public opinion research were developed in an age of structured and stable party affiliations. But before the realignment, mass partisanship was descriptively quite different. 10%
of voters switched parties every four years, a rate of party-switching that was higher than postrealignment levels across demograpic groups. This distinct period of political history occured just
before the New Deal realignment, perhaps the most consequential time for mass politics in the
twentieth century. Understanding the period from 1908 to 1928 sheds new light on the realignment and helps contextualize the differing accounts of how the realignment took place. In light of
what we know about the high rates of partisan fluidity in the pre-realignment period, mass parti-
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Figure 5: Rates of Democratic partisan identification by age. For the twentieth-century data, age is drawn
from the 1920 and 1930 censuses, matched to the Great Registers of the same year with exact
matching on name and street. The 2014 data comes from wave 1 of the Pew American trends
panel. The lines represent loess fits to the aggregated data.
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san conversion of Republicans into Democrats seems like a more plausible reasoanble account of
how the realignment took place.
Social identities may provide a clue as to why partisanship became more stable after the realignment. In the 1910s and 1920s, major demographic categories related to class, national origin, age
and gender had no partisan valence: every demographic group was similarly majority-Republican
(Spahn 2018). In modern times, partisan differences exist along all of these dimensions, strengthening individuals’ ties to their party and insulating them from cross-cutting pressures (Mason 2016).
Partisan class differences emerged sharply during the realignment, aligning identity, policy interests and party attachments. It is impossible to causally tie the emergence of class cleavages with
the emergence of partisan stability, but the fact that the two emerged in tandem is highly suggestive of the mechanism in play. The observation that public opinion is driven by group identities
is not new, but it has received new attention recently, as Achen & Bartels (2016) have argued that
group identities are the best framwwork with which to understand individuals’ political choices.
This is surely a useful framework for thinking about the present, but the social groupings of the
pre-Realignment era did much less explanatory work before the New Deal.
The pervasiveness of party-switching before the realignment might also explain the longevity
of the post-New Deal party system. If the New Deal realignment was facilitated by weak and
fluid partisan attachments in the period that preceded it, any realignment occuring later would
not benefit from these same fluid attachments. There are some indications, however, that partisan
fluidity is increasing. Recent panel data from the Pew Research Center (2017) has shown an uptick
in party-switching rates, with 10% of partisans changing parties from 2015-2016. This rate of partyswitching is higher than has been observed in any period of stable partisanship since the advent of
modern polling, but it has been occuring for a relatively short period. The pre-realignment fludity
persisted for at least twenty years.
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That the distinctive character of politics before the realignment went undiscovered for nearly 90
years is no surprise; the research tools to conduct this analysis simply did not exist. To understand
how difficult it is for humans unaided by computers to work with voter list data, it helps to draw
an analogue with turnout validation. In the early years of the ANES, respondents’ self-reported
turnout was validated against county voting records, but this validation was eventually abandoned as it was too difficult for interviewers. To produce a panel analysis of the Great Registers
without the benefit of contemporary optical-character recognition and data-management software,
research assistants would have to cross-reference individual voters within bound voter lists, later
finding these same voters in paper census records. It’s hard to estimate how proficient research
assistants could be trained for this task, but the benefits of modern technology are clear. To study
this period before surveys, computing power tied to suitable administrative records is the only
viable means of gathering individual data.
These records overturn many would-be laws of American public opinion. Research on realignments conceives of partisanship as generally static, punctuated by periods of rapid change. But
before the New Deal, individual change was constant, even as macropolitics were in a stable
Republican-dominated equilibrium. When the earliest entries into the canon of American political
behavior were written in the 1950s, America had enjoyed a relatively stable two decades of partisan competition. Voters had stable party affiliations that flowed in part from their membership in
social groups. Had the survey-based architecture of American public opinion formed twenty years
earlier, very different accounts of American political behavior would have been written. Partisan
stability would be treated not as an essential element of the American political mind, but instead as
a historically contingent phenomenon emerging out of the tumult of the 1930s. Given the picture
of partisanship offered by the Great Registers, we now know that the cast of The American Voter
was forged in 1936.
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Is California a representative case?
Even if one accepts that the Great Registers provide a reasonable picture of Californians’ partisan
attachments, the connection between California politics and those of America broadly is up for
debate. Even in 1910, California was home to nearly 2.4 million people, a population that more
than quadrupled by 1950. The political behavior of these Americans should itself be of interest. But
if these Californians are reasonable proxies for the behavior of their eastern compatriots, a broader
and more important story can be told.
One set of states that California should not be compared to is the South. Southern states did not
realign toward the Republicans in 1894, instead remaining consistently supportive of the Southern
Democratic party, in contrast to Republican dominance in California. Southern voters also had
lower rates of turnout. The voter turnout rate was only about a quarter in the Southern states,
compared to just under half for the rest of the country (Burnham 1965).
Counties are the lowest geographic unit for which election data is consistently available for the
early twentieth century; at this level voting in California looked broadly similar to the rest of the
non-Southern states. Figure 6 shows the distribution of county-level presidential vote for 19121940 in California and in other non-Southern states. Except in 1924, when Progressive presidential
candidate Robert La Folette was popular among historically-Democratic rural voters in California,
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Figure 6: Density plots of county-level presidential vote share for California (the solid line) and counties in
non-Southern states (dashed line) for presidential elections 1912-1940. For the purposes of this
analysis, Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia and West Virginia were removed.

the distribution of county-level Democratic presidential vote was near the median of the distribution of the same measure in non-Southern states. One other way that California is unrepresentative
is that in 1912, Taft did not appear on the ballot. Instead, voters chose between Wilson, running as
a Democrat and Theodore Roosevelt, running under the Progressive banner.
Returning to the Literary Digest polls discussed in the introduction, we can evaluate not just
presidential vote, but vote-switching. Californians had rates of political defection about as high
as voters in non-Southern states overall. Among Californians, 52% of Davis voters switched to
Hoover in 1928, while 26% switched from Coolidge to Smith. The comparable national numbers
were 35% and 23%, respectively. The rate of defection among Californians is higher than among
voters nation-wide, but both shared a rate of vote-switching much higher than typical in modern
elections.
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Is party registration a substitute for party afﬁlation?
Papers on partisan dynamics in public opinion usually rely on some version of the party affiliation
question first developed by George Gallup in the 1930s (Clarke and McCutcheon 2009). Because
the question wasn’t invented until after the realignment, party registration from the Great Registers
will have to suffice. Luckily, the county-level two-party Democratic registration rate from the Great
Registers and the county-level two-party presidential vote have a correlation of .7, indicating that
they both pick up on a latent quality of voters, partisanship. To the extent that there is a divergence
between the two measures, the registration rate is less variable, as shown in figure 7. This is in line
with our conception of party affiliation as being more stable than presidential vote choice, which
includes a component that reacts to the particulars of the candidate, rather than the party, which
is by its nature more stable.
One other explanation for the slow change in partisanship is that voters’ choice of party is simply
out of line with their actual party affiliation, with registrations reflecting a habit of registering with
the same party year-after-year rather than actual partisan feeling. Fortunately, the rapid increase
in the Democratic registration rate from 1930 to 1936 along with the increase in the Democratic
vote share, both in California and nationally, suggests that when party allegiances truly do shift
in the aggregate, as we know happened during the New Deal realignment, Californians’ party
registration followed suit. Figure 7 shows that from 1928-1936, when the New Deal realignment
dramatically increased the level of support for Democratic candidates, Democratic party registration also increased dramatically.
One final concern is that voters were registering strategically, rather than expressively. Before 1930, Democratic candidates were mostly not competitive in California. Since California had
closed primaries, the only way to influence the selection of the Republican candidate, who usu-
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ally went on to win office, was to register with the Republicans. Thus, voters might strategically
choose to register with the Republican party, even though their loyalties lay with the Democrats.
Primary turnout varied from year-to-year, but it typically stood at about a third of general election
turnout, indicating that only a minority of voters were interested enough in politics to cast a ballot
in the primaries. The further level of political interest required for Democratic voters to register
strategically with the Republicans, in anticipation of voicing primary support for a candidate they
would go on to vote against in the general election, was probably rare.
Finally, many descriptive facts about partisanship learned after the New Deal are actually reflected in the data. After the realignment, partisanship is stable, blue-collar workers are more
aligned with the Democratic party than white-collar workers, and younger voters are more likely
to be Democrats than older voters, which aligns with other research about the post New-Deal period (Campbell et al. 1960; Alford 1963). That these structural features of the post-New Deal party
system, gleaned from election returns and surveys, also aligns with this California voter registration data should give us further confidence that this data will give us valid inferences about politics
before the New deal.

The Registers Show Stability After 1936
Survey data collected after the New Deal realignment suggests that we should see a low level of
inter-party defections after the New Deal. This pattern is unambiguous in the Great Registers, only
about 2.5% of registrants change their party registration from one presidential election to the next.
The correspondence between these results shows that behaviors observed on the Great Registers
match survey results, thereby increasing the credibility of the Great Registers as a research tool.
It also makes the volatility of the pre-realignment period more striking; the volatility of the first
three decades of the twentieth century is totally out of line with the partisan stability of the post-
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Figure 7: Two-Way Democratic presidential vote share and Two-Way Democratic Registration share by
year. Due to issues extracting data from the Great Registers, not every county has registration
data for every year. For clarity, when data from the Great Registers is missing, data on presidential vote for that county-year pair is also excluded. Only counties that had Great Register data
before 1930 and after 1936 were included in this plot.
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realignment period.
The passage of Proposition 14 in 1930 changes the interpretation of the post-1932 data. The measure amended the statute governing voter registration, requiring the state to maintain registrations
from the previous two-year election cycle and allow the previous cycle’s voters to vote in the next
cycle without re-registering. This meant that voters that voted consistently would not need to file
a new registration nor update their occupation or party registration. Non-voters, however, would
be removed from the rolls and sent a postcard alerting them that they had to re-register to vote in
the next election. About 20% of registered voters didn’t vote in presidential general elections and
25-40% didn’t vote in midterms, so many voters did have to file new registrations each year, in
addition to those that had to re-register due to a change in residence.
These re-registrants are key to creating a set of voters who made updates to their voter registration, just as all registrants did before 1934. Among the set of registrants matched to their own
registration from four years later in figure 2, I want to identify those that were not registered in
the midterm election, indicating that they had to re-register in advance of the next presidential
election. The matching method used for the figure 2 panel was quite conservative, only making
matches when the match was nearly certain. This restriction surely missed many correct matches,
but it kept the false positive rate to a minumum, thereby minimizing the bias toward a higher rate
of defections created by erroneous matches. To identify registrants missing from the midterm election rolls, a more relaxed match method is necessary. Such a match method should, to the extent
possible, minimize the false negative rate, so that panelists that might not have had to re-register
can be excluded. The goal is to find a subset of panelists that would have had to re-register.
To perform this matching, I used fastlink to identify Presidential-year records that had at least
one record in the following midterm year matched by fastlink with a probability greater than .2.
Presidential-year records in the quadrennial panel for which at least one matching midterm record
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was found are marked as continuous registrations while cases where no midterm record was found
are marked as new. Before the rule change, 73% of registrations are marked as continuing, while
after the change, 89% of registrations are marked as continuing, suggesting that the rule change had
the intended effect of maintaining more registrations.2 On average, each continuous registration
case was matched to 6 midterm cases, which suggests that the false positive rate for the matching
procedure was extremely high. This surely mis-classified many voters as continuous registrants,
but increases the confidence that any registration marked as new was indeed attached to a voter
that had to re-register for that election.
The party switching rates for new and continuing registrations are plotted in figure 8. Among
the 10% of presidential-election registrants for which no midterm registration appeared, the partyswitching rate averaged just 3% and never exceeded 5%, indicating that party-switching had indeed fallen from the 10% rate observed before the realignment. If indeed the fall in party-switching
rates was merely an artifact of the rule-change, rather than a genuine change in political behavior,
the party-switching rate for new registrations would be around 10%, as it was before the realignment.

Suggestive Evidence
Some hints of the distinctive political nature of the pre-realignment period have appeared in the
literature. Walter Dean Burnham (1965), describing the changes in American politics of the first
sixty years of the twentieth century, noted that the 1920s featured unusually large variation in
partisan vote shares up and down the ballot. This gap, which he uses as a measure of split-ticket
voting, suggests that voters felt less tied to voting for a particular party, casting some votes for one
party and some for another. Using aggregated data to infer individual political behavior is fraught,
2

The test for equality of proportions is significant at the 𝑝 ≈ 0 level. Using just the elections immediately before and
after the change, the continuous registration rate increased from 73% to 84%, which is also significant at the 𝑝 ≈ 0
level.
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Figure 8: Rates of party switching between successive presidential elections among voters registered with
the two major parties in both elections. The figure was generated by matching records appearing in successive presidential years that share an address, surname, and first name (using
the corrected first and last names discussed earlier). Records for which no registration in the
midterm election was found are classified as having a new registration, while voters that were
registered in the midterm are classified as having a continuous registration. For the purposes of
matching a midterm registration, a loose match method was used, leading to many new registrations to be falsely classified as continuing. Frequentist 95% confidence intervals are plotted
as vertical lines.

37

but the result should at least be suggestive that party attachments were weaker during the period.
A better way to learn about individual behavior is with individual-level data. Drawing on the
1928 Literary Digest poll, Eriksen & Tedin (1981) show that 26% of respondents voted for one of
the two major parties in the 1924 election, only to vote for the other party’s candidate four years
later. A similar pattern appears in the 1916 Literary Digest Straw Poll, which consisted of an optin sample covering five contested states. 15% of Hughes (Rep) voters in 1916 reported voting for
Wilson (Dem) in 1912 while 30% of Wilson voters in 1916 voted for Taft (Rep) or Roosevelt (Prog)
in 1912.3 Again, the overall high rate of defection, 20%, is obscured by the smaller net shift of 8%
towards Wilson between 1912 and 1916.
The rates of defection for 1912-1916 and 1924-1928 were appreciably higher than the defection
rates of 17% for 1936-1940 and 11% for 1940-1944 (Erikson and Tedin 1981; Key 1966). The disparity
in defection rates before and after the New Deal realignment suggests that a paradigm shift took
place, not just in the partisanship of voters, but also in the degree to which voters were attached to
their party.
The evidence from the Literary Digest Straw Polls is certainly suggestive of a change, but their
value is limited by their opt-in design, which produced biased samples (Squire 1988). The polls also
didn’t ask demographic questions that might help explain who is changing their votes. Finally,
the Straw Poll didn’t ask for the respondent’s party affiliation, an essential piece of information to
understand a voter’s political leanings independent of their preferences for a particular candidate
(Campbell et al. 1960). Taken together, the drop off in vote-switching between the pre-realignment
Literary Digest polls and the post-realignment Gallup polls suggests that American political behavior before the realignment was characterized by weaker party attachments, but the evidence is
3

Wilson won the 1912 election in part because Taft and Roosevelt split the Republican vote, allowing Wilson to win
with 42% of the total. Because there were two Republican-aligned candidates, the rate of Republican and Progressive voters from 1912 voting for Wilson in 1916 is probably higher than if only one had run, thereby increasing the
defection rate overall.
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hardly conclusive. To throw out the conventional account of the party-driven American voter for
the pre-realignment period, more individual-level evidence of partisan change is needed.
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