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Abstract
Thousands of studies have examined party competition in the American states, finding significant
consequences for voter turnout, policy adoptions, and more. Long-term patterns of party control
have received less attention. Here, we reexamine the operationalization of party competition. We
thenupdateKlarner’s state partisan balance data to include state house and senate composition and
gubernatorial vote share since the 1930s, adding—in light of the nationalization of American
politics—presidential vote share and the proportion of Democrats in each state’s congressional
delegation. After establishing a threshold for one-party dominance, we examine the frequency and
duration of subnational party monopolies, highlighting regional variations in the relationship
between the state and national measures and applying the index to voter turnout. Our analysis
reveals that extended periods of one-party dominance – currently on the uptick – are the rule, not
the exception, in the American states and are a phenomenon ripe for further exploration.

Keywords: state partisanship; state party control; state party competition; Ranney index; state party
polarization

Introduction
Numerous studies have examined party competition in the American states (Bibby
et al. 1983; Ceaser and Saldin 2005; Holbrook and Van Dunk 1993; Jewell and
Morehouse 2001; Key 1949; 1958; Klarner 2013; Ranney 1976; Van Dunk andWeber
1997). Collectively, scholars have produced more than 9,600 articles and chapters in
the last century that use contemporaneous measures of “party competition” to
explain variations in welfare (Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer 2002) and economic
policies (Besley, Persson, and Sturm 2010), for example, as well as in electoral
behaviors such as voter turnout (Flavin and Shufeldt 2015; Gray 1976). Less is known
about patterns of party control over long periods of time, including for example the
consequences of sustained one party monopolies or how the nationalization of
American politics is affecting those patterns. Using themost comprehensive measure
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to date—including statehouse composition and gubernatorial election outcomes,
plus presidential vote share and the proportion of Democrats in each state’s con-
gressional delegation since the New Deal—we explore such patterns here.

Specifically, we use both 1- and 10-year indices for each state between 1936 and
2017 to investigate degrees of shared versus one-party control across the American
states.1We look at each state’smostDemocratic andmost Republican years, as well as
itsmean score and range across the 80 years for whichwe have data.We then examine
the frequency and duration of one-party dominance, by state and by decade.
Although occasionally noted by earlier scholars as common in state politics (e.g.,
Bullock, Hoffman, and Gaddie 2006; Jewell and Morehouse 2001; Key 1958; Sorauf
and Beck 1988) and understood today as a consequence of political polarization
(Burke 2021), prolonged one-party dominance is a phenomenon that has not been
measured as systematically as one might expect. Indeed, our analysis shows that
extended periods of one-party monopolies—currently on the uptick—has long been
the rule rather than the exception in the American states.

Why Party Competition Matters
Political competition, or the lack of it, is a phenomenon that has both normative and
empirical implications. As Diamond andMorlino (2004, 24) argue “(i)n order to be a
democracy at all, a political system must have regular, free, and fair electoral
competition between different political parties.”Competition is important, according
to Key (1949), Rossiter (1960), Sartori (1976), and Schattschneider (1942), because a
vibrant party system reins in strident single-issue groups, tempers conflict, aggregates
disparate interests, and more. It also, according to the American Political Science
Association’s Committee on Political Parties in 1950, reduces the likelihood of “a
President who exploits skillfully the arts of demagoguery, who uses the whole country
as his political backyard, and who does not mind turning into the embodiment of
personal government” (quoted in Wattenberg 1990, 129).

These concerns are borne out in contemporary empirical analyses. For example, a
lack of competition reduces government efficiency, as legislators carry water for
district-level interests rather than attending to statewide needs (Kousser and Gamm
2010) or, conversely, neglect education and transportation policy in favor of “position
taking” on hot-button topics salient to narrow electorates (Burke 2021). It also
increases the likelihood of straight-ticket voting (Abramowitz and Webster 2016;
Rogers 2016) and ideologically extreme nominees (Kujala 2020), which in turn
diminishes bipartisan cooperation (Hare and Poole 2014). States with more compet-
itive environments also spend more on welfare programs than do less competitive
states (Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer 2002; see also however Terry 2016) and are
more amenable both to institutional reform (Baldez 2004; Biggers and Hanmer 2017;

1The start year for each state varies. Federal delegate and presidential voting data for all states is available
starting in 1936. State legislature and gubernatorial voting data is also available starting in 1936 with the
exception of 11 states (AL, CA, KY, MD, MS, NV, OK, OR, PA, SC, andWY) for which we state level data is
available beginning in 1938 or 1939. The Book of States, the most reliable source for this state level data, does
not provide legislative records for these states prior to 1938–39. We do not include Nebraska as the
unicameral state legislature is nominally nonpartisan, though Masket and Shor (2015) argue that the
Nebraska Unicameral contains a significant degree of partisan behavior in recent years. Data for Minnesota
begin in 1950 because of a period of nonpartisanship between 1913 and 1951; data for Alaska and Hawai’i
begin with statehood in 1958 and 1960, respectively.
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Hicks et al. 2015) and intergovernmental cooperation, even on high-stakes policies
like the Affordable Care Act (Meyer-Gutbrod 2020). Since higher levels of voter
turnout are the result of greater levels of competition and efficacy (Flavin and
Shufeldt 2015; 2016), greater competition also results in improved representation
for those of lower socioeconomic status (Holbrook and Van Dunk 1993). In short, a
competitive party environment facilitates democratic accountability in many forms.

The relationship probably stems from the fact that elected representatives in more
competitive areas are at greater risk of electoral defeat and thus more responsive to
the demands of constituents or to the party organizations on which vulnerable
incumbents rely (e.g., Holbrook and Van Dunk 1993; Stucky, Heimer, and Lang
2005). That would explain why Coffey (2007), Hinchliffe and Lee (2016), and Jenkins
(2006) uncovered significant relationships between high levels of state legislative
competition andmore clearly differentiated party platforms and roll calls.2 Perceived
electoral vulnerability also sharpens awinning party’s focus on procedural advantage,
for example, the relationship uncovered by Biggers and Hanmer (2017) between the
adoption of stricter voter ID policies and new Republican majorities, in particular.

If a competitive party system has both theoretical and observable consequences,
how should observers classify degrees of party control and determine whether a
system provides “meaningful competition” between alternatives? The answer, as
Sorauf and Beck (1988) succinctly note, “is hardly straightforward” (40). In the next
section, we discuss how scholars have measured party control in the American states,
and the data collection challenge of keeping such measures current.

Measuring Party Control in the United States
One of the most important voices in state party politics was V.O. Key, Jr. whose
classic Southern Politics in State and Nation (Key 1949) sparked lasting interest in the
presence—or absence—of party competition at the state level. Key argued that the
lack of party competition across the American South not only suppressed African
American participation but produced a unified bloc in Congress that obstructed
federal intervention. Although Southern Politics still richly informs our understand-
ing of that region’s policies and practices, Key did not provide an objective standard
for identifying “competitive” as compared with “noncompetitive” party systems.

He did proffer ideas for measuring the concept in his other seminal work, Politics,
Parties and Pressure Group. These included the number of years between 1929 and
1956 that Democrats occupied the governor’s post and the average proportion of the
lower house held by Democrats between 1924 and 1956. In the first case, the
categories were all 28 years, 19–27 years, 14–18 years, 7–13 years, or 6 or fewer
years, with no one category containing fewer than seven states. In the case of state
legislative composition, he identified four groups: those consistently achieving
“around 90%” on the one end, about 20% on the other, plus two “intermediate
groups,” eachwith an average that “leans” toward one side or the other. AlthoughKey
(1958) himself called his categorizations crude, his analysis made plain that “one
party dominates state government” (312) and invited further exploration. But

2Relatedly, the magnitude and recency of a party’s majority impacts officeholder behavior. Little (1995)
argues for example that larger minority party delegations in state legislatures correlate with more unified
partisan voting blocs and greater resource allocation to electoral activities. Similarly, Harmel (1986) found
that in the solidly Democratic South a larger Republican delegation and the presence of a Republican
governor increased party unity.
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agreeing on ameasurement has proved challenging. As Jewell andMorehouse (2001)
observe, “(d)etermining the level of two-party competition and changing competitive
trends for elective offices is an empirical inquiry. Measures of two-party competition
differ depending on the offices that are included, the time period chosen, and the
method of aggregating the statistics that is used” (28).

Ranney and Kendall (1954) were among the first to put forth a system for
classifying party competition in the American states, drawing upon comparative
politics to grapple with the operationalization of “competition.” There is a difference,
for example, between party competition in the Soviet Union, where forming a second
party was illegal, and Mississippi, where “(o)pposition candidates can, and some-
times do, oppose candidates of the dominant party” (478), even as they stand little
chance of winning. On the other hand, lumpingMississippi into the same category as
Maine (then an historically Republican stronghold) obscures distinctions thatmay be
equally important. “In Maine, to be sure,” they write, “it is a rare thing for a
Democratic candidate to be elected. But it is not a rare but rather a usual thing for
him to win anywhere from 30–49 per cent of the vote…. In Mississippi, by contrast,
the lesser party often does not even put up candidates; and the candidates it does put
up poll a mere 5 to 20 percent” (478).

Their subsequent classification is a five-category typology of party competition:
(a) a multiparty system, which required a coalition between at least two parties to
form a governing block; (b) a two-party system; (c) a modified one-party system
where one party typically wins most of the office but another party wins a
“substantial” share of the vote; (d) a one-party system where a party wins the vast
majority of both the offices and vote; and (e) a totalitarian one-party system.Working
with data for 1914 to 1952, Ranney and Kendall categorize a state as having a two-
party system when both parties were able to win at least a quarter of a state’s
combined presidential, senatorial and gubernatorial elections. The distinction
between a modified one-party and a one-party system is that the weaker party would
have to have won at least 30% of the vote in 70% of the elections during that period
andmore than 40%of the vote in at least 30%of the contests. Their effort, like Key’s, is
descriptively interesting and possesses strong validity. Replicating it however, par-
ticularly for use in the kinds of quantitative, multivariate models about to overtake
the field, proved prohibitive.

After other efforts failed to capture a wide following (e.g., Cox 1960; David 1972;
Schlesinger 1955), Ranney (1976) introduced a composite measure of party control
with staying power. Subsequently referred to as the “Ranney index,” this indicator
originally encompassed just 1962–72 and contained four components: “(a) the
average percentage of the popular vote won by the Democratic gubernatorial candi-
dates; (b) the average percentage of the seats in the state senate held by theDemocrats;
(c) the average percentage of the seats in the state house of representatives held by the
Democrats; and (d) the percentage of all terms for governor, senate, and house in
which the Democrats had control” (468). Built upon earlier efforts, it remains the
most widely used measure of interparty competition at the state level.3

3For an informative genealogy of the Ranney Index, see Sorauf and Beck (1988, 42, fn 5). Ceaser and
Saldin’s (2005) Major Party Index provides a sound construct for state-level interparty competition between
1990 and 2002. Replicating themeasure presents a challenge few seemwilling to accept however. Not only do
all minor candidates first have to be removed from election outcome, but the scores for the congressional
components demand both averaging the two most recent US Senate results and averaging the vote share
across all US House districts (for all states). Brown and Bruce (2008) suffer a similar problem, calling upon
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Ranney’s index is a measure of the cumulative government control exercised by
Republicans, by Democrats, or by both simultaneously. His index—achieved by
averaging the four components into a single number—yields a score between
0 and 1 for each state. According to Ranney and most of those who have updated
his work since, a score of 0.0000 to 0.1499 means a state is “one-party Republican,” a
score of 0.1500 to 0.3499means a state is “modified one-party Republican,” a score of
0.3500 to 0.6499means the state is a two-party state, a score of 0.6500–0.8499means a
state is “modified one-party Democratic,” and a score of 0.8500 or higher means a
state is “one-party Democratic” (Gray 1976, 104). Jewell and Morehouse (2001)
establish the “predominant Democratic” and “predominant Republican” cutoffs at
0.6 and 0.4, respectively. Regardless, the closer the index is to 0, the more power the
Republicans have in the state, and the closer the index is to 1, the more power the
Democrats have in the state. An index of 0.5 signals absolute balance between the two.

Although the Ranney index can tell us a great deal about a particular state’s level of
interparty competition relative to its peers, scholars have pointed to several limita-
tions (see, for example, Bibby andHolbrook 1999; Brown and Bruce 2008; Ceaser and
Saldin 2005; King 1989). The first is that the index is based solely on state offices and
consequently does not capture a party’s strength in the contests for national-level
political positions. That is, it does not include a measure of either presidential or
congressional voting patterns. Mid-century scholars observed that these contests
were too heavily influenced by national factors (see Jewell and Morehouse 2001) to
accurately reflect the sentiments of a state’s electorate. An awkward argument even
then considering both how such campaigns are conducted and voters’ strong interest
in them, the steady nationalization of American politics since the 1980s (Burke 2021;
Hopkins 2018; Rogers 2016) exacerbates the problem. Another drawback is that it
privileges the office of governor over other statewide partisan offices, such as
lieutenant governor and the state attorney general (a problem we do not address).
Likewise, it gives more weight to the legislative branch, as three of four components
are impacted by the partisan balance of the legislative branch (a problem attended to
here by eliminating his peculiar fourth component).

Themost troubling critique however has been that the Ranney index captures only
a cross-sectional picture of a larger phenomenon. Textbooks (and Ranney himself)
characterize the measure as just “a snapshot of an object moving in time,”meaning it
considers neither long-term patterns nor in-progress changes (Bibby and Holbrook
1999, 106). For example, when a state’s score is reported for just a single year or
election cycle and compared to its peers, a state transitioning from noncompetitive to
competitive would fall within the same range as a moderately competitive one (King
1989; see alsoHershey 2003).4Misleading categorizations like this are endemic to any
static measure of party control (see also Ceaser and Saldin 2005; Hinchliffe and Lee

district-level vote share for the state chambers as well.We concede the validity advantages but the fact that few
scholars have called upon these operationalizations in subsequent years suggests replication of such
approaches is prohibitively cumbersome.

4Key (1958) points to a similar phenomenon in describing the drawbacks of one of his measures of
interparty competitiveness: “The proportion of a period in which a single party held the governorship has its
drawbacks as a measure of interparty competitiveness among different states. For example, in one state the
Republicans might win a series of elections against a moribund Democratic party and then be replaced by an
enlivened Democratic party for another series of elections. In another situation, the parties might battle close
elections and alternate in power so as to fall in the same pigeonhole as the first state” (313, fn 2).
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2016).5 We believe our index, which examines the aggregated support in a state’s
electorate for each party across multiple institutions and levels of government for a
single election cycle or many cycles, strikes a defensible balance between identifying
themajority party, capturing themagnitude of thatmajority, and—most significantly
here—monitoring changes over time. It also relies upon the most widely reported
measures of party control, making it relatively easy to update for use in future work.

Below, we detail our operationalization of state party control, emphasizing
instances of prolonged one-party dominance. We move then to the broad distribu-
tion of our party control index, the frequency and duration of one-party dominance,
some intriguing variations in the relationship between the state and national com-
ponents, and a glimpse at the consequences of this phenomenon for the states with
the longest-lived monopolies.

Data and Methods: An Expanded Party Control Index
While republican democracies are founded upon a strong, positive relationship
between election contests and party control, the two phenomena remain distinct
measures of partisan competition. The former examines the average margin of
victory between the Republican and the Democrat in state legislative elections, for
example, and/or the number of uncontested state legislative seats. The latter is
concerned with majorities, that is, with which party posts enough wins to control
the levers of power in legislative or executive institutions. Drawing upon the best-
known examples of each line of inquiry, Shufeldt and Flavin (2012) describe the
difference this way: the Ranney index and its descendants measure “competition
between parties for control of state government”while Holbrook andVanDunk (and
others) measure “competition between candidates in state elections” (331, emphasis
added).6 As discussed above, the components, time period, and cutoffs for catego-
rization remain fraught. We sally forth nonetheless.

Party Control Index

We use a Ranney-inspired index we hope others will find useful for the purposes of
tracking relative party support in the American states into the future, relying as it
does on widely reported election results requiring few additional calculations.7

Falling squarely within the party control tradition, it is composed of five parts: the

5AsWare (2006) points out in his examination of partisan patterns in the American states before and after
the Civil War, a lack of competition in both periods did not necessarily mean one party maintained a lasting
and/or definitivemonopoly. He also reminds us that while it is tempting to assume that a long period of small
margins of victory by one party means the opposition party could achieve a breakthrough victory at any
moment, that too is no guarantee. He points, for example, to Illinois which in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries appeared to be a “highly competitive state,”with the winning party only triumphing by a few points
every two years. In point of fact, the Democratic Party controlled the state legislature for only four years
between 1880 and 1932. In addition, almost all the states classified byWare as “mildly competitive” from1876
to 1892 saw one party’s presidential nominee win either four or five times over those five contests.

6Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer (2002) likewise distinguish “electoral competition” from “institutional
strength.” Black and Shay (2018) also provide an insightful overview of these twin concepts.

7We are grateful for Carl Klarner’s generosity in providing state legislature, gubernatorial, and presidential
election data through the 2016 election, and to the patient, careful labor of students X, Y, and Z who updated

State Politics & Policy Quarterly 231

https://doi.org/10.1017/spq.2022.2 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/spq.2022.2


proportion of Democrats in the state senate; the proportion of Democrats in the state
house; the proportion of the popular vote for the Democratic candidate for governor;
the proportion of Democrats in a state’s federal congressional delegation; and the
proportion of the state’s popular vote for theDemocratic candidate for president. The
last two components introduce elements of nationalization to a state’s partisan score.
We do so in part because, asGibson and Suarez-Cao (2010) demonstrate, “federalized
party systems” are characterized by distinct—and consequential—patterns worthy of
careful examination. In the US, for example, the highest-profile outcomes often serve
as precursors to down-ballot changes (e.g., Ceaser and Saldin 2005; Jewell and
Morehouse 2001) and eventually to the “convergence” of state and national elections
(e.g., Hayes and McKee 2008; Hopkins 2018; Rogers 2016).

We started the data collection process with Carl Klarner’s “State Partisan Balance
Data.” Klarner’s dataset includes state house composition, state senate composition,
and gubernatorial election outcomes through 2015.8 The data on the proportion of
Democrats in each state’s congressional delegation was obtained from the “Statistics
of the Presidential and Congressional Election” for each two-year period as provided
by the Clerk of the US House of Representatives and cross-compared with the
Biographical Directory of the United States Congress for accuracy (Biographical
Directory 1774–2018).9,10 A value for each component is recorded for each state-year
beginning, in most cases, in the late 1930s and ending, in all cases, in 2017. For years
in which there was not an election, such as between a senator’s term of six years or a
governor’s term of four years, the value remains the same as from the previous
election until a new election occurs. Changes in the percentage of Democratic votes
for governor and president are noted for the year the election was held, not the year in
which the candidate took office.11 We then averaged—that is, calculated an index—
for each state for each year.

Consistent with Ranney, each index—whether calculated for a single year or at one
of the intervals noted above—produces a score between 0.00 and 1.00 for a state.
Movement in one direction or the other signals a relative advantage to either the
Republicans (if it is lower than 0.5) or the Democrats (if it is higher than 0.5).
Whatever its value, each score communicates less about the competitiveness of the

Klarner’s data, gathered all of the congressional delegation data, and computed all of the indices. Klarner’s
datasets can be found at https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataverse/cklarner.

8See Carl Klarner, “State Partisan Balance Data, 1937–2011,” available at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
LZHMG3, Harvard Dataverse, V1. More of his datasets are available at: https://dataverse.harvard.edu/
dataverse/cklarner. We updated the state-level values using data from the Council of State Governments,
the National Conference of State Legislatures, and Michael McDonald’s Election Project.

9Instances in which the two sources conflicted are explained in the Supplementary Appendix. Instances in
which a candidate was not formally a member of the Democratic or Republican Party, was classified as
something other than what was listed in the House Clerk’s data, switched parties between elections, or in
which a special election took place between two-year election cycles, also are explained the Supplementary
Appendix.

10Election data from the House Clerk’s publication was cross-referenced with the Biographical Directory
of the United States Congress, and any discrepancies between the two sources are noted in the Supplementary
Appendix, as well as the rationale behind why one sources information was used for a particular election
rather than the other publication.

11As experts will know about datasets encompassing the 50 states across time, there are a number of
aberrations for which we had to account. These are described in the Supplementary Appendix.
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typical election than about the likelihood that Democratic versus Republican party
elites hold the brand loyalty of voters and/or collective reins of power in that state.

We also calculated an average index for each state’s 4-, 6-, 8-, and 10-year intervals.
Shorter intervals reveal wider swings, while longer intervals “smooth” partisan shifts,
although variance diminishes across the board in the most recent decades. Connect-
icut provides a telling example (Figure 1).

One of the advantages of this index is the addition of a measure of partisanship for
each state’s congressional delegation and votes cast in presidential elections. Specif-
ically, because the traditional Ranney index is based singularly on elections to state-
level political institutions, it captures some patterns more successfully than others,
specifically voters’ party preference in low- instead of high-profile elections. While
this is useful in that it protects the measure from being influenced by national “wave
elections”with a short shelf life and also bears a direct connection to state-level policy
outputs, the national-level preferences are important.

The transformation of the southern states during the last half of the 20th century
provides an obvious example, as most began to “redden” with their national offices,
only decades later selecting Republican candidates at the state and local levels (Hayes
andMcKee 2008; Hershey 2003). This pattern is not universal, however, as suggested
by the series of regional line graphs in Figure 2. Until the 1980s, most state-level
partisan shifts outside the South occurred before they materialized nationally. Fur-
ther, the South is the only region in which state and federal outcomes converge
steadily. In the others, wide gaps open in the final decades of the 20th century, closing
again with the most recent cycles. In all regions, as mid-20th century scholars
anticipated, the national measures make wider swings than the state ones. Still, our
state- and national-level components are strongly correlated: the average Cronbach’s
alpha score for all state and national indices is 0.87; more than 70% of the states post
alphas of 0.7 or higher.

One-Party Dominance

We focus here on the frequency and location of instances of one-party dominance
across the American states. If defining “competition” has proved challenging, so has
determining what constitutes a pattern of election contests that could be considered

Figure 1. Connecticut’s 1, 4, and 10-year indexes.
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“competitive” versus “noncompetitive,” that is, a one-party monopoly versus a two-
party rivalry. Is it—as Key (1958) loosely posits—the Democrats occupying the
governor’s mansion at least 60%, or less than 25%, of a three-decade stretch? Or is
it Democratic control of 90% of legislative seats during roughly the same time period?
As we noted above, Ranney acolytes—whatever the time period covered—include

Figure 2. Average federal and state index values by region.
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Figure 2. Continued
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both offices and rely on thresholds of 0.65 and 0.35 as the cutoffs for one-party
monopolies (e.g., Bibby et al. 1983). We were persuaded by Jewell and Morehouse’s
(2001) cleaner threshold for predominance: an index value that is either less than 0.40
(Republican predominance) or greater than 0.60 (Democratic predominance).More-
over, for much of our analysis we followed the lead of comparativists Nwokora and
Pelizzo (2014) who generally use a standard of “three consecutive” election victories.
In the context of the typical US state, this would amount to an interval of either 6 or
12 years. We settled on 10 because it was most likely to encompass at least two
exclusively gubernatorial/state senate elections and two US Senate cycles, together
with US House, state house, and presidential contests.

Findings
Webeginwith the summary statistics of our party control index shown inTable 1.Using
the 10-year index, the nationwide mean party control score is just over 0.5, suggesting a
broadly competitive subnational partisan landscape during our 80-year period. Indeed,
as the first column shows, Kansas, SouthDakota, andWyoming are the only states never
to post a “Democratic” value, that is, never to have a 10-year index score greater than 0.5.
Conversely, onlyHawai’i,Maryland, Rhode Island, andWestVirginia never dipped into
Republican territory. The “folded” mean (see table footnote) of 0.875 likewise is
suggestive of a competitive party landscape in which the usual suspects populate both
the least—Arkansas, Louisiana, Georgia, Mississippi, and Alabama—and the most—
Pennsylvania, Illinois, Colorado, and Minnesota—competitive slots.

But signs of the prolonged one-party dominance that Key (1958) identified as the
state-level norm also are evident right away. On the Democratic side, 32 states exceed
10-year index values of 0.6 at least once during the decades examined.12 Although half
of such instances have occurred since 1970 and/or in states outside the South, it will
come as little surprise that the most Democratic 10-year scores are South Carolina
(0.986), Mississippi (0.973), Louisiana (0.970), and Georgia (0.965) in the mid-1940s.
Whatmay astonish some however is that domination by the Republican Party is just as
common. Indeed, 32 states post 10-year index values of less than 0.4 at some point in
our dataset, and a significant portion of those are outside the mid-century northeast.
Themost stalwart among them are North Dakota (0.172), Vermont (0.181), and South
Dakota (0.185), in the 1950s. But Idaho and Wyoming (0.202) in 2005 and 2017,
respectively, and Maine (0.205) in 1953 are not to be overlooked.

Overall, Table 1 reveals that half the states postmean 10-year index values of either
less than 0.4 (Republican dominant) or greater than 0.6 (Democrat dominant); eight
qualify as Republican dominant; 17 as Democrat dominant. The range varies too. A
handful of states maintain a relatively steady average, some (e.g., Pennsylvania,
Minnesota, and Illinois) sustaining a competitive climate decade after decade, while
others (e.g., Rhode Island and Maryland) retain a steadfast allegiance to one party.
Most states show great capacity for change however, either swapping one dominant
party for another (e.g., the Southern states, but also Oregon and Vermont at

12As discussed above, different scholars have used different thresholds for measuring one-party domi-
nance. Our use of 0.6 and 0.4 instead of 0.65 and 0.35 is robust: states were classified (using 10-year index
values) as “one-party dominant” under both thresholds an average of 86% of the time (the median was 89%).
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Table 1. Party control index (1930s–2017), summary statistics for the 10-year index

State High/Most D (Year) Low/Most R (Year)
Index mean

(folded mean)a Median Rangeb

Alabama 0.943 (1947) 0.338 (2017) 0.697 (0.780) 0.738 0.605
Alaska 0.669 (1967) 0.312 (2005) 0.418 (.880) 0.368 0.357
Arizona 0.872 (1945) 0.362 (2003) 0.509 (0.873) 0.424 0.510
Arkansas 0.937 (1945) 0.434 (2017) 0.754 (0.745) 0.756 0.503
California 0.634 (2017) 0.360 (1955) 0.526 (0.936) 0.541 0.274
Colorado 0.572 (2015) 0.410 (1951) 0.466 (0.954) 0.454 0.163
Connecticut 0.653 (2017) 0.379 (1957) 0.536 (0.927) 0.552 0.274
Delaware 0.693 (2017) 0.393 (1975) 0.505 (0.952) 0.499 0.300
Florida 0.924 (1945) 0.390 (2011) 0.628 (0.826) 0.620 0.534
Georgia 0.965 (1945) 0.383 (2017) 0.723 (0.752) 0.748 0.582
Hawai’i 0.812 (2017) 0.643 (1975) 0.718 (0.780) 0.726 0.169
Idaho 0.533 (1945) 0.202 (2005) 0.359 (0.856) 0.369 0.331
Illinois 0.585 (2017) 0.435 (1953) 0.494 (0.971) 0.492 0.150
Indiana 0.525 (1967) 0.366 (1957) 0.434 (0.932) 0.440 0.159
Iowa 0.515 (2013) 0.241 (1955) 0.413 (0.912) 0.444 0.274
Kansas 0.407 (1993) 0.213 (1951) 0.320 (0.819) 0.322 0.194
Kentucky 0.664 (1983) 0.411 (2017) 0.581 (0.893) 0.613 0.253
Louisiana 0.970 (1946) 0.362 (2017) 0.734 (0.748) 0.776 0.608
Maine 0.543 (1973) 0.205 (1953) 0.430 (0.917) 0.498 0.338
Maryland 0.743 (1989) 0.562 (1957) 0.663 (0.837) 0.663 0.181
Massachusetts 0.777 (2013) 0.426 (1947) 0.637 (0.844) 0.683 0.351
Michigan 0.554 (1983) 0.341 (1951) 0.472 (0.951) 0.488 0.213
Minnesota 0.585 (1979) 0.442 (1959) 0.533 (0.953) 0.543 0.143
Mississippi 0.973 (1948) 0.394 (2017) 0.709 (0.779) 0.721 0.579
Missouri 0.680 (1967) 0.395 (2017) 0.562 (0.914) 0.553 0.285
Montana 0.595 (1945) 0.382 (2003) 0.518 (0.948) 0.535 0.214
Nebraskac

Nevada 0.651 (1979) 0.476 (2007) 0.554 (0.939) 0.540 0.183
New Hampshire 0.534 (2015) 0.279 (1959) 0.367 (0.893) 0.351 0.255
New Jersey 0.602 (1982) 0.325 (1948) 0.485 (0.939) 0.502 0.277
New Mexico 0.759 (1945) 0.476 (1989) 0.604 (0.835) 0.592 0.283
New York 0.659 (2015) 0.405 (1953) 0.515 (0.866) 0.518 0.254
North Carolina 0.862 (1945) 0.440 (2017) 0.663 (0.927) 0.666 0.422
North Dakota 0.554 (1993) 0.172 (1955) 0.378 (0.852) 0.377 0.382
Ohio 0.555 (1985) 0.364 (1947) 0.442 (0.927) 0.429 0.191
Oklahoma 0.753 (1947) 0.284 (2017) 0.594 (0.974) 0.623 0.468
Oregon 0.614 (2017) 0.231 (1951) 0.486 (0.820) 0.510 0.384
Pennsylvania 0.524 (1979) 0.410 (1951) 0.480 (0.789) 0.487 0.114
Rhode Island 0.759 (2015) 0.586 (1945) 0.680 (0.855) 0.675 0.172
South Carolina 0.986 (1947) 0.364 (2017) 0.669 (0.868) 0.681 0.622b

South Dakota 0.478 (1979) 0.185 (1953) 0.356 (0.781) 0.369 0.293
Tennessee 0.777 (1945) 0.322 (2017) 0.606 (0.868) 0.581 0.456
Texas 0.954 (1945) 0.380 (2017) 0.683 (0.781) 0.709 0.574
Utah 0.759 (1945) 0.220 (2017) 0.394 (0.855) 0.407 0.539
Vermont 0.638 (2015) 0.181 (1951) 0.387 (0.857) 0.387 0.181
Virginia 0.884 (1946) 0.431 (2007) 0.606 (0.870) 0.432 0.453
Washington 0.708 (1945) 0.457 (1955) 0.549 (0.946) 0.550 0.251
West Virginia 0.737 (1995) 0.539 (2017) 0.680 (0.823) 0.675 0.198
Wisconsin 0.582 (1983) 0.266 (1947) 0.458 (0.929) 0.488 0.316
Wyoming 0.455 (1965) 0.202 (2017) 0.367 (0.865) 0.418 0.253
US overall 0.986 (1947, SC) 0.172 (1955, ND) 0.537 (0.875) 0.516 0.814

aThe folded index is an idea introduced by Ranney to measure competition without regard to whether it favors Democrats
or Republicans; it ranges from 1.000 (perfectly competitive) to 0.5000 (no competition). In other words, in the unfolded
index neither a 0.9 nor a 0.1 is competitive whereas both a 0.55 and a 0.45 are. By “folding” the index, and subtracting all
values from one, the former pair both become 0.6, and the latter become 0.95.
bUsing the 10-year index, South Carolina shows the biggest range, followed by—in descending order—Louisiana, Alabama,
Georgia, Mississippi, Texas, Utah, Florida, and Arizona. Pennsylvania shows the smallest range, followed by—in ascending
order—Minnesota, Illinois, Indiana, Colorado, Hawai’i, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Nevada.
cNebraska is not calculated because of its nonpartisan legislature.
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Table 2. Frequency of one-party dominancea in the American states (high to low), 1930s–2017

State

Number of one-party dominant years

State

Number of one-party dominant years

Total Democratic party Republican party Total Democratic party Republican party

HIb 49 (100%) 49 (100%) 0 (0%) WY 34 (48%) 0 (%) 34 (48%)
WV 70 (96%) 70 (96%) 0 (0%) NM 35 (48%) 35 (48%) 0 (0%)
RI 70 (96%) 70 (96%) 0 (0%) TN 32 (44%) 28 (38%) 4 (5%)
KS 69 (95%) 0 (0%) 69 (95%) MO 29 (40%) 28 (38%) 1 (1%)
AR 68 (93%) 68 (93%) 0 (0%) VA 28 (39%) 28 (39%) 0 (0%)
MD 64 (90%) 64 (90%) 0 (0%) NV 22 (31%) 22 (31%) 0 (0%)
LA 59 (82%) 55 (76%) 4 (6%) ME 21 (29%) 0 (0%) 21 (29%)
GA 57 (78%) 53 (73%) 4 (6%) IA 20 (27%) 0 (0%) 20 (27%)
AL 55 (77%) 51 (72%) 4 (6%) IN 19 (26%) 0 (0%) 19 (26%)
OK 53 (75% 45 (63%) 8 (11%) WI 18 (25%) 0 (0%) 18 (25%)
TX 54 (74%) 47 (64%) 7 (10%) CT 18 (25%) 13 (18%) 5 (7%)
AK 37 (73%) 5 (10%) 32 (63%) OR 16 (23%) 3 (4%) 13 (18%)
SC 52 (73%) 45 (63%) 7 (10%) OH 16 (22%) 0 (0%) 16 (22%)
MS 51 (73%) 50 (71%) 1 (1%) NJ 15 (21%) 1 (1%) 14 (19%)
ID 50 (68%) 0 (0%) 50 (68%) MI 13 (19%) 0 (0%) 13 (19%)
MA 50 (68%) 50 (68%) 0 (0%) CA 11 (15%) 5 (7%) 6 (8%)
NH 48 (66%) 0 (0%) 48 (66%) NY 9 (12%) 9 (12%) 0 (0%)
FL 47 (65%) 40 (55%) 7 (10%) DE 8 (11%) 7 (10%) 1 (1%)
NC 47 (64%) 47 (64%) 0 (0%) MT 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 4 (5%)
UT 45 (62%) 7 (10%) 38 (52%) WA 3 (4%) 3 (4%) 0 (0%)
SD 43 (59%) 0 (0%) 43 (59%) PA 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
VT 43 (59%) 5 (7%) 38 (52%) MN 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
ND 42 (58%) 0 (0%) 42 (58%) IL 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
KY 39 (56%) 39 (56%) 0 (0%) CO 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
AZ 36 (49%) 19 (26%) 17 (23%) NEb na na na

aOne-party dominance is defined as a state with a 10-year index of ≤0.40 or ≥ 0.60. TOTAL is the number of years the state experienced one-party dominance; %s reflect the proportion of the total
years the state experienced one-party dominance (overall, and by Democrats and Republicans respectively).
bNebraska is not calculated because of its nonpartisan legislature.
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mid-century versus today) or becoming either more (e.g., Idaho) or less (e.g., South
Dakota) stalwartly one-party at various points.

We turn now to inventorying the frequency and duration of one-party dominance
during the 80-year period for which we have data. Maintaining our operationaliza-
tions of one-party dominance as a state with an index value of either less than 0.40 or
greater than 0.60, we see even more clearly in Tables 2 and 3 that it is neither “a
Southern thing” nor a contemporary development. To elaborate, Table 2 captures the
total number, and proportion, of all years that each state meets our criteria. Also
recorded are the number (and proportion) of times one-party dominance occurs for
Democrats as compared with Republicans.

We are struck by several observations. The first is that fully half of the states can be
described as experiencing a state of extended one-party dominance for at half of the
period examined. Many in this group are Southern, including West Virginia and
Arkansas (with 70 and 68 years of one-party dominance, respectively). Also included,
however, are Rhode Island (with 70 years of one-party dominance) and Kansas (with
69 years of one-party dominance). Hawaii, as well, is notable for a 49-year period of
Democratic dominance (the entirety of the state’s history). Indeed, the average
number of years in which the average American state demonstrates prolonged
Republican or Democratic control is 34. Conversely, only four states have resisted
total domination by either party: Colorado, Illinois, Minnesota, and Pennsylvania.

With respect to the relative distribution of these one-party periods, both Demo-
crats and Republicans have enjoyed extended runs of party control. The Democrats’
total monopoly on Southern politics during most of the period under study gives
them the edge (for now), with the average state experiencing 22 years under their
control as compared with just 12 years for Republicans. It is an advantage that will not
last, of course, as several Southern states (e.g., Arkansas and Louisiana) finish
swapping out their blue stripes for red ones in down-ballot races. A good many
states have experienced extended periods of both Democratic and Republican dom-
ination, switching from a near-Democratic monopoly to a near-Republican one, or
vice versa. Nearly half have done so, including recent Southern realigners like
Mississippi and Florida, but also less obvious candidates like Alaska, Arizona,
California, Delaware, Montana, New York, Oregon, Utah, Vermont, andWisconsin.

Table 3 and Figure 3 allow us to explore further the frequency and duration of
extended one-party runs in the American states since the New Deal. While Table 1
showedus thenumber of years a state’s 10-year index reaches our threshold for one-party
dominance, Table 3 raises the bar by requiring it sustain a value of less than 0.4 or greater
than 0.6 for at least 10 years consecutively. Still, all but nine states meet that criterion.
Even more, seven states post one-party-dominant runs of 50 years or longer, with
Arkansas taking the top prize at 63 consecutive years. It and the other Southern states
lift the total number ofDemocratic runs to 34, as comparedwith only 21 forRepublicans.

The particularly high concentration of one-party domination during the mid-
twentieth century is made evident in Figure 3. When we examine the one-year index
values for every state across our eight decades, roughly 70%of all states experience near
monopoly for some—or all—of the 1940s and 1950s, a significant portion of them
Republican. The number of state-years reaching our party domination thresholds
declines through the early 2000s although at least a third of states have hosted one-
party monopolies in any given decade. Perhaps most interestingly, the latest observa-
tions (2010–17) show a swift and dramatic rebound in one-party monopolies,
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Table 3. “Runs” of one-party dominancea by state, 1930s–2017

State Length of run (Party) State Length of run (Party)

Alabama 1938–93 (D) Montana None
Alaskab 1980–2007 (R) Nebraskab NA
Arizona 1936–57 (D), 1994–2005 (R) Nevada 1958–67 (D)
Arkansas 1936–99 (D) New Hampshire 1938–63 (R), 1980–97 (R)
California None New Jersey 1939–54 (R)
Colorado None New Mexico 1936–67 (D)
Connecticut 2008–17 (R) New York 2008–17 (D)
Delaware 2008–17 (D) North Carolina 1936–71 (D), 1974–83 (D)
Florida 1936–67 (D), 1974–85 (D) North Dakota 1936–63 (R)
Georgia 1936–93 (D) Ohio None
Hawai’ib 1962–2017 (D) Oklahoma 1938–67 (D), 1974–85 (D)
Idaho 1978–89 (R), 1992–2017 (R) Oregon 1938–55 (R), 2008–17 (D)
Illinois None Pennsylvania None
Indiana None Rhode Island 1940–55 (D), 1958–82 (D),

1990–2017 (D)
Iowa 1938–57 (R) South Carolina 1938–85 (D), 2004–17 (R)
Kansas 1938–75 (R), 1992–2017 (R) South Dakota 1937–57 (R)
Kentucky 1947–65 (D), 1972–83 (D) Tennessee 1936–67 (D)
Louisiana 1937–94 (D) Texas 1936–83 (D)
Maine 1936–57 (R) Utah 1936–45 (D), 1978–2017 (R)
Maryland 1938–49 (D), 1958–93 (D),

1996–2017 (D)
Vermont 1936–65 (R)

Mass. 1970–2017 (D) Virginia 1937–68 (D)
Michigan 1942–53 (R) Washington None
Minnesota None West Virginia 1958–2011 (D)
Mississippi 1939–94 (D) Wisconsin 1938–57 (R)
Missouri 1954–71 (D) Wyoming 1984–2017 (R)

aOne-party dominance is defined as a 1-year index of ≤0.40 or ≥ 0.60 for at least 10 consecutive years.
bNebraska is not calculated because of its nonpartisan legislature.

Figure 3. State one-party dominance (1-year index) by decade, 1940–2017.
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particularly by Republicans who—not coincidentally—controlled most of the redis-
tricting levers in 2010 (seeMcDermott, LeBlanc, andMcAvoy 2019) and again in 2020.

Finally, what consequences should scholars—and citizens—associate with the
prolonged one-party monopolies we have observed? As we noted at the outset, past
research demonstrates a long list of undemocratic outcomes tied to low levels of
election competition. It seems likely these effects would be most pronounced in the
states that have experienced the least alteration to party control. That is, in fact, what
we find. As captured in Figure 4, voter turnout—the most frequently cited casualty of
anemic political competition—has a strong, negative relationship to the proportion
of time a state experiences one-party monopoly as does policy liberalism, TANF
benefits, and party polarization (not shown). We aim to probe these relationships
further in future work, testing them using the state versus national components, for
example, as well as their strength at various points in time. Clearly, long-term party
monopolies—currently experiencing a dramatic ascendance in a majority of states—
will have significant procedural and substantive consequences.

Conclusion
Scholars have been measuring interparty competition in the American states—often
using it as a predictor of high- or low-quality governance—for a century. The years
covered, offices included, and thresholds for categorization vary, but it remains a
concept so ripe for fruitful investigation that we return to it here. We focused on one-
party dominance, by state and by decade, a phenomenon that while occasionally noted
as common in subnational governance has not been measured as systematically as one
might expect.Here, we have documented its remarkable frequency, sustained duration,

Figure 4. One-party monopoly and voter turnout (2020).

State Politics & Policy Quarterly 241

https://doi.org/10.1017/spq.2022.2 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/spq.2022.2


and recent resurgence over a far longer period than previously examined. We also
demonstrated several ways itmight be probed further: regional variation—but growing
convergence—in the relationship of the state to national components and its strong
association with other political phenomena, including voter turnout.

To be sure, any approach to measuring party control in the separated powers,
hyperfederated arrangement used in the US will be problematic. Here, we privilege some
partisan offices over others (e.g., we ignore other statewide executive officers), conflate
units of analysis (i.e., executive vote share vs. legislative seat share), and obscure instances
of divided government. (Massachusetts, for example, is among those categorized as a
long-timeDemocratic stronghold, yet it has hosted a string ofRepublican governors.)We
also—to facilitate use by future scholars—fail to account for the effect ofminor parties on
some election outcomes. Objection could be made, too, to our definition of one-party
control, especially the stipulation that it occurs only when a state posts a score of greater
than 0.6 or less than 0.4 for a decade or more. While other scholars have used similar
decision rules, we agree with Sorauf and Beck (1988) that “(t)here is an unavoidable
arbitrariness to any classification” of a concept as multifaceted as this (40).

Still, political scientists return to themeasurement and categorization of interparty
competition again and again because we know its presence or absence—especially
when sustained over many years—has consequences. It not only remains a central
cause, and effect, of almost every phenomenon studied by academics, but decades of
study—including this work—suggest citizens should brace for substantial changes to
the politics and polices in their communities as one-party monopolies resurge in the
American states. We hope the robust and easy-to-update party control tool featured
here proves useful toward this end.
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