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SQUANDERED OPPORTUNITIES: THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO THE 2002 AND 2004 ELECTIONS IN UTAH’S SECOND CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT

This paper examines the 2002 and 2004 elections in Utah’s Second Congressional District. In both cases, Democratic incumbent Jim Matheson defeated Republican challenger John Swallow; however, Matheson’s margin of victory widened considerably in 2004. Explanations for that widened margin are approached from the perspective’s of Fenno’s home style theory (1977), Riker’s heresthetics theory (1984), and Tamerius’ feminist experience theory (1995). This paper also critiques the epistemological and ontological assumptions of these theories and evaluautes their contributions to progress in political science.


Utah’s Second Congressional District is notorious for ousting incumbents (Goodliffe 1999). Thus, when Republican challenger John Swallow lost to incumbent Democratic Congressman Jim Matheson by less than one percentage point in 2002, many believed that Matheson would surely lose in 2004. Surprisingly, Matheson not only held his seat, but triumphed over a second Swallow campaign in 2004, winning by a definitive thirteen points. 

The conventional explanation for Swallow’s 2004 defeat is the National Republican Congressional Committee’s interference in the Swallow campaign. The NRCC attempted to help Swallow by producing a series of television advertisements and mailers that severely criticized Matheson. Voters reacted negatively to the ads, however, and consequently repudiated Swallow at the polls (Rolly 2004). As a frustrated Utah Republican consultant wrote shortly after the election, “Memo to the NRCC: Stay the hell out of Utah. You don’t help, you hurt” (Duran 2004). While negative campaign advertising often backfires in Utah (Goodliffe 1999; Bernick 2004), the reason why it did in the 2004 Swallow campaign is less than clear.

This paper examines the Swallow-Matheson elections from the perspective’s of Fenno’s home style theory (1977), Riker’s heresthetics theory (1984), and Tamerius’ feminist experience theory (1995). After careful evaluation, home style theory (Fenno 1977) explains the events of 2004 most convincingly.
THEORY APPICATION


First, we will investigate Fenno’s theory (1977). The theory posits that politicians’ perception of their constituency influences their “home style,” or presentation to that constituency. Specifically, perceptions of a homogeneous district leads to a personality-based home style because issue choice is so constrained; personality is the way candidates differentiate themselves. In contrast, perceptions of a heterogeneous district lead to an issue-based home style, for there is no common ground for candidates. They must instead build a coalition around a prevailing interest. Politicians’ home styles are further constrained by the styles of neighboring and preceding politicians, and by their own voting record.

Each of these aspects of home style are noticeable in the differences between the 2002 and 2004 election. While Utah’s second district contains urban and rural areas and is politically more diverse than the rest of Utah, its overall homogeneity is still high. The area is predominately Latter-day Saint religiously, white racially, and Republican politically, with 64% of voters choosing President Bush in 2004 (CNN 2004; U.S. Census 2000; ARDA 2000). The district’s constituency has few exploitable political cleavages because of this homogeneity, so Fenno’s theory (1977) predicts that the district’s representative will present a personality-based home style. He is correct. Several instances indicate Matheson’s personal emphasis, while Swallow mistakenly emphasized issues. In 2002, this is demonstrated even by the candidates’ website design. Swallow’s site has a small picture of the candidate in the corner and centers around the latest campaign news (Minerva 2006). Meanwhile, Matheson’s site features a large and flattering portrait of the man and relegates the latest news and issues to a submenu nearly off the screen (Minerva 2006). A typical exchange between the two candidates further exemplifies these differing approaches:  
“If the Democrats are successful in the races, House Minority Leader Dick Gephardt will be the next speaker,” Swallow said. “They’ll stop at nothing to stop multi-use public lands.”
But Matheson said the talk of the nation’s future riding on the 2nd District race is campaign rhetoric.

“The issue isn’t control of the House, but who you want to represent you,” Matheson said. (Meyers 2002)

Notice Matheson’s emphasis on the who question. Regardless of parties, he maintains, the race’s true question is which person best represents the district. While the two candidates’ stances on issues were virtually the same in 2002 (Kociela 2002), Matheson’s emphasis on personality allowed him to edge Swallow.


In 2004, the gap in styles between Swallow and Matheson widened considerably and, consequently, so did Matheson’s victory margin. Swallow’s campaign turned decidedly more negative, attempting to paint Matheson as “the typical Democrat who goes to Washington and votes liberal and goes back home to Utah to talk conservative” (Foy 2004). In response, Matheson stated that “People can throw around labels all they want…the bottom line is, I am who I am…I think the people in Utah know who I am” (Roche 2004). Likewise, in a debate, Swallow accused Matheson of a pro-abortion voting record, saying, “It’s a core value vote. I won’t let you run and hide from that vote” (Walsh 2004). Again, Matheson emphasized personality, replying, “This is election year rhetoric. You be the judge” (Walsh 2004). Here, Matheson again emphasizes personality and downplays issues.

The discrepancy in personalities appears even more in each candidate’s television advertisements. Swallow’s ads were extremely negative (Rolly 2004), which, regardless of their content’s emphasis on personality or issues, communicate a personality at odds with Utah voters. As Kelly Patterson noted, “At some point, people say, ‘Wow, this is too aggressive’ and not in the Utah style” (Bernick 2004). As Dr. Patterson indicates, for a fairly homogeneous district like Utah’s Second, a potential congressperson must emphasize personality, true, but also the correct personality. Swallow emphasized issues over personality in both elections, but his poor portrayal of personality in 2004
 caused the widened electoral gap. 

According to Fenno (1977), Matheson is likely to keep his seat almost indefinitely. Since the Second District is primarily personality-based, it is insulated from factors beyond candidates’ control, such as the rise and fall of parties nationally. Further, the longer an incumbent remains, the greater his name recognition, which is essential to a personality-based home style. A popular challenger could threaten Matheson in the future, but Matheson’s wide electoral margins suggest the Republican party will expend its resources elsewhere.

We turn now to Riker’s heresthetics theory (1984). Riker describes heresthetics succinctly as “the art of political strategy” (1984, 2), “structuring [a] situation” so that the possible alternatives turn to one’s advantage (8). Regarding Matheson and Swallow, we may view voters’ choice for a candidate as the choosing of a preferred alternative. The heresthetic element is involved in framing the candidates and the election—what is commonly known as “packaging.” Through packaging, candidates are meant to become the rational alternative for voters.

Matheson won the heresthetic war in 2004. In 2002, both sides executed a typical campaign and, consequently, they fought to a virtual standstill in the polls. In 2004, however, Matheson outgunned Swallow by framing the election in more favorable terms. Swallow’s strategy in 2004, even more than in 2002, was to use the Republican-leaning Second District to his advantage, reminding voters that Matheson, despite his independent presentation, is a Democrat, and Democrats do not represent Republican, Utah values (Reed 2004).

However, Matheson’s heresthetic response reframed the election in terms unfavorable both for the Republican party and their espoused support of Utah values. The first stage in this response was a victory in brinkmanship. Simply put, Matheson waited for Swallow to run negative advertisements first (Reed 2004). While Swallow’s ads did reduce the gap in the polls between Swallow and Matheson (Bernick 2004), it cost Swallow the race’s moral high ground.


Matheson’s large lead early in the election meant he could afford the closing gap. After the Swallow barrage, Matheson could freely attack back, initiating the second stage of his heresthetic attack. In this stage, Matheson painted Swallow as “a party ‘yes-man’” (Reed 2004), implying that Swallow was, in fact, beholden to the Republican party and its immoral attack advertisements instead of Utah values. With his moral capital already spent, Swallow could not believably refute the allegation. Through this strategy, then, Matheson succeeded in neutralizing Swallow’s greatest asset: affiliation with the Republican party. Matheson did so by framing party affiliation of any kind as against Utah values. By doing so, Matheson secured a noteworthy 34% of the Republican vote (UCEP 2004), up from 19% in 2002 (Bernick 2002).

Still, according to Riker (1984), Matheson is safe only until the next election. While he did well in 2004, that is no guarantee that a wiser, more imaginative Republican party will not oust him in 2006. A better heresthetician than Swallow could remove Matheson the next election cycle.

Finally, we examine Tamerius’ feminist experience theory (1995). The theory posits that congresswomen’s unique experiences as women enable them both to be more aware of specifically feminine issues and to have the expertise to solve them as compared to men (Tamerius 1995, 100-102). As well, Tamerius articulates gradations of political involvement (1995, 103-105), suggesting that various congresswomen’s support for feminine issues is better measured by their level of time and energy devoted to those issues rather than the virtually effortless act of roll call voting.

This theory is applicable to the Swallow-Matheson elections. In 2002, Matheson garnered 52% of the female vote (Bernick 2002). In 2004, he won 59% of the female vote (UCEP 2004), a disproportionate increase compared to male voters. This is further noteworthy because the 2004 election demonstrated no gender gap in Utah otherwise, with Second District males and females voting for senate candidate Bill Bennett at virtually identical rates (UCEP 2004). Tamerius’ theory (1995) explains why women supported Matheson. They did so to reciprocate his support for women, which goes far beyond his roll call votes in the House.

According to roll call voting, Matheson is by far Utah’s most pro-woman politician, garnering substantively higher ratings from NARAL, Planned Parenthood, and the American Association of University Women (PVS 2006). But Matheson’s support for women runs deeper. Viewing support as actions which require effort and the allocation of a congressperson’s limited resources, two features stand out for Matheson. First, we find that Matheson’s congressional staff included five men but thirteen women in 2004. Additionally, the top four staff positions were all held by women in 2004 (Congressmerge 2005). This is a significant investment for Matheson. Second, we may view Matheson’s 2004 campaign as pro-woman. Swallow’s negative 2004 advertisements can be interpreted as androgenic. They are aggressive and suggest domination of an opponent, typical male traits (Harding 1987). Matheson’s more positive advertisements suggest consensus and conciliation, which are predominately female traits. In turn, this feminine election strategy engendered women towards Matheson, ultimately providing the key votes for his reelection.

Tamerius’ theory (1995) suggests that Matheson will retain his seat in the future, so long as he continues to enlist women in his cause. Beyond his voting record, if Matheson continues to expend his time and effort on women in broader ways, he will continue to win their support.
THEORY COMPARISON


Each of these theories tells a compelling story, explaining powerfully but diversely how negative advertising cost John Swallow the 2004 election. To understand which of the theories is most appropriate for analyzing the election, we must understand their underlying assumptions, their contributions (or detractions) to scientific progress, and their implications for American democracy.

The theories of Fenno (1977), Riker (1984), and Tamerius (1995) spring from the research traditions of behavioralism, rational choice, and feminism, respectively. Yet, their differences are more of degree than of quality. All three research traditions stem from a micro-level approach, though the subject of study is slightly different for each. For behavioralism, the subject is the human being, quantified when possible as she responds in predictable ways to stimuli (Dahl 1961). In Fenno’s theory (1977), this stimulus-response paradigm is demonstrated well: politicians’ home style differs (response) depending on their perception of their constituency (stimulus). For rational choice, the subject is the rational actor, choosing the best alternative out of many depending on her beliefs, made clear by nearly apodictic formulae (Riker 1977; Shepsle and Bonchek 1997). Riker’s heresthetics (1984) move beyond the typical rational choice theory, investigating how preferred alternatives change over time. Finally, for feminism, the subject is the woman, observed as she experiences the gendered world about her. As a caveat, the woman researcher herself is part of this study (Harding 1987). We see this focus on women’s experiences in Tamerius’ work (1995), as congresswomen’s unique experiences shape both their devotion to women’s issues and their ability to advocate them. While the emphasis on quantification and law-like regularity differs from important to extremely important between behavioralism and rational choice, with feminism fitting anywhere along the scale depending on the particularly methodology its adherents employ, each of the research traditions insists on a “bottoms up” (Hollis 2002, 5) perspective of explaining social phenomena

The underlying assumptions of behavioralism, rational choice, and, empirical feminists—Tamerius’ quantitative work suggests she is empirical—are similar as well. Both behavioralism and rational choice subscribe to a foundationalist ontology (Hollis 2002), as evidenced by their vigor for identifying causal processes and their quest for a more scientific, objective kind of political science (Brams 1985; Dahl 1961; Riker 1977). This ontology is shared by feminist empiricists, who claim that women “as a group are more likely than men (nonfeminists) as a group to produce claims unbiased by androcentrism, and in that sense objective results of inquiry” (Harding 1987, 183-184). Thus, according to feminists, though the subject’s viewpoint does affect perception, it is a matter of whether or not the object is viewed as it truly is. This is opposed to a subjectivist ontology, which posits that the subject’s viewpoint causes the object to be different.

The three research traditions differ more epistemologically than ontologically. Behavioralism and rational choice both privilege direct observation of their subjects of study, suggesting a positivist epistemology (Marsh and Furlong 2002, 20). While feminism rejects appeals to “masculine authority,” including, for some feminists, the scientific method (Harding 1987, 3), as a means to knowledge, this rejection does not automatically entail a repudiation of a positivist epistemology. Rather, it suggests a bifurcated epistemology. Because feminists are free from, or at least aware of, the pervasive androcentric bias in social inquiry, their observations are likely to capture the true relationships girding social life (Harding 1987, 183-185). Contrastingly, because non-feminists are limited by adrocentric bias, they cannot see these true relationships (Harding 1987, 183-185). Thus, according to feminism, feminists possess a positivist epistemology while non-feminists possess a realist, or perhaps a skewed positivist, epistemology (Marsh and Furlong 2002, 20).

While micro-level approaches address Little’s desire for an individual-level causal mechanism (1991), they risk missing the big picture, the “malad[ies] of society itself” (Taylor 1971, 40). This big picture has both spatial and temporal dimensions. By spatial, I mean the broad processes affecting individual stimuli, preferences, and choices for women. For example, how did the national political climate affect the Swallow-Matheson campaigns in 2002 and 2004? Or, how did the alleged miscommunication (Rolly 2004) between two institutions, the NRCC and the Utah Republican Party, affect the race? These questions, which others (i.e. Wilson 189) can answer, are beyond the scope of the typical micro-level approach. By temporal, I mean interpretivist genuine historical psychology (Taylor 1971; Gibbons 1987). For example, while negative campaigning does not work well in Utah, how and why did the state develop that way? In any case, while the micro-level approaches discussed in this paper analyze their small territories extremely well, each scarcely investigates how that territory became constituted in the first place.

Still, the three theories investigated here are comparable as more or less useful. Each will be evaluated in turn. First, Fenno’s home style theory (1977) proves itself the most convincing. His theory articulates the commonsense explanation for the 2004 election. Voters rejected Swallow and embraced Matheson because of their differences in home style, exemplified by their use, or non-use, of negative campaign advertising. This explanation is parsimonious and has definitive empirical evidence, as cited earlier in this paper.

Further, Fenno’s theory (1977) is progressive, even according to Popper’s stringent requirements (1959). Popper (1959) would appreciate its falsifiability. If congressional candidates’ home styles are found at odds with Fenno’s (1977) predictions, then the theory proves itself false. It is as simple as that.

Second, Riker’s heresthetics (1984) also explains the 2004 election well, particularly the gamesmanship involved in campaigning. However, I believe the theory (Riker 1984), at least as I have applied it, places too much emphasis on the actors in the campaign, particularly by giving too much credit to Matheson. While there is definitely strategy involved in elections, the bureaucratic machinery of a candidate’s campaign is too sluggish to respond in the precise ways suggested by heresthetics. A candidate may be nimble, but his strategy is likely to suffer mistranslation and muddiness when transferred to the hundreds of people responsible for his campaign.
In terms of progress, heresthetics is a backwards step. The theory allows more fully human creativity into the rational choice approach—a welcome change according to many critics (e.g. Shapiro 2002). However, this adjustment makes rational choice less predictive, since human creativity is, by definition, unpredictable. Yet, for Popper (1959), the problem runs even deeper than predictive power. He would argue that heresthetics diminishes the falsifiability of rational choice. Since political winners are those who use heresthetics best and those that do not are removed from the system (Riker 1984, 15), the following question arises: can those who use heresthetics more poorly than their opponents still win, or are they invariably removed? If these opponents cannot win, then heresthetics degenerates into little more than what we might call rational interpretivism. That is, if it is assumed that every political winner did so because of her superior heresthetics, then analysis of such wins becomes only an exercise in decoding the heresthetics that drove them. This approach has two consequences. First, specific instances of heresthetics become ungeneralizable, like interpretivist accounts (Taylor 1971; Little 1991), for every political situation is different. Second, heresthetics itself becomes totally generalizable, explaining every political situation, which Popper (1959) would eschew as he does Marxism (106). 
Third, Tamerius’s theory (1995) illustrates an easily overlooked but important factor in the 2004 election: women. Her theory goes beyond just “adding women” (Harding 1987), however, as would be the case if we just noted female voting patterns. The theory also articulates Matheson’s feminine approach to the election and highlights the gradations of support for women apparent both in Congress and campaigning. Even so, the feminine approach to the election seems unjustifiably narrow. While female voters markedly favored Matheson, it is likely that the majority of them were influenced by the same things men were. Feminine campaigning may account for the behavior of some women, but the other theories I have discussed (Fenno 1977; Riker 1984) can explain the behavior of the whole electorate.
Even so, Tamerius’ theory (1995) is still progressive according to Popper (1959). Her main prediction, that women spend more time and effort on women’s issues legislation, can be applied to other Congresses than the one she chose to study, and, as exemplified by this paper, to situations outside of Congress. In both cases the theory runs the risk of being falsified.

Perhaps the best evaluator of these theories, however, is the theories’ implications for democracy. First, Fenno (1977) presents positive findings for democracy. His theory adds weight to the home constituency element of a politician’s balancing act, which, ideally, is the constituency a politician is to serve. While candidates’ personalities, rather than issues, often determine elections according to Fenno (1977), this is not a bad thing. It is a form of descriptive representation and suggests that candidates have had the same experiences as their constituents; therefore, they are likely to do as their constituents would do in Congress.

Second, Riker (1984) presents mixed findings for democracy. It may seem that heresthetics manipulates voters. The more brilliant or powerful candidate sets the agenda, and voters can only react to it. However, it is equally as possible that voters’ previous preferences constrains heresthetics. That is, candidates are most likely to frame their issues “down hill,” working with the prevailing notions of the electorate rather than against them.

Third Tamerius (1995) presents discouraging findings for democracy. Her immediate theory is positive, suggesting that the unique experiences of congresswomen as women allow them to better represent their gender and its particular needs. However, Tamerius still subscribes to the feminist tradition, which I believe damages democracy because it divides the electorate by gender. And even more, this demarcation is not by choice, but by biology. Feminists maintain that it is not biology, but the male-dominated historical inheritance and socialization of our civilization that is troublesome (Harding 1987). Nevertheless, biology still determines which half of the inheritance each person receives from birth. Thus, biology, or, more specifically, maleness, is inextricable from the androgenic paradigm that feminists claim to combat. Such a worldview does not encourage the tolerance and consensus required of healthy democracy.

Nevertheless, America’s electoral system is robust according to the three theories we have discussed. They each have useful but different explanations for the rise and near-fall of Jim Matheson. More valuably, however, are the implications of these theories and their traditions for American democracy and the scientific enterprise as a whole.
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