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The vote ratings “show my inde-
pendence,” said freshman Rep. Zack
Space, D-Ohio, who succeeded con-
victed GOP Rep. Bob Ney. “The re-
sults don’t surprise me. I try very
hard to view my voting obligation as
a reflection of my constituents.…
People in my district don’t want to
know about liberals and conserva-
tives. They want actions consistent
with their values.”

Freshman Rep. Ciro Rodriguez, D-
Texas, previously represented a most-
ly urban district centered in San An-
tonio. But because of redistricting,
the seat he captured in his 2006
comeback is radically different and
far more conservative, sprawling
more than 600 miles from the San
Antonio suburbs to the outskirts of

El Paso. He now takes more-conservative stances on some is-
sues, such as immigration and gun control, and his vote ratings
scores have moved toward the center.

“It’s a totally different ball game,” Rodriguez said. “Although
my basic values haven’t changed, what changes is that I am re-
sponding to views of different constituents. I have a better ap-
preciation of members who represent swing districts and how
the [Democratic] leadership has to deal with those members.”

Indeed. As they’ve settled into their roles on the Hill, the ma-
jority makers (and their leaders) have been painfully aware of
the need to ensure their political viability—particularly in the
House, where the freshmen face re-election already this fall.
They have become prime GOP targets, and their fates will go a
long way in determining whether Democrats retain their House
majority, and by how much.

The freshmen know that every vote they cast could be used
against them on the campaign trail. For the leaders, it’s a con-
stant balancing act: seeking to satisfy and help the moderate
first-termers politically, while not endangering the party agenda
or alienating more-liberal caucus members.

Altmire has not been afraid to disagree with Democratic
leaders. “Early this Congress, they would make clear their un-
happiness,” he said. “Over time, they have decided they can
work without us on some votes, and they are comfortable that
we know what we are doing.”

Likewise, Carney said, “I have no hesitation when I vote
against the party view if it conflicts with the values of my dis-
trict.” Space, when asked whether he talks with other freshmen
before tough votes, replied, “We don’t turn to each other on
how to vote but to share information on how we vote,” such as
constituency-related data.

A look at the voting patterns of the two most conservative
freshman Democrats—Rep. Joe Donnelly, D-Ind., and Mc-
Caskill—demonstrates how they and their classmates have given
the leaders heartburn. Donnelly sided with conservatives on sev-
en of the 44 economic votes used in NJ’s 2007 vote ratings, in-
cluding his vote against expanding the State Children’s Health
Insurance Program by raising tobacco taxes; that measure, a
Democratic leadership priority, passed by 21 votes. Donnelly
and five other freshmen were also among the 12 House Demo-
crats who voted against their party’s budget resolution last

March, allowing the leaders only a narrow 216-210 win for ad-
vancing their tax and spending priorities for the coming year.

Immigration and law enforcement votes tilted Donnelly’s
record on social issues toward the conservative end of the spec-
trum. He voted with most Republicans and against most Demo-
crats to build additional fencing along the southwest border, a
measure that liberals managed to turn back by a close 200-217
vote. Overall in the social category, he voted with conservatives
23 of 35 times. Similarly, Donnelly voted with conservatives 18
of 28 times on foreign policy, largely on defense matters. He
voted to fund the Iraq war through the first half of 2008, for ex-
ample, siding with all but one Republican and with 77 other
Democrats, including 15 other freshman Democrats who re-
placed Republicans.

McCaskill was equally willing to go her own way in the Senate.
In the economic category, she voted with conservatives on seven
of the 36 votes included in the 2007 ratings. Like Donnelly, Mc-
Caskill voted against raising taxes to fund the SCHIP expansion.

On social issues, McCaskill also took conservative stances on
immigration, leading her to side with conservatives on 11 of 34
votes. Her vote was decisive on one key matter: She—along
with Webb and Casey—gave President Bush exactly the 60
votes he needed in August to keep intelligence surveillance
powers for six more months, over the objections of most Dem-
ocrats and of civil-liberties groups. On the war, McCaskill re-
jected liberal efforts to withdraw troops quickly and to cut off
funding. All told, she sided with conservatives on eight of the
29 foreign-policy votes.

Freshman Rep. Gabrielle Giffords, D-Ariz., said she thinks
her leaders are sympathetic to the first-termers’ occasional
splits with their party. “I’m sure they understand that we need
to keep this district to retain the majority—and that I won’t re-
turn unless I vote my constituency,” she said.

Giffords predicted that her centrist score in the vote ratings
would have a positive effect at home. She recalled serving in
the Arizona Legislature, when “we rallied around the score-
board to see everybody’s grades” in interest-group ratings. “My
opponents call me a ‘Nancy Pelosi liberal,’ ” she said. “But the
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Computer-assisted calculations ranked lawmakers on how
they voted in each of the three issue areas relative to each other
on a conservative-to-liberal scale in both the Senate and the
House, and assigned percentile scores. The system also assigns
composite scores, which are an average of the members’ issue-
based scores. (For listings of the key votes used to calculate the ratings,
and for more details on the methodology, see pp. 40-46.)

The results show, for example, that on foreign-policy issues,
Boyda had a liberal score of 57 and a conservative score of 42.
That means that she was more liberal than 57 percent of other
members, more conservative than 42 percent, and tied with the
rest. The scores do not mean that Boyda voted with the liberals
57 percent of the time, or that she was 57 percent “correct”
from a liberal perspective.

Voting Their Districts
While plotting their 2006 election strategy, the Democratic

campaign committee chiefs, Emanuel and Sen. Charles

Schumer, D-N.Y., made a concerted effort to recruit candidates
who matched their states and districts, even if their policy posi-
tions were not in line with party dogma. Schumer, for example,
supported freshman Sen. Bob Casey, D-Pa., despite his anti-
abortion views, because he thought that Casey could defeat
GOP Sen. Rick Santorum. Similarly, even though Tester and
Webb favor gun rights, heavy support from Schumer’s commit-
tee helped put them over the top in the election. Democratic
leaders also crafted a modest, middle-of-the-road agenda—“Six
for ’06”—that their party’s challengers could embrace, even in
Republican strongholds.

The upshot, of course, was the “majority makers,” 30 fresh-
man Democrats in the House and six in the Senate who won
Republican-held seats. Their victories handed their party con-
trol of Capitol Hill, but the newcomers also gave the Demo-
cratic caucuses a more moderate hue.

“We bring a healthy attitude to the Democratic Party,” Webb
said. “People tend to listen to our views.” He described many of
the freshmen as “economic populists.” Asked to define that
term, he replied, “You measure the health of a society by how
working people are doing, not by what’s happening on Wall
Street. There are probably six of us out of the nine [freshmen]
that were elected together that to varying levels feel strongly
about that.”

Rep. Jason Altmire, D-Pa., said that the moderate vote-
ratings scores for him and other freshmen prove that “we
could, for the first time, field candidates who could be com-
petitive in these [Republican] districts. These results show
where I want to be: working the middle with both sides.” By
contrast, Altmire said, he defeated his predecessor, GOP Rep.
Melissa Hart, in his suburban Pittsburgh district because “she
had moved too far from the center; once her constituents
found that out, they kicked her out.” Hart is seeking to regain
the seat this year.

“I’m a conservative Democrat,” explained freshman Rep.
Christopher Carney, D-Pa., who represents the northeastern
corner of his state. “And that’s where our district is—with fami-
ly values, people who attend church, and people like me who
are gun owners, hunters, and fly fishermen.” Carney defeated
Republican Rep. Don Sherwood, who faced legal charges that
he had abused a woman who claimed to be his mistress.

2007 Composite Score 2006 Composite Score 
(Rank in Senate) (Rank in Senate)

Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative

Claire McCaskill, D-Mo. 57.3 (45th) 42.7 (51st) Jim Talent, R-Mo.* 31.7 (62nd) 68.3 (38th) 25.6 Bush 53%

Jim Webb, D-Va. 60.2 (40th) 39.8 (57th) George Allen, R-Va.* 22.0 (78th) 78.0 (22nd) 38.2 Bush 54

Jon Tester, D-Mont. 61.7 (39th) 38.3 (59th) Conrad Burns, R-Mont.* 22.8 (76th) 77.2 (24th) 38.9 Bush 59

Bob Casey, D-Pa. 71.2 (32nd) 28.8 (66th) Rick Santorum, R-Pa.* 29.7 (65th) 70.3 (34th) 41.5 Kerry 51

Sherrod Brown, D-Ohio 76.3 (27th) 23.7 (71st) Mike DeWine, R-Ohio* 51.0 (48th) 49.0 (52nd) 25.3 Bush 51

Amy Klobuchar, D-Minn. 77.3 (21st) 22.7 (76th) Mark Dayton, D-Minn.† 81.0 (21st) 19.0 (79th) 3.7 Kerry 51

Ben Cardin, D-Md. 80.2 (19th) 19.8 (79th) Paul Sarbanes, D-Md.† 89.7 (7th) 10.3 (93rd) 9.5 Kerry 56

Bernie Sanders, I-Vt. 93.7 (4th) 6.3 (94th) James Jeffords, I-Vt.† 82.5 (20th) 17.5 (80th) 11.2 Kerry 59

Sheldon Whitehouse, D-R.I. 94.3 (2nd) 5.7 (96th) Lincoln Chafee, R-R.I.* 59.0 (43rd) 41.0 (57th) 35.3 Kerry 59

*Defeated for re-election.    
†Open seat; incumbent retired.
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