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Tip O’Neil famously quipped that ‘all politics is local’ and the work by Thomas E. Mann in “Unsafe at Any Margin” certainly underscores that truism in examining congressional elections for the cycles of 1974-76.  Indeed, Mann asserts that the “major conclusion of the study is…that congressional elections are local, not national, events…”  Mann argues that elections are candidate-centered phenomena and that it is the individual characteristics of the candidate as perceived by the voter that are the key determinants in deciding congressional elections.    
Mann’s analysis involves a unique data set developed while he served as a consultant for the DSG Campaign fund during the 1974 and 1976 elections, and hence covers those two election cycle.  It was cutting edge, at the time, in terms of examining congressional elections at the individual district (through polling in those districts) rather than an aggregate national sample.    

One of the key findings in Mann’s study is that, while voter evaluations of congressional candidates tends to be short on policy, voters are not as ignorant of the candidates themselves as past studies have indicated.  Arguing that mere candidate recall is insufficient as a measure of candidate salience, Mann points to measures in his polling of visibility and popularity and name recognition that suggest that voters, on the whole, form general perceptions of candidates and use them in making their vote choice.  
Another important conclusion Mann offers is that partisan voting doesn’t explain the vote choice.   Faced with the significant variation in the relationship between partisan defection and candidate saliency, Mann suggests that, in fact, saliency is not a valence when assessed by voters.  More is not necessarily better, as poignantly illustrated in the case of the prostitute-soliciting congressman.  This finding emphasizes the importance of candidates developing a positive reputation among the voters, further enhancing Mann’s localization thesis.  
There are some methodological issues that suggestion caution in generalizing Mann’s results to congressional elections on the whole.  For one, as Mann acknowledges, his data constitute a small sample of districts.  Also, this is not a representative sample of the congressional districts for the years studied, and indeed, there existed a conscious bias in the districts selected towards marginal districts.  While this was probably a good design for the Democratic Party in terms of helping their candidates win, it makes for a problematic scientific study of general congressional behavior.  In addition there is the fact that this study covers only 2 election cycles (1974-1976), and these were election cycles generally considered to be idiosyncratic given the Watergate scandal and other factors.  Though this isn’t necessarily troublesome in terms of Mann’s localization thesis (as one could suggest that these national factors tended to suppress the localization influence rather than enhance it), it does prove problematic in his analysis of incumbent vulnerability.  
The case for candidate evaluations as a factor seems to be well-made, but the case is overstated when he argues that ‘party alone accounts for relatively few votes’ because separating party evaluations from the candidate themselves is difficult to do and not set forth in this work.  IOW, the positive evaluation of the candidate may indeed by due to that candidate’s partisan affiliation.  Mann does not effectively exclude such a possibility. ---look at analysis

The bar for assessing a national trend seems to have been set rather low.  Uniformity in social behavior is exceedingly rare.  Yet, Mann does make a credible case that there is quite a bit of variation in the districts that tends to support his conclusion that national trends are weak factors in congressional elections.  However, it is certainly true that even weak factors can be decisive in close elections, and hence the district-level evidence he presents of incumbent vulnerability may be indicative of that weak Watergate trend towards the Democrats proving crucial in who wins.  Furthermore, one would expect significant variation in individual districts no matter what the national trend due to a host of possible factors.   However, Mann takes this to imply that local factors are determinative.   His example of the congressman caught with a prostitute not-withstanding, the connection of the variation to local concerns is mostly unstated in his work.   
Indeed, the example of the congressman who caused himself reelection trouble by being too prominent in his views in support of President Nixon during the hearings of the Judiciary Committee is indicative of the impact that the ‘local’ actions of the congressional candidate had putting him clearly on the wrong side of a national trend.  Can it be said that these individual evaluations of the candidate are local?  While Mann concludes that most candidate evaluations are bereft of policy content, it is certainly possible that such evaluations may be carried, to some degree, by perceptions of a national trend against or for one party or the other.  Also arguing against this localization trend are the recent perceived successes at nationalizing a mid-term election in 1994 and 2002.  While unforeseeable by the author, these elections tend to make the possibility that the election cycles considered by Mann, as mentioned earlier, may be idiosyncratic.  
The ‘Unsafe at any Margin’ title seems a bit of a misnomer until you reach the conclusion.  The work is centered in establishing the importance of candidate-centered congressional elections, the voter perception of the candidates in regards to local concerns as a major determinant of the vote, and the increasing variation across districts as evidence of these two trends.  However, very little attention in the work is given to explicating the premise that incumbents tend not to view their ‘safe’ seats as invulnerable and, due to this uncertainty, behave as if they are very vulnerable outside of a reference to Mayhew, Fenno, and Kingdon.  Absent in his work is any systematic attempt to identify what candidates are doing right or wrong to improve their image, though some anecdotal evidence is provided.  Why candidate x in district A is successful, but candidate y in district B is not remains a black box.  Mann believes his evidence that voters in the districts are better able to know and distinguish among the candidates lends credence to this view, but this is at best indirect evidence and requires a presumption that the candidates have observed this attentiveness by the public and design their campaigns and actions around it.   


Furthermore, this indirect evidence, that certainly constitutes a compelling argument for the relevance of candidate attributes perceived by voters independent of party preference, does not remove party from its pedestal of preeminence in voter decision.  Though Mann provides district-level evidence that suggests that party does not always play a part in the formulation of candidate reputations, the direct empirical evidence of such is mostly lacking in his analysis.  Also, in his own examination of the evidence, Mann finds that 51% of the votes for the incumbent and 44% of those for the challenger are consistent with both party identification and candidate preference.  Combining those with the party identification only produces a 67% and 54% distribution of the vote totals, thus indicating that a significant proportion of voters in the district are using party to determine their votes.  It is thus difficult to suggest that this perceived localization trend towards candidate attributes should be the key factor in creating perennially nervous politicians regarding their electoral prospects, and there is little in Mann’s study directly connecting these trends to the incumbent evaluations of their electoral prospects.                
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