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Ordinarily, it takes a while for political scientists to agree that a certain article is a
“classic” piece of work. For Kenneth A. Shepsle’s “The Changing Textbook Con-
gress,” however, the recognition came quickly and virtually universally. A most
imaginative and provocative theorist, Shepsle places congressional develop-
ments of the 1960s through the 1980s in a context of an institution that has
changed profoundly since scholars painted their definitive portrait of the Con-
gress of the 1940s and 1950s.

One of Shepsle’s chief interests is determining how institutional equilibrium,
or balance among forces, is established. Committees dominated the earlier era’s
equilibrium, but since the 1960s, committees have come under pressure from in-
dividual members, with their considerable staff and technology resources, and
from party leaders, who have gained substantial powers through a series of re-
form efforts. Moreover, most House members must represent increasingly large
and diverse districts, which makes coalition building all the more difficult.

Writing in the late 1980s, Shepsle does not identify a ciear contemporary
equilibrium within Congress. With large numbers of power centers and stronger
individual members, we may be entering an era marked more by uncertainty
and fluidity than by a well-defined equilibrium. Still, given increasing partisanship
in the 1990s and beyond, the Congress may well be governed more by a strong
Republican majority, at least in the House, than by a balance among a number
of powerful members.

hen scholars talk about Congress to one another, their students, or

N x‘ / the public, they often have a stylized version in mind, a textbook
Congress characterized by a few main tendencies and described in

broad terms. This is not to say that they are incapable of filling in fine-grained

detail, making distinctions, or describing change. But at the core of their de-
scriptions and distinctions are approximations, caricatures, and generalities.

Kenneth A. Shepsie is professor of government at Harvard University.
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They are always incomplete and somewhat inaccurate, but still they consist of
robust regularities. . . .

The textbook Congress I have in mind is the one that emerged from World
War Il and the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946. Its main features per-
sisted until the mid-1960s; its images remained in writings on Congress well
into the 1970s. . . . '

To illuminate the institutional dynamics of the past forty years, this [selec-
tion] describes some early signs of change in the textbook Congress in the
1950s, suggests how events of the 1960s and 1970s disrupted the equilibrium,
and looks at some of the emerging features of a new textbook Congress, though
I am not convinced that a new equilibrium has yet been established. The story
1 develop here is not a historical tour d’horizon [overview]. Rather it addresses
theoretical issues of institutional development involving the capacity of Con-
gress and its members to represent their constituencies, to make national pol-
icy, and to balance the intrinsic tensions between these tasks. . . .

The Textbook Congress: The Late 1940s to the Mid-1960s

Any portrait of Congress after World War II must begin with the member and,
in a popular phrase of the time, “his work as he sees it.” Then, as now, legisla-
tors divided their time between Washington and home, the relative propor-
tions slowly changing in favor of Washington during the 1950s. In Washington
they divided their time between chamber, committee, and personal office; all
three demands grew from the 1940s to the 1960s as chamber work load, com-
mittee activity, and constituency demands increased.

In 1947, just after passage of the Legislative Reorganization Act, the average
House member had three staff assistants and the average senator six. Because
even these modest averages would be the envy of a contemporary member of
the British Parliament or of most state legislatures, they indicate that by mid-
century the American national legislature was a highly professional place. Nev-
ertheless, by the mid-1960s congressional staffs had swelled even further: a
typical House member now had twelve assistants and a typical senator eigh-
teen. Committee staffs, too, grew dramatically from an average of ten to nearly
thirty in the House and from fifteen to more than thirty in the Senate. These
numbers do not include the substantial staffs of the nearly 400 offices of institu-
tional leaders, informal groups, and legislative support agencies.

Since most committee staffers during these twenty years were in fact under
the control of committee chairmen, some of the more senior legislators came to
head sizable organizations. Indeed, if most legislators in the Eightieth Congress
(1947-8) could be said to have headed mom 'n pop businesses with a handful
of clerks and assistants, by the mid-1960s they had come to oversee major
modern enterprises with secretaries, receptionists, interns, and a variety of leg-
islative, administrative, and political professionals (typically lawyers). A com-
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mittee chair or ranking minority member, who might also head a couple of sub-
committees or party committees, might have a staff exceeding one hundred.

This growth transformed legislative life and work. In the 1940s the House
had its norms and the Senate its folkways, perhaps even an inner club.* Hard
work, long apprenticeship, restrained participation of younger members, spe-
cialization (particularly in the House), courtesy, reciprocity, and institutional
loyalty characterized daily life in each chamber. Even if these norms of behav-
ior were only suggestions, frequent contact among colleagues made them a real-
ity. Undoubtedly, members who were neighbors in the same office building,
who shared a committee assignment, or who traveled back and forth to Wash-
ington from the same state or region came to know each other exceedingly
well. But even more distant relationships were based on familiarity and fre-
quent formal or informal meeting.

By the mid-1960s this had all changed. The rubbing of elbows was replaced
by liaisons between legislative corporate enterprises, typically at the staff level.
Surrounded or protected by a bevy of clerks and assistants, members met other
members only occasionally and briefly on the chamber floor or in committee
meetings. And many of the norms supporting work and specialization eroded.

With limited time and resources, legislators of the 1940s and 1950s concen-
trated on only a few activities. They simply did not have the staffs or money to
be able to involve themselves in a wide range of policy issues, manage a net-
work of ombudsman activities back home, raise campaign finances, or inter-
cede broadly and frequently in the executive branch’s administration of
programs. Rather, they picked their spots selectively and depended on jurisdic-
tional decentralization and reciprocity among committees to divide the legisla-
tive labor, on the legislative party for voting cues inside the chamber, and on
local party organizations for campaign resources and electioneering.

During the 1960s, as congressional offices gained staff and funding, members
began to take on many new activities. Larger staffs in district offices, trips
home, and franking privileges enabled them to develop a personal presence be-
fore their constituencies. This permitted them to orchestrate electioneering,
polling, voter mobilization, and campaign finance activities themselves. They
grew less dependent on organizations outside their own enterprises—local par-
ties, for example—which previously performed such functions. The geographic
constituency had, of course, always been important, but it had often been me-
diated by party, both local and national. By the mid-1960s the members’ rela-
tionships with their constituencies were growing increasingly unmediated (just
as the relationships between members were growing increasingly mediated).
They were constant presences in their districts, had begun to develop personal
followings, and consequently achieved a certain independence from their par-
ties (and hence some insulation from party fortunes). As members made more

*The consensus view of the Senate of this era emphasized its dominance by a core of generally
senior senators, who came disproportionately but not exclusively from the South.
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trips home and allocated more staff to district offices and more Washington
staff to constituency service and constituency-oriented legislation, calculations
of how they would present themselves to the folks back home and explain their
Washington activities took on added importance. Constituents’ needs (the ge-
ographic imperative) began to compete with party as a guide to behavior.

Personal and institutional arrangements in Washington also changed. In the
1950s members, especially in the House, limited themselves to work on a few
issues, determined to a considerable extent by their places in the committee
system. Most members were able to land assignments to committees that were
directly relevant to their constituencies. Much of their time, energy, and lim-
ited staff resources were devoted to work inside these little legislatures. By par-
titioning policy into committee jurisdictions, and matching member interests
with those jurisdictions, legislative arrangements permitted members to get the
most out of their limited resources. Aside from those with institutional ambi-
tions, who hoped one day to be appointed to the Appropriations, Rules, or
Ways and Means committees ( Appropriations, Finance, Foreign Relations, or
Armed Services in the Senate), most members had only limited incentives to
become actively involved in policy areas outside their own assignments and
were content to serve on legislative committees that had jurisdiction over the
issues of central importance to their constituents. Thus, with limited means
and incentives, members sustained a system of deference and reciprocity as part
of the 1950s equilibrium, especially in the House.

Because of the growth of resources within their own enterprises in the 1960s,
members began to acquire enhanced in-house capabilities. Deference to expert
committee judgments on policy outside the jurisdiction of committees on
which a member served was no longer so necessary. Members could now afford
to assign some of their staff to track developments in other policy areas. The
charge to the staffer became “Find something of interest for the boss, some-
thing that will help the district.” Members were also no longer so dependent on
party signals; with greater resources they were better able to determine their in-
terests. In short, greater resources led to vertical integration—the absorption
into the member enterprise of activities formerly conducted outside it—and
with that, to member independence. Consequently, the relationship in which
jurisdiction constrained both interest and activism began to fray as the 1960s
came to an end.

Incentives for members to break away from the institutional niches in which
they found themselves also multiplied. In both the 1960s and the 1970s, reap-
portionments,* along with economic and demographic changes, produced con-
gressional districts that were neither so purely rural nor so purely urban as they

*The Constitution mandates reapportionment of House seats among the states every ten years.
This requirement became especially significant in the 1960s and 1970s as the Supreme Court
interpreted the Constitution to mean that districts should be drawn as equally in population as
possibie.
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had been. Increasingly, the districts were mixed, often including a major city
and a number of towns, as well as perhaps some rural areas. Member interests
began to reflect this heterogeneity. Issues were also evolving in ways that cut
across existing interest-group configurations and committee jurisdictions. Ex-
cept in a few cases, one or two major committee jurisdictions could no longer
encompass the interests of a district. Members thus had to diversify their port-
folios of legislative activities. And this meant less specialization, less deference,
less reciprocity.

Thus the limited resources and truncated policy interests characteristic of
House members and to a lesser extent members of the Senate in the 1940s and
1950s began to give way in the 1960s and 1970s. Increased member resources
and more diverse constituencies provided both the means and the incentives
for members to break out of a now restrictive division and specialization of
labor. Geographic imperatives were beginning to supersede considerations of
party and seniority to become the principal basis on which members defined
their responsibilities and work habits. Geography was also beginning to
threaten jurisdiction as the principal basis on which the House organized its
business.

These changes were less dramatic in the Senate only because it had tradi-
tionally been a much less specialized institution. Resources were more plentiful
and constituencies more heterogeneous than in the House. And because the
Senate was smaller, members had to have more diverse activities and interests.
Yet even in the Senate the pressure toward less specialization was growing. En-
tire states were becoming more heterogeneous as a result of the industrializa-
tion of the South, the switch to a service economy in the North, and the
nationalization of financial matters (so that even South Dakota could become
a center for credit activities). And senators, like their House counterparts, were
expanding their enterprises. By the end of the period the Senate, though less
dramatically than the House, was also a less specialized place.

The argument I am making here is that geography, jurisdiction, and party
hang together in a sort of equilibrium. The 1940s and 1950s represented one
such equilibrium in which local parties helped the members get elected and
legislative parties loosely coordinated committee activity. But the division of
labor and committee dominance of jurisdiction were the central features of the
textbook Congress. Committees both accommodated member needs and con-
trolled agendas and decisionmaking. This arrangement “advantaged senior
members, committees, and the majority party, with the chairmen of the stand-
ing committees sitting at the intersection of these groups.” More heterogeneous
constituencies and increased member resources upset this textbook equilib-
rium. Members have adapted by voting themselves even more resources and
expanding their activities. By the 1970s parties both inside and outside the leg-
islature had become considerably more submissive holding companies for mem-
ber enterprises than had earlier been the case. Committees, too, had changed
character. . . .
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Beginning with the 1958 elections, however, and continuing throughout the
1960s, a new breed of legislator was coming to Washington, one more commit-
ted to legislative activism and policy entrepreneurship than in the past, one be-
ginning to reflect demographic changes, and, most important, one that found
ways to stay in office. By the early 1970s these legislators had accumulated
considerable seniority. Thus the old equilibrium was disrupted and the stage set
for institutional developments that would strike at the heart of the textbook
Congress. '

The Changing Textbook Congress: The 1970s and 1980s

An idiosyncratic historical factor had an important bearing on the institutional
reforms of the 1970s that undermined the textbook Congress. For much of the
twentieth century the Democratic party in Congress spoke with a heavy south-
ern accent. In 1948, for example, more than 53 percent of the Democrats in
the House and nearly 56 percent of those in the Senate came from the eleven
Confederate states and five border states (Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, Okla-
homa, and West Virginia). These states accounted for only a third of all House
and Senate seats. Beginning with the 1958 landslide, however, this distribution
changed. In 1960 the same sixteen states accounted for just under 50 percent of
Democratically held House seats and 43 percent of Democratically held Senate
seats. By 1982 the numbers had fallen to 40 percent and 39 percent, respec-
tively, and have held at that level. . . . Increasingly, Democrats were winning
and holding seats in the North and West and, to a somewhat lesser extent, Re-
publicans were becoming competitive in the South.

The nationalization of the Democratic coalition in Congress, however, was
reflected far more slowly at the top of the seniority ladder.* Although between
1955 and 1967 the proportion of southern Democrats (border states excluded)
in the House had dropped from 43 percent to 35 percent (46 percent to 28 per-
cent in the Senate), the proportion of House committee chairs held by south-
erners fell from 63 percent to 50 percent, and rose from 53 percent to 56
percent in the Senate. Southerners held two of the three exclusive committee
chairs in the House and two of the four in the Senate in 1955; in 1967 they
held all of them.

The tension between liberal rank-and-file legislators and conservative south-
ern committee chairs was important in the 1960s but had few institutional
repercussions. True, Judge Howard Smith (Democrat of Virginia), the tyranni-
cal chairman of the House Rules Committee, lost in a classic power struggle
with Speaker Rayburn in 1961. But the defeat should not be exaggerated.

*Seniority means the number of consecutive terms a legislator has served on a committee. The
most senior majority-party member would automatically become chair of the committee. This
practice was modified but not eliminated in the 1970s.
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Committees and their chairs maintained both the power to propose legislation
and the power to block it in their respective jurisdictions. In 1967 southern
Democrats George H. Mahon of Texas, William M. Colmer of Mississippi, and
Wilbur D. Mills of Arkansas chaired the Appropriations, Rules, and Ways and
Means committees, respectively, in a manner not very different from that of the
incumbents a decade earlier. Although the massive legislative productivity of
the Eighty-ninth Congress (1965-66) did much to relieve this tension, it re-
lieved it not so much by changing legislative institutions as by managing to
mobilize very large liberal majorities. After the 1966 elections, and with the
Vietnam War consuming more and more resources and attention, the Eighty-
ninth Congress increasingly seemed like a brief interlude in the committee
dominance that stretched back to World War I1, if not earlier.

By the end of the 1960s a Democratic president had been chased from office,
and the 1968 Democratic convention revealed the tensions created by the war
in Vietnam and disagreements over a range of domestic issues. Despite a Demo-
cratic landslide in 1964, Republican gains for the decade amounted to thirty-
eight seats in the House and eight in the Senate, further accentuating the
liberal cast of the Democratic rank and file in Congress. As the 1970s opened,
then, liberal Democratic majorities in each chamber confronted a conservative
president [Richard Nixon], conservative Republican minorities in each cham-
ber, and often conservative southern committee chairmen of their own party
who together blocked many of their legislative initiatives. The liberals thus
turned inward, using the Democratic Caucus to effect dramatic changes in in-
stitutional practices, especially in the House.

The Age of Reform

Despite the tensions it caused, the mature committee system had many advan-
tages. The division of labor in the House not only allowed for decisions based
on expertise, but perhaps more important, it sorted out and routinized congres-
sional careers. Committees provided opportunities for political ambitions to be
realized, and they did so in a manner that encouraged members to invest in
committee careers. In an undifferentiated legislature, or in a committee-based
legislature in which the durability of a committee career or the prospects for a
committee leadership post depended on the wishes and whims of powerful
party leaders (for example, the Speaker in the nineteenth century House), indi-
vidual legislators have less incentive to invest effort in committee activities.
Such investments are put at risk every time the political environment changes.
Specialization and careerism are encouraged, however, when rewards depend
primarily on individual effort (and luck), and not on the interventions and pa-
tronage of others. An important by-product is the encouragement given tal-
ented men and women to come to the legislature and to remain there. The
slow predictability of career development under a seniority system may repel
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the impatient, but its inexorability places limits on risks by reducing a mem-
ber’s dependence on arbitrary power and unexpected events.

Even Voltaire’s optimistic Dr. Pangloss, however, would recognize another
side to this coin. When a committee system that links geography and jurisdic-
tion through the assignment process is combined with an institutional bargain
producing deference and reciprocity, it provides the foundation for the distrib-
utive politics of interest-group liberalism. But there are no guarantees of suc-
cess. The legislative process is full of hurdles and veto groups, and occasionally
they restrain legislative activism enough to stimulate a reaction. Thus in the
1950s, authorizing committees, frustrated by a stingy House Appropriations
Committee, created entitlements as a means of circumventing the normal ap-
propriations process. In the 1960s the Rules Committee became the major ob-
stacle and it, too, was tamed. In the 1970s the Ways and Means Committee,
which lacked an internal division of labor through subcommittees, bottled up
many significant legislative proposals; it was dealt with by the Subcommittee
Bill of Rights and the Committee Reform Amendments of 1974. The solution
in the 1950s had no effect on legislative arrangements. The solution in the
1960s entailed modest structural reform that directly affected only one com-
mittee. In the 1970s, however, the committee system itself became the object
of tinkering.

The decade of the 1970s was truly an age of legislative reform. In effect, it
witnessed a representational revolt against a system that dramatically skewed
rewards toward the old and senior who were often out of step with fellow parti-
sans. It is a long story, admirably told in detail elsewhere. Here 1 shall focus on
the way reforms enabled the rise of four power centers that competed, and con-
tinue to compete, with the standing committees for political influence.

First, full committees and their chairs steadily lost power to their subcommit-
tees. At least since the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946, subcommittees
have been a significant structural element of the committee system in the
House. However, until the 1970s they were principally a tool of senior commit-
tee members, especially committee chairmen, who typically determined sub-
committee structure, named members, assigned bills, allocated staff resources,
and orchestrated the timing and sequence in which the full committee would
take up their proposals and forward them to the floor. Because the structures
were determined idiosyncratically by individual chairmen, committees could be
very different. Ways and Means had no subcommittees. Armed Services had
numbered subcommittees with no fixed jurisdictions. Appropriations had
rigidly arranged subcommittees. In almost all cases the chairman called the
tune, despite an occasional committee revolt.

During the 1970s a series of reforms whittled away at the powers of the com-
mittee chairmen. In 1970 chairmen began to lose some control of their agen-
das. They could no longer refuse to call meetings; a committee majority could
vote to meet anyway with the ranking majority member presiding. Once a rule
had been granted for floor consideration of a bill, the chairman could not delay
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a week; after seven

ideratio . & committee majority
could move floor consideration.

In 1973 the Democratic members of a House committee were designated as
the committee caucus and empowered to choose subcommittee chairs and set
subcommittee budgets. During the next two years, committees developed a pro-
cedure that allowed members, in order of committee seniority, to bid for sub-
committee chairmanships. Also in 1973 the Democratic Caucus passed the
Subcommittee Bill of Rights, which mandated that legislation be referred to
subcommittees, that subcommittees have full control over their own agendas,
and that they be provided with adequate staff and budget. In 1974 the Com-
mittee Reform Amendments required that full committees (Budget and Rules
excepted) establish at least four subcommittees, an implicit strike against the
undifferentiated structure of Ways and Means. In 1976 committee caucuses
were given the authority to determine the number of subcommittees and their
respective jurisdictions. Finally, in 1977 the selection procedure for committee
chairs was changed, allowing the party caucus to elect them by secret ballot.

Full committees and their chairs thus had had their wings clipped. A chair
was now beholden to the committee caucus, power had devolved upon sub-
committees, and standing committees were rapidly becoming holding compa-
nies for their subunits.

Another center of power was created by the growth of member resources.
Through House Resolution 5 and Senate Resolution 60, members were able to
tap into committee and subcommittee budgets to hire staff to conduct their
committee work. Additional resources were available for travel and office sup-
port. Budgets for congressional support agencies such as the General Account-
ing Office, the Congressional Research Service, and the Office of Technology
Assessment, which individual members could employ for specific projects, also
increased enormously. In short, member enterprises were becoming increasingly
self-sufficient.

Committee power was also compromised by increased voting and amend-
ment activity on the floor. The early 1970s marked the virtual end to anony-
mous floor votes. The secret ballot was never used in floor votes in the House,
but voice votes, division votes, and unrecorded teller votes had allowed tallies
to be derached from the identity of individual members. This changed as it be-
came increasingly easy to demand a public roll call, a demand greatly facilitated
by the advent of electronic voting in 1973. Roll call votes in turn stimulated
amendment activity on the floor. In effect, full committees and their chairs,
robbed of some of their control of agendas by subcommittees, were now robbed
of more control by this change in floor procedure.

Floor activity was further stimulated by the declining frequency with which
the Rules Committee was permitted to issue closed rules, which barred floor
amendments to legislation. The specific occasion for this change was the de-
bate on retaining the oil depletion allowance. Because this tax break was pro-
tected by the Ways and Means Committee, on which the oil-producing states
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were well represented, efforts to change the policy could only come about
through floor amendments. But Ways and Means bills traditionally were pro-
tected by a closed rule. The Democratic Caucus devised a policy in which a
caucus majority could instruct its members on the Rules Committee to vote
specific amendments in order. Applying this strategy to the oil depletion al-
lowance, the caucus in effect ended the tradition of closed-rule protection of
committee bills. This encouraged floor amendments and at the same time re-
duced committee control over final legislation. It also encouraged committees
to anticipate floor behavior more carefully when they marked up a bill.

Finally, committee dominance was challenged by the increased power of the
Democratic Caucus and the Speaker. For all the delegation of committee oper-
ations to subcommittees and individual members, the changes in the congres-
sional landscape were not all of one piece. In particular, before the 1970s the
Democratic Caucus was a moribund organization primarily concerned with
electing officers and attending to the final stages of committee assignments.
After these activities were completed in the first few days of a new Congress,
the caucus was rarely heard from. In the 1970s, however, as committees and
chairmen were being undermined by subcommittees, there was a parallel move-
ment to strengthen central party leadership and rank-and-file participation.

The first breach came in the seniority system. In 1971 the Democratic Cau-
cus relieved its Committee on Committees—the Democratic members of the
Ways and Means Committee—of having to rely on seniority in nominating
committee chairs. This had the effect of putting sitting chairs on notice, al-
though none was threatened at the time. In 1974 it became possible for a small
number of caucus members to force individual votes on nominees for chairs
and later to vote by secret ballot. In 1975 the caucus took upon itself the right
to vote on subcommittee chairs of the Appropriations Committee. In that
same year three incumbent chairmen were denied reelection to their posts (a
fourth, Wilbur Mills, resigned under pressure).

Next came the democratizing reforms. Members were limited in the number
of committee and subcommittee berths they could occupy and the number they
could chair. As the constraints became more binding, it was necessary to move
further down the ladder of seniority to fill positions. Power thus became more
broadly distributed.

But perhaps the most significant reforms were those that strengthened the
Speaker and made the position accountable to the caucus. In 1973 House party
leaders (Speaker, majority leader, and whip) were included on the Committee
on Committees, giving them an increased say in committee assignments. The
caucus also established the Steering and Policy Committee with the Speaker as
chair. In 1974 Democratic committee assignments were taken away from the
party’s complement on Ways and Means and given to the new committee. In
addition, the Speaker was given the power to appoint and remove a majority of
the members of the committee and the Democratic members of the Rules Com-
mittee. In 1974 the Speaker also was empowered to refer bills simultaneously or
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sequentially to several committees, to create ad hoc committees, and, in 1977,
to set time limits for their deliberations. Finally, in 1977 Speaker Thomas P.
O'Neill started employing task forces to develop and manage particular policy
issues. These task forces overlapped but were not coincident with the commit-
tees of jurisdiction and, most significant, they were appointed by the Speaker.

The caucus itself became more powerful. As mentioned, caucus majorities
could instruct the Rules Committee and elect committee chairs and Appropri-
ations subcommittee chairs. Caucus meetings could be called easily, requiring
only a small number of signatories to a request, so that party matters could be
thoroughly aired. In effect, the caucus became a substitute arena for both the
floor and the committee rooms in which issues could be joined and majorities
mobilized.

The revolt of the 1970s thus strengthened four power centers. It liberated
members and subcommittees, restored to the Speakership an authority it had
not known since the days of Joe Cannon,* and invigorated the party caucus.
Some of the reforms had a decentralizing effect, some a recentralizing effect.
Standing committees and their chairs were caught in the middle. Geography
and party benefited; the division-of-labor jurisdictions were its victims. . . .

A New Textbook Congress?

The textbook Congress of the 1940s and 1950s reflected an equilibrium of sorts
among institutional structure, partisan alignments, and electoral forces. There
was a “conspiracy” between jurisdiction and geography. Congressional institu-
tions were organized around policy jurisdictions, and geographic forces were
accommodated through an assignment process that ensured representatives
would land berths on committees important to their constituents. Reciprocity
and deference sealed the bargain. Committees controlled policy formation in
their respective jurisdictions. Floor activity was generally dominated by mem-
bers from the committee of jurisdiction. Members’ resources were sufficiently
modest that they were devoted chiefly to committee-related activities. Con-
stituencies were sufficiently homogeneous that this limitation did not, for most
members, impose much hardship. Coordination was accomplished by senior
committee members, each minding his own store. This system was supported by
a structure that rewarded specialization, hard work, and waiting one’s turn in the
queue. Parties hovered in the background as the institutional means for organiz-
ing each chamber and electing leaders. Occasionally they would serve to mobi-
lize majorities for partisan objectives, but these occasions were rare. The parties,
especially the Democrats, were heterogeneous holding companies, incapable of

*Representative Joseph Cannon (R-1ll.) served as Speaker from 1903 to 1911. His power in
this office was successfully challenged by a coalition of Democrats and dissident Republicans
in 1910.
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cohering around specific policy directions except under unusual circumstances
and therefore unwilling to empower their respective leaders or caucuses.

Something happened in the 1960s. The election of an executive and a con-
gressional majority from the same party certainly was one important feature.
Policy activism, restrained since the end of World War II, was encouraged. This
exacerbated some divisions inside the Democratic coalition, leading to piece-
meal institutional tinkering such as the expansion of the Rules Committee and
the circumvention of the Appropriations Committee. At the same time the
Voting Rights Act, occasioned by the temporarily oversized condition of the
majority party in the Eighty-ninth Congress, set into motion political events
that, together with demographic and economic trends, altered political align-
ments in the South. By the 1980s, Democrats from the North and the South
were coming into greater agreement on matters of policy.

Thus the underlying conditions supporting the equilibrium among geograph-
ical, jurisdictional, and partisan imperatives were overwhelmed during the
1960s. The 1970s witnessed adjustments to these changed conditions that
transformed the textbook Congress. Institutional reform was initiated by the
Democratic Caucus. Demographic, generational, and political trends, frustrated
by the inexorable workings of the seniority system, sought an alternative mode
of expression. Majorities in the caucus remade the committee system. With this
victimization came less emphasis on specialization, less deference toward com-
mittees as the floor became a genuine forum for policy formulation, and a gen-
eral fraying of the division of labor.

One trend began with the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946 itself. In
the past forty years members have gradually acquired the resources to free
themselves from other institutional players. The condition of the contemporary
member of Congress has been described as “atomistic individualism” and the
members themselves have been called “enterprises.” The slow accretion of re-
sources permitted members to respond to the changes in their home districts
and encouraged them to cross the boundaries of specialization. These develop-
ments began to erode the reciprocity, deference, and division of labor that de-
fined the textbook Congress.

The old equilibrium between geography and jurisdiction, with party hover-
ing in the background, has changed. Geography (as represented by resource-
rich member enterprises) has undermined the strictures of jurisdiction. But has
the new order liberated party from its former holding-company status? In terms
of political power the Democratic Caucus has reached new heights in the past
decade. Party leaders have not had so many institutional tools and resources
since the days of Boss Cannon. Committee leaders have never in the modern
era been weaker or more beholden to party institutions. And, in terms of vot-
ing behavior, Democrats and Republicans have not exhibited as much internal
cohesion in a good long while. Party, it would seem, is on the rise. But so, too,
are the member enterprises.

What, then, has grown up in the vacuum created by the demise of the text-
book Congress? I am not convinced that relationships have settled into a regu-
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lar pattern in anything like the way they were institutionalized in the textbook
Congress.

First, too many members of Congress remain too dissatistied. The aggressive
moves by Jim Wright* to redefine the Speaker’s role are a partial response to
this circumstance. Prospective changes in the Senate majority party leadership
alignment in the 101st Congress convey a similar signal. The issue at stake is
whether central party organs can credibly coordinate activities in Congress,
thereby damping the centrifugal tendencies of resource-rich members, or
whether leaders will remain, in one scholar’s words, “janitors for an untidy
chamber.”

One possible equilibrium of a new textbook Congress, therefore, would have
member enterprises balanced off against party leaders; committees and other
manifestations of a specialized division of labor would be relegated to the back-
ground. Coordination, formerly achieved in a piecemeal, decentralized fashion
by the committee system, would fall heavily on party leaders and their institu-
tional allies, the Rules and Budget committees and the party caucuses. How-
ever, unless party leaders can construct a solution to the budgetary mess in
Congress—a solution that will entail revising the budget process—the burden
of coordination will be more than the leaders can bear. Government by contin-
uing resolutions, reconciliation proposals, and other omnibus mechanisms
forms an unstable fulcrum for institutional equilibrium.’

Second, any success from the continued strengthening of leadership re-
sources and institutions is highly contingent on the support of the members.
Strong leadership institutions have to be seen by the rank and file as solutions
to institutional problems. This requires a consensus among majority party
members both on the nature of the problems and the desirability of the solu-
tions. A consensus of sorts has existed for several years: demographic and other
trends have homogenized the priorities of Democrats; experience with the
spate of reforms in the 1970s has convinced many that decentralized ways of
doing things severely tax the capacity of Congress to act; and, since 1982, the
Reagan presidency has provided a unifying target.

But what happens if the bases for consensus erode? A major issue—trade and
currency problems, for instance, or war in Central America or the Middle
East—could set region against region within the majority party and reverse the
trend toward consensus. Alternatively, the election of a Democratic president
could redefine the roles of legislative leaders, possibly pitting congressional and
presidential factions against one another in a battle for partisan leadership.*

*Jim Wright was Speaker from 1987 to 1989.

TReconciliation proposals and continuing resolutions are budget-related bills that often combine
many subjects in a catch-all (or omnibus) piece of legislation. Control by commitiees or other
specialized groupings is rendered difficult by such practices.

*As of 1994, that had not happened much in the Clinton administration, although House Demo-
cratic Whip David Bonior did lead the opposition to the Clinton-backed North American Free
Trade Agreement in 1993.
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The point here is that the equilibrium between strong leaders and strong mem-
bers is vulnerable to perturbations in the circumstances supporting it.

... The member enterprises, however, will not go away. Members will never
again be as specialized, as deferential, as willing “to go along to get along” as in
the textbook Congress of the 1950s. For better or worse, we are stuck with full-
service members of Congress. They are incredibly competent at representing
the diverse interests that geographic representation has given them. But can
they pass a bill or mobilize a coalition? Can they govern!

Questions for Discussion

1. How did the seniority system, which rewarded simple longevity rather than
talent or political support, survive for so long? What are the advantages of
promoting leaders based on seniority? The liabilities?

2. Why do you think legislators create strong “member enterprises”? Why
might these undermine the committee system?




