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The One Thing You Need To Know about Congress:
The Middle Doesn® Rule'

First and foremod, the U.S. Congressis a uniqudy powerful assembly of locally elected
representatives. Americansexpect their House members and Senaors to promote ther interests
and viewpoints within the hdlways and meeting rooms of Capitol Hill. And pditical
philosophes have long maintained that a benchmark of effective representation should bea
reasonably close alignment between public opinion in the condituency and a representative®®
actionsin thepolicy process. Interestingly, many critics of theingitution bdieve tha members
of Congress are too responsve to the whims of thefolks back home and, as aresult, legidationis
excessively shortsighted and parochial. Our elected representatives, these critics complain,
should do more than stick ther finga'sin thepolitical windsand vote accordingly. Butinthe
real world of congressiond politics, does the great middle of American pubic opinionrealy
drive legidative work in Washington? On mog issues for mos members, the answer is 1o.0
Indeed, the onething you need to know aboutCongress is that the middle doesn®rule.

1. The Great Middle

On electionevein 2006 as Democrats won new majoritiesin the House and Senate,
pundis and news commentators hdd forth that Americansare deeply divided alongpartisan and
ideological lines. There probably are fewer modeates in the electorate than was the case three
of four decades ago. But in contemporary American politics mod citizensare notideological
extremists and there isa great middle to public opinionin thiscounty. If wethink aboutthe
policy views of citizensas points tha fall alongalinerangingfromliberal to conservative, the
distribution of attitudes lookssomething like a bdl-shgped curve. On issues as diverse as
education, immigration, and even abortion, nationd surveys indicate that thelargest propation
of citizenshold centrist viewpoints.?

Congder, for example, thebasic partisan and ideological complexion of the districts tha
members of theHouse currently represent in Washington. Oneindicator of the preferences of
citizensin acongressond district isthepercent that cast bdlots for President George W. Bush in
November 2004. Thehighe the percentage for Bush, the more Republican and conservative are

! In preparing this paper, | benefited from the assistance of Josh Clinton, Jack Evans, and John
Gilmour.

2 For acompelling case tha pubic opinionin Americais not highly polarized, see Fiorina
Abrams, and Pope(2006)



therelevant voters. Figure 1 shows thedistribution of congressiond seats across the different
levels of Bush suppot. Notice tha mog districtsfal in themiddle, that is, in the 45-55 percent
range

(Figure 1 abouthere)

Of course, thebdl-shgped patern of Figure 1 does nottell usanything definitive about
thedistribution of ideological viewsingdeindividud districts. A congituency could split its
vote between the Republican and Democaratic presidential candidates because modg residents are
ideological moderates, or because theareais deeply polarized, containing largeblocs of liberas
and conservatives and not much in between. Fortunaely, recent surveys sponsred by the
Annenbeg Center for Public Policy indudeenoughrespondents pe congressiond district to
accurately gaugethedistribution of ideological views within individud condituendies® For
about85 percent of House districts, the distribution of preferencesis bdl-shaped with a
maximum located over the center of theideological scale. For theremaining 15 percent, the
distributionis still bdl-shaped, butthe peak islocated somewhere to theleft or theright Nota
single district had anything approaching the U-shaped distribution of ideological views tha
would indicate degp ideological polarization. Andogousresults hold for states. Whether we
congder the American public as awhole or at thelevel of theindividud condituency, there
exists asizable ideological middle tha members of Congress could reflect in thar legidative
work.

This prepondeance of moderates in the electorate, however, does not necessary trandate
into a centrist legidative processin Congress. Figure 2 shows therelationship tha exists
between district conservatism (once agan measured by percent vote for Bush) and member roll
call benavior onthe House floor during 2005-06. In atypica year, House members cast more
than 500roll call votes on bills, anendments, and procedura motionsacross hundeds of
different policy areas. There are severa techniques for usngtheseroll call votesto order House
members and Senators from mog conervative to mog liberal. Here, | use the method most

® The2000Annenbeg Nationd Election Study asked questionsaboutideological placements for
approximately 75,000respondents, or about170per congressiond district. Thenext draft of this
pape will indudeandogousdaa from the survey of voter attitudesin 2004 Theresults amos
certainly will bevery similar.



prevalent in congressiond scholarship.* Each of the grey dotsin Figure 2 represents theroll call
ideology and district Bush suppot for an individud House member. Oneof thedots toward the
lower left, for example, isfor Democrat Jm McDermott of Washington, who had the mog
liberal voting record in the House and a district tha provided only 19 percent of its votes for
Bush. Toward theuppe rightisada for Libertarian-Republican Ron Paul of Texas, who had
themod conservative roll cal record in the chamber and a district tha gave Bush a 67 percent
margin.

(Figure 2 abouthere)

If we congder all of thedotsin Figure 2, there clearly is a postive relationship between
congervatism in thedistrict and membe conservatism in theHous. Aswe moveaongthe
horizontal axistoward highe levels of district Bush suppot, we tend to find House members
with increasingly conservative voting records But also notice tha thedots modly take theform
of two distinct clouds oneto thelower left (which mogly is comprised of Democrats), andone
toward the uppe right (almog entirely made up of Republicans). Althoughmog districts fall
somewhere in theideological middle, Figure 2 indicates sharp ideological and partisan
polarization onthefloor of theHouse. To clarify the point, thefigure also features two lines,
onefor Democrats and onefor Republicans each of which isfitted to therelevant dots to best
capture therelationship between district conservatism and roll call ideology® Mog ingrudtiveis
thelarge subst of districts in themiddle, which elected both Democratic and Republican
membersto theHouse. Theplacement of thelinesindicates that, holding congituency ideology
condant, Democratic House members tend to be much less conservative in ther roll call
behavior than arethar Republican counerpats. Put differently, if a Republican and a Democrat
represent districts that are ideologically identical, the Republican will exhibit afar more

consrvative roll call record than the Democrat.®

* Theindcator of roll call ideology is first-coordinae DW-NOMINATE, downloaded from
www.voteview.com. For an overview, see Poole and Rosenthd (2001)

® Thelines result from bivariate regressionsof roll call ideology on district Bush suppot,
conduded separately by member party.

® Gerber and Lewis (2004 demongrate tha member divergence from the median viewpointin
thedigtrict increases with district heterogendty, that is, when thedistribution of preferences
spanslarger portionsof theideological spectrum. Clinton (2006)marshds evidence tha during
the 106" Congress (19992000, the significant member divergence tha occurred from centrist
viewpointsin thedistrict primarily took place anong the mgjority Republicans




In the2004presidential election, for example, residents of thefirst and sixth
congressiond digtricts of Michigan both gave 53 percent of thar votes to GeorgeW. Bush. The
first district spansthe northern portionsof the state. Heavily forested and a Mecca for
vacationas, thereis a strongunion presence and condituents tend to be sodally conservative.
Thesixth digtrict is located in the southwest corner of Michigan. Also relatively rurd, it toois
home to many sodal congervatives and blue-collar workers. For all ther smilarities, very
different House membersrepresented thetwo districts during 200506. Thefirst district was
represented by Democrat Bart Stupak, who amassed a modeately liberal voting record in the
chambe. Republican Fred Upton was congressman for the sixth district and hisroll call record
tilted strongly to theright, alongwith therest of his party. Inrecent years, thetwo legidators
have cast different votes onahog of mgor issues, induding drilling onthe Alaskan Nationd
Wildlife Refuge Bush administration tax cuts, adding a prescription drug benefit to Medicare,
school voudhe's, same sex marriages, and funding for thewar in Irag. Clearly, in ther
legidative actions Stup&k and Upton are responding to different subsets of ther condituendes.

When we examine evidence aboutcongituency viewpoints and member ideology for the
Sende, theresults are similar to the contents of Figure 2. There aso are many examples of
Senaors from similar states with widdy different roll call records Indeed, it isfairly common
for the same state to berepresented in the Senate by aliberal Democrat and aconservative
Republican. In both chambers, then, members are dispropottionaely responsve to sub<ts of
thar condituendes rather than to the condituency asawhole. To undestand why, we need to
congder wha House members and Senaors actudly see when they look at ther condituendes.

2. Member Perceptions of the Constituency

From the perspective of thelegidator, the congituency is nota set of geographic
boundaies, an undifferentiated mass of voters, or even adistribution of ideological views.
When Members view thdr condituendes, they see (kaleidoscopic variety;Opodkets of attention
and inatention that vary by issue major indugries and other sources of jobsand economic
wealth; amyriad of organized interests from the Nationd Rifle Assodation to the Veterans of

Foreign Wars; andlocal opinion leaders such as municipd officials and variousmedia outets.”

" Fenno (2003 istheclassic treatment of how members of Congress perceive ther condituendes
and the consequences for representation.



Interestingly, except during the heat of an election campagn, members of Congress seldom poll
thar condituents.

During 1992,1 served onthestaff of Rep. Lee H. Hamilton, a Democrat from southern
Indianawho was up for reelection that year. His campagn had commissioned an elaborate
survey of voter attitudes in thedistrict and theresults were compiled, andyzed, and presented to
Hamiltonin abinde. Hamilton reviewed thebinder for afew minutes and then tossed it on my
desk with agrin. Or ou@e a college professor,Ol recall him saying. Of ou mightbeinterested in
this stuff.O Hamilton went on to observe that poll results are highly dependent on howthe
guestionsare phrased and tha he had far more meaningful sources of information aboutthe
views of his condituents. He knew long-term voting patternsdown to the precinct level. He
spent at least two weekendsper month back home meeting with condituents. He read local
newspapesdaly, especialy letters to the editor that mentioned politics. Andheregularly
received upddes aboutthetoneand content of the 1,000 or more letters tha condituents sent
him each week. Like mos members of Congress, Hamilton did notview opinionin thedistrict
as a set of predeermined attitudes, but as a process tha he could influence.

Successful politiciansundestand intuitively that citizensvary in thar attentionto
political issues and tha preferences aboutspecific policy questionsderive from three main
ingredients; a citizen®@ undelying predispostions or @onsderationsOthe content of the policy
alternaives unde discussion; and messages and signds tha people receive from political elites,
largdy throughthemedia® For pumposes of illugration, consder avoter corfronted with a
choice aboutwhether to suppot anincrease in federal funding for elementary and seconday
educion. Informing preferences aboutthe matter, the condituent mightconsder arangeof
predispostions induding whether or not she has schoolage children, her thougtis aboutthe
qudity of nearby schools, her gutfeelingsaboutparochia schools and other private alterndives,
and perhgps her skepticism about ig govanmentOand the effectiveness of the federal
bureaucracy. Thecondituent forms an attitudeabout whether spending should inarease by
relating the proposl to these predispostions some of which obvioudy pudh her in different
directionsontheissue If, for some reason, recent experiences have made her think alot about
the poorqudity of nearby schools, tha predispostion may domnae and induce her to favor the
spending hike. Butif shehas been buffeted by media stories aboutgovenment waste, priming

® Thebest conceptud and empirical treatment of this processis Zaller (1992.



her predispostion toward skepticism of thebureaucracy, the condituent may decideto oppo®
increased expenditures. Inthear campagn messages and public utterances, Democratic
politicians might attempt to QorimeOthe process of attitudeformation for our citizen and other
voters by emphasizing the deteriorating educationd infrastructure. Republicans in contrast,
might highlightthe enhanced federa role tha more expenditures would entail, tryingto prime
that condderation’?

Smart politiciansknow that such priming tactics do notwork well with al congituents,
especiadly people who are highly aware abouta pdicy matter or aboutpoliticsin genea. For
these condituents, thelinkages that exist between ther undelying predispostionsand the
relevant policy issues are well established and not particularly susceptible to priming by political
elites. Amongthepolitically aware subsets of a congituency, party activists are especialy
important to members of Congress. Members nead to curry favor with ther party® activist base
to stave off future primary chdlengeas. Activists aso provide much of thefunding and other
campagn resources that members need to stay in office. Not only are paty activists likely to be
politically aware and energized by themajor issues of theday, thar viewpoints are usudly
ideologically extreme. Democratic activists, we know, are usudly very libeaal, while Republican
activists trend strongly to theright

While paty activists typicaly are engaged by awiderangeof policy areas, there are
other subsets of the condituency, known as Gssue publics,Owith levels of political awareness
that vary by policy area® A parentwith multiple children enrolled in public schools, for
example, may be deeply interested in educationissues and develop especially strong attitudes
aboutthe prope role of thefederal govanment inthearea. Often, issuepublicsindude
organized advocacy groupswith membership listsand formal leaders. Schoolteachers, for
ingance, have a strong organizationd presence in mos congressiond condituendesviathe
Nationd Education Assodation and variouslocal affiliates. The scopeand organizationd
presence of issue publics vary by policy area and across congressiond districts and states. But
modg issues onthe nationa agendaevoke dispropationae interest from subsets of the electorate.

® Conault Riker (1990 for aformalization of thisintuition.
19 The conaept of Gssue pubiicOis from Convease (1964) and Krosnick (1990) See also Han
(nd).



Not surprisingly, these coditionsand groupsare prominent in amember@ perception of the
congituency when that issueisonthetable.

Of course, Members of Congress also pay paticular attention to the preferences of issue
publics and organized interests because they are an important source of campagn resources for
legidators. Andit isnotjug aboutmoney. Advoacy groupsengagein grassroots mobilization
efforts tha potentially can sway theattitudes of less politically aware condituents. Aswith paty
activists, theagendas of issue publics and advocacy organizationsoften differ from theinterests
and latent attitudes of ordinary citizens They are called Gpecia interestsOfor areason.

Legidators are motivated by multiple gods, indudng reelection, promoting goodpubiic
policy, and securinginfluence in the political process, butredlectionis central because stayingin
officeisaprerequisite for achieving other gods*! Asaresult, thesignificant variance that exists
in political awareness and organizationd strength amongcitizensstrongly conditionshow
lawmakers perceive and represent their condituendes. A membea® legidative activities are
heavily influenced by theagendas of party activists, organized interests, andissue publics. If
there is disagreement among these informed elements of the condituency, the member may
attempt to broker acompromise or simply back theside with thegreatest political resources. But
if for some reason amembe takes a postion oppaed by her activist base or important groupsin
thedistrict, priming and persuasion will be of only limited value because the policy views of
these subangituendes are so firmly hdd. There are strongincentives, then, for reelection
oriented lawmakers to place dispropationae weight on the views of activists and the organized,
rather than theinterests of the politically unawvare.

| am notarguing tha ordinary voters are effectively disenfranchised. But often they
modly serve as theterrain over which competing opinion leaders do batle. Thelargemiddle of
ideologically modeate citizensgenerally hasfluid attitudes aboutpolicy issues and the political
process. Often, these voters have difficulty trandating ther centrist predispostionsinto conaete
attitudes about specific policy disputes. Throughther public statements and other
communication strategies, Members of Congress try to persuade undecided citizensto back ther
policy programs. Thevast mgjority of voters do not pay much attentionto mog of theroll calls
tha occur on Capitol Hill; much lessthe more inaulated activities that occur in committee. Asa
result, House members and Senators have significant discretion abouthowto condud ther

! Thebest treatment of the motivationd psychology of membersis Fenno(1973) Chapter 1.



legidative work. |If asked, they need to beable explain thar actionsto thefolks back home.
They can embrace therelatively extremist policies of party activists and the parochia agendas of
organized interests as long as these postionscan be framed and explained for public
congumption, reinforcing theincentives for them to stick with theactivist subsets of thar
condituendes, rather than mainstream pulic opinion 2
3. Internal Operations of Congress

Jug astheway members percelve and respondto thar condituendes promotes partisan
polarization and empowers special interests, centra features of theinternd opeaationsof
Congress aso hdp produce alegidative process where the middle does notrule. Three
structural arrangaments are especialy important; the committee system, party organizations and
floor procedure.
Committees

Asisthecase with mog organizationsresponsble for large, complex workloads both
chambers of Congress have created an internd division of labor, the House and Senate
committee systems. In 2007,there were twenty standing (permanent) committees in theHouse
and eighteen in the Senae. Both chambers have a Committee on Armed Services, for example,
which has jurisdiction over the Pentagon and nationd security. The House Committee on
Education and Labor has jurisdiction over awiderangeof eduction and workforce programs.
Thehighway program and other trangortationissues fall in thejurisdiction of theHouse
Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure. Still other committees are responsble for
health care, theenvironment, taxes, and so on across the entire policy agenda The committees
of Congress are important because they handle thecrudal first drafts of legidation, prior to
congderation by thefull chamber. Not surprisingly, legidators apply for membership onthe
pandstha consde issuesimportant to ther gods, especialy reelection.

The committees of Congress can be usefully distinguished by the political environments
in which they opeate. Committee environments typically indudesome mixture of thefull
chamber, the executive branch, thepolitical parties, and interest groups™ The environment of

the Armed Services pands, for example, isdomnaed by thefull chamber, the executive branch,

12 See Jacobsand Shapiro (2000)for an intriguing application of this argument to health policy
making in American naiond govenment.
13 My discussion of committee environments draws heavily from Chapter 2 of Fenno(1973)



and to varying extents thetwo paties. Members of the committees traditiondly have been pro-
defense and highly responsve to the programmatic requests of the Pentagon;they aim to craft
legidation that will notunravel onthefloor. Especially since public suppot crumbled for the
Iraq War, party leaders periodically insert themselves into committee ddiberations Education
issues are centra to the campagn agendas and Qhame brand<Oof both parties and the Education
pandsin Congress opaate within a highly partisan context.** Still, the environments of thetwo
Eduction pands aso indudethe organized groups and professiond assodationsprominent on
theradar screensof individud legidators when they consder educationinterests at home. On
education, then, therelevant committee environment is partisan and groupbased. TheHouse
and Senae Trangportation Committees, in contrast, primarily evoketheinterests of various
trangportation indugries (e.g., trudckers, theairlines, railroads) and local govenments intent upon
securing federa largesse for thar areas. All members of the House and Senae pay close
attention to trangportation issues, butthar focusisalmos entirely local. They want to ensure
tha thar condituentsreceive thar full share of thetrangportation pie.

Jug as amember@ perceptionsof the congituency in an issue areainfluence the policy
postionsshetakes, the environments of therelevant congressiond committees shapelegidation.
For themod part, the environment for Armed Services is nathe groupbased nor partisan,
redudng thetendency for nonentrist policy outcomes. Pand members occasiondly use thar
postionsto protect or expand military ingallationsin ther congituendes, butthe executive
branch and the mood of thefull House and Senate mosly determinethe contours of naiond
security policy. Theenvironment of the Education pandsis more partisan and grouporiented
and thusmore condugve to polarization. Party leaders regularly use the Education Committees
and ther expert staffs to formulate proposis for their party@ nationd program. And paty
leaders expect loydty from the committee leadersfor ther party. 1n 1997,for example, James
Jeffords a modeate Republican from Vermont, was the mos senior member of his party onthe
Senate committee with jurisdiction over education and thuspresumptive char. But alongwith
Jeffords the committee induded nine conservative Republicansand nineliberal Democrats and

GOP leaders were concerned tha Jeffords mightoccasiondly sidewith the Democrats,

™ The Senate pand with jurisdiction over education is the Committee on Health, Education,
Labor and Pensons(yes, it isknown as the GHEL POCommittee). On theimportance of party
name brands see the highly influential work of Cox and McCubbins (2007)



effectively blocking the Republican education agenda Asaconditionfor receiving the
charmansdhip, Jeffordshad to promise fellow Republicansthat hewould not cast votes (in his
own committee) if theresult would be a defeat for the party.

Theimpact of thecommittee process onlegidationis especially significantin more
parochia pands such asthetwo Trangportation Committees. Members primarily use thar
postionson these pandsto secure federal fundsfor thar condituents. In 2005 Republican Don
Youngof Alaska, then char of theHouse Trangportation Committee, described a major highway
measure as Gtuffed like aturkey.3°> Amongthespecial interest projectsinduded in the bill was
a$231million bridgein Anchorage to becalled (on Young®Way.G° Within theHous and
Sende Trangortation pands, members collaborate across party lines to craft elaborate packages
providing fundsfor congruction projects aroundthe county. 1n2007,the House Trangportation
Committee had 75 membe's, making it by far the largest committee on Capitol Hill. So popukr
was the committee tha there were notenoughswivel charsin thecommittee room to seat all of
its members when everyoneshowed up for ameeting. Thework of the Trangportation
Committees, needless to say, ismodly invisible to thegenera public. Andwhen party leaders
attempt to curb thefunding excesses of committee members, they are met with a stiff fightand
often they lose.

Parties

Party organizationswithin the House and Senae also hdp enaure tha themiddle does not
ruleinthelegidative process. Over the past few decades, Democrats and Republicanshave
developel elaborate party organizationd structures within both chambers. Especially in the
House, rank-and-file legidators have expanded theresources and prerogaives tha leaders can
use to promote patty agendas.*” Following the enfranchisement of African American votersin
the south during the 19605 conervative Southerna's left the Demoaratic Party in droves and
began voting for Republicans Asthenumber of conservative southerne'sin Congressfell, the
Democratic Caucusin both chambers became more interndly unified and theideological gulf
between the parties widened consderably. Thefollowing decade, theinaeasingly cohesive

> Michael Grunwald, GPork by Any Other NameE, OWashington Pogt, April 30, 2006 BO1.
18 Jonahan Weisman and Jim VandeHei, (Road Bill Reflects the Power of Pork, Washington
Pog, Augusg 11, 2005 AOL

" Conault Rohde(1991)and Sindair (1995 on the reasonsbehind the strengthening of party
organizationsin Congress
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Democratic Caucusin the House took major stepsto empower ther party leaders. Theaim was
to providethe centralized leadership with thetools necessary to advance the majority paty
agendaand countract obgructionism from theminornty. The powers of the mgjority leadership
were furthe enhanced in 1995when Republicanswon magjority control of Congress and Newt
Gingrich of Georgia became thefirst GOP Speaker in four decades.

In the contemporary House, the majority leadership has thetools necessary to enforce
paty discipline further contributing to party pdarizationin thelegidative process. For
example, the Speaker controls the House Committee on Rules, which has congderable say about
which legidative proposs are consdered on thefloor and theterms of congderation.
Democrats who break with the current Speaker, Nancy Pelog of California, on party priorities
often have difficulties securing chamber actionfor thar own initiatives. On both sides of the
aide, leadersinfluence the access of thar fellow partisansto party campagnfunds Pelod hasa
lot of power over whether Democratic members receive valued committee assignments; the
House GOP leadership exerts andogouscontrol over committee assignments for Republicans
House |eaders also shapethe contents of thar party@ legislative agenda which typically features
bills and proposils that reflect the preferences of therelevant party@ activist base. Procedural
powers, variouscampagn resources, committee assgnments and other forms of internd
paronage, and crafting paty agendas. Togeher these levers allow House Democratic and
Republican leaders to enforce party disciplinein the chamber.

In Fall 2003,for example, the majority Republicanswanted the House to pass thar
party@ propos to expand the Medicare program to indudeprescription drug coveragefor the
eldely. Spesker Dennis Hastert and other GOP |leaders hopel tha adopion of themeasure
would reduce or even neutralize thelong-term Democratic advantage on health issues with the
public. A significant bloc of GOP conservatives, however, was dismayed by the bill@ $400
billion price tag and threstened to vote 3o0.O Theroll call onfind passagebegan at 3:00in the
morning on November 22. Forty-five minutes later the Republicanswere logng by a margin of
215219. Mgjority Leader Tom Del ay, Republican of Texas, tookthelead for hisparty in
convindng opponats to switch thar votes and support the paty. Del ay, whose nickname was
Orhe Hammer,Oexerted tremendouspressure on wavering Republicans Nick Smith of
Michigan, a GOP opponet of the measure, later complained to the House Ethics Committee that
Delay promised to endorse the el ection campaign of Smith@ son, Brad, who hope to succeed
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his father in the House, if the congressman would changehis vote from GhoGto Ges.3°
Breaking House precedent that roll callslast nolonge than fifteen minutes, Delay hdd the vote
open until 6:00a.m. so tha he could indue enoudh Republicansto changes sides. The measure
passed at the crack of dawn, 220-215

Party leaders in the Senate do not have access to Tom Del ay@ hammer.O Compared to
theHouse, the Senaeissmaller andrelatively informal and power is more widdy dispersed
amongtheentire membership. Thereis nothing analogousto the House Rules Committee in the
Senate and the Senae majority leader lacks firm control over thefloor agenda Still, party
leadersin the Senae are not powerless. For ong the mgority leadership manages the barganing
tha takes place over how and when bills are scheduled for chamber action. Senae leaders aso
influence committee assignments within thar parties, hdp distribute paty campagnfunds and
formulate party legidative programs. Thus even in theless hierarchical Senae, party leaders are
influential and they contribute to the degp partisan polarization tha often seemsto define
Washington pdlitics.
Floor Procedure

A third structural feature tha can precludecentrist legidating is floor procedure.
Procedures matter in thelegidative process. As Rep. JohnDingdl, ahighly respected Democrat
from Michigan and thelongest serving member of the House, onae claimed, Of you let me write
theprocedure, and | let you write the subgance, 13l [screw] you every time.3° We aready have
toudhed ontherole of the Rules Committee in theHouse. Throughits control over the pand, the
majority leadership of that chamber uses floor procedure to block amendments that might
unravel the party@ legidative program. For mog major bills, the Rules Committee sets the
terms of debae, routindy condraining the ability of minority party membersto offer
amendments onthefloor. Thefull chamber mug ratify the procedures tha the Rules pand
recommends But few people outside the Capitol Beltway pay attention to procedural votes, so
even when members of the partisan mgjority oppog thar leadership onthe subgance of abill,
they often will endorse a procedure tha sharply restricts thar ability to offer alternaives onthe

floor.

18 Charles Babington, CEthics Pand Rebukes Delay, OWashington Pog, Octobe 1,2004,A01.
19 National Review, February 27,1987,24.
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Themod famousand conequential procedural tactic in Congress, however, isthe Senae
filibuger.® UnliketheHous, in the Senate every member has theright to stand on thefloor and
talk abill, resolution, or nominaioninto oblivion. Other members can end afilibuger by
invoking cloture, but cloture motionsmus be supported by at least sixty membersto have force.
Since thelate 1970s no mgority paty in the Senate has been tha large Asaresult, the ability
to filibuger provides minarity party members with enormousleverage over the Senate agenda
Therules do excludecertain kindsof legidationfrom filibugering. Major budgé measures, for
example, are Gast-trackedOand cannotbe subjected to extended debae. But mog of the
Senae@ work takes place in the shadow of thefilibuger.

Close obervers of the chamber disagree aboutthefilibuger@ policy impact. By
empowering the minarity party, some argue thetactic requires members of the mgjority party to
back legidation that is minimally acceptable to Senaors on both sides of theaide. The sixty-
vote threshold for cloture, in other words, may force mgjority paty leaders to modeate thar
proposls, potentially promoting bipartisanship and centrist legidating. When we consder the
practical effects of filibudering, however, the evidence strongly suggests otherwise. For one the
percent of roll calls tha dividethetwo political paties has been significantly highe in the
Senate than in theHouse since themid 1990s If thefilibuger isaforce for bipartisan
accommoddion, then why has the Senae been so unrelentingly partisan in recent years? Ingead,
the evidence indicates tha the main impact of thefilibuder isto precludepassage of major bills
backed by a majority of Senators, butless than thesixty required for cloture.?*

Consder thefate of a2007proposl by Democratic Senator James Webb of Virginia
aimed at increasing the amountof time tha U.S. troopswould have to be stationed at home
between deploymentsto Irag. According to public opinion polls at thetime, amog two-thirds of
the American people suppoted the gist of Webb@®initiative® Still, during the summer and fall

2 Thefilibuger is nat even mentionad in Senaerules. Thetactic isfeasible because of the
absence in Senae rules of a Gnotion on the previousquestion Othe procedural device that is used
to end debae in mogs Western legidatures. Thus thefilibuger isnat a procedure, but atactic
made possible by the absence of a procedure.

21 By far the best conceptud treatment of thefilibuster and other supamajoritarian proceduresin
Congressis Krehbiel (1998)

22 |n respon to an ABC News/Washington Pogt poll, July 2007 65 percent of respondents
favored, GCreating new rules ontrooptraining andrest time tha would limit the nurmber of
troopsavailable for duty in Irag.O Thirty-onepercent of respondents were in oppostion and five

13



of 2007,Republican leaders led a successful filibuster of themeasure. In July andaganin
September, Democrats attempted to invokecloture, butfell four votes short. Althougha clear
magjority of the chamber favored the Webb proposl, the Democratic leadership was unable to
secure avote onfind passage Asaresult, Senae Democrats ended ther attemptsto forgea
bipartisan conenauson U.S. policy toward Irag. In this case, thefilibuger clearly was
responsble for gridlock and increased partisan polarization in the Senae on pehgpsthe mos
critical issueof theday.

It should be emphasized that filibugers donot occur on all major legislation and tha
throughoutSenate history important bills have passed the chamber by marginsless than the
threshold for cloture.”® But the best evidence also indicates tha many, many measures suppoted
by a majority of Senaors have failed to pass because of thetactic. Induded would be anti-
lynching legidation during the 1920s numerouslabor bills throughoutthe twentieth century,
campaign finance and lobbying reform during the 1990s and of course Senator Webb® Irag
proposl in 2007%* Moreover, since the 1970s Senators have grown increasingly willing to
threaten filibugers of popubr initiatives unless they receive specia treatment for ther states on
unrelated matters. In 2003,for ingance, Senaor Larry Craig, a consrvative Republican from
|deho, placed a holdO(basically athreatened filibuger) on the promotionsof over 200 Air Force
officers (the Senae needsto endorse such promotiong in orde to indue the Pentagonto locate
another four C-130planes at aNationd Guard base in his state.”® Overall, then, the Senate
filibuder serves as an impediment to thetrandation of centrist public opinioninto policy.

4. The Possibility of Balancing

Thedecisonsmade by individud citizens, advocacy groups legidators and politica
paties do notoccur in avacuum Onepossibility isthd, astheviews of individud actors clash
and are aggregaed viathe political process, the competing agendas of diverse interests will
effectively Gpdance outOprodudng public policies tha approximate what mos Americans
want. In other words centrist puldic opinion may notdrive thelegidative process, butin the
aggregae thefluctuaing whims of voters, the divergent interests of advocacy groups andthe

percent reported no opinion. Data provided by the Ropea Center for Public Opinion Research,
University of Connecticut.

23 See Wawro and Schickler (2006) Chapter 4.

24 Binde and Smith (1997) 129-40.

% Mark Preston, Q.awmakers Still Seeking Endto AnonynousHoldsORoll Call, Junel19, 2003
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intense infighting tha occurs between parties might achieve aroughequilibrium, resultingin
laws that reflect the preferences of the American middle. Scholars call this hope (pluralism.O

A degree of such bdandng probably does occur. Mog citizensare relatively ignorant
abouttheddails of policy issues, butthe fluctuaionsand uncertainties tha characterize the
attitudes of individuds tendto cancel outwhen we aggregae ther views and consder the
collective contents of opinion?® Priming tactics can influence voter attitudes, but on most issues
both sides of thedispute try to shagpe public opinion. A number of studies indicate tha when
uncertain citizensare subject to compdtitive issue priming from both political parties, individud
voters are actudly better able to discern which issues, postions or candidaes best promote ther
corevalues?’ Individud lawmakers and congressiond committee may place dispropotionae
weight on the preferences of issue publics and organized groups butfor mog policy disputes
there likely will be podkets of politically aware citizensand groupson both sides of the question.
Party activistsin thecondituency and paty leadersin Congress may pull Democratic legidators
to theleft and GOP membersto theright, but perhapsthe haghtened partisan conflict tha results
endsupin legidative outcomes located somewhere in the middle.

Inded, there is evidence that thegeneral direction of public policy over time tendsto
track broad changes in theideological moodof the public, especially following naiond
elections® Thereisahugeleap, however, between such evidence and assertionstha themiddle
somehow rulesin thelegidative process. For one the correspondence between public opinion
and policy outcomes differs significantly acrossissues and in amanne congstent with the
argumentsin this essay. For purposes of illugration, let@revisit the pdicy aress of defense,
eduation, and surface trangportation.

Unfortunaely, surveys do notregularly ask citizensfor thar views aboutthe kindsof
policy specificstha are the subject of congressiond decisions However, the General Sodal
Survey has been asking respondents for thar preferences about spending on arangeof programs
for many decades: QAre we spending too much, too little, or abouttherightamounton ---- Othe
question asks. Thenet difference between the percent of respondents answering Qoo littleOand

Qoo muchOprovides a ussful indicator of whether Americanswant spending to rise or fall in the

% Theclassic treatment is Page and Shapiro (1992.

2! Conault Sniderman and Theriault (2004 and Druckman (2004)

28 Evidence for thethesis can befoundin Erickson, MacK uen, and Stimson (2002, 304-09. See
also Stimson (2004)
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relevant policy area. Thegray linesin thethree pands of Figure 3 portray net public suppot for
increased spending over the past few decades for defense, eduction, and surface trangportation,
respectively.?® To allow comparisonsbetween public opinion and policy outcomes, in each
pand there aso isadak linetha captures the percentage changeeach year in federa funds
budgeed for therelevant programs.®

(Figure 3 abouthere)

Pand A of Figure 3 shows therelationsip between public suppot for changesin defense
spending and actud shiftsin thedegense budge, 1973-2006. For this policy area, public
attitudes and policy outcomes are closely related ' Citizensgenerally have well developed
views aboutthe priority tha should be placed onnationd security, if notaboutthe specific
deails of ddfens andforeign palicy. Thelinkagestha exist between ther undeling political
values and proposlsto increase or decrease defense expenditures are relatively direct. Within
individud congituendes, naiond defensisnotapolicy areadriven by large intense issue
publics or alot of interest groups On Capitol Hill, the committees of jurisdiction are relatively
bipartisan.3* For themog part, then, strategic priming, interest group demands and partisan
infighting are somewha muted in this policy areaand outcomes are relatively respongve to the
American middle.

? More specifically, respondents were asked aboutspending on Qhe military, armaments, and
defense, OCeducation Oand highways and bridges.O General Soda Survey, 19732006 Rope
Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Conneticut.

% Thebudge data are downloaded from the Policy Agendas Project, www.policyagendas.org. |
lagged the data by oneyear because budgée authority for a particular fiscal year is mogly
determined by legidative actionsthepreviousyear. Find budgeary outcomes obvioudy are
shgped by legidative-executive barganing, as well astheinternd politics of Congress, and any
deviationsbetween public opinion and policy may occur because of presidentia actions rather
than thecongressiond legidative process. Asa practical matter, thoughi,it isnat feasible to
gaugecongressiond policy making free of presidentia influence, so | use find budge outcomes
in Figure 3.

3 Bartels (1991)demondrates that representativesOvotes on naiond security spending during
198182 were strongly influenced by condituent opinionsaboutdefense during the 1980
campagn.

%2 Since we are conddering spending outcomes, the environments and decision-making practices
of the appropriationssubcommittees with jurisdiction over defense, education, and trangportation
aso arerelevant. Theauthorizing and appropriationspandsin each area confronta similar array
of forces and exhibit similar decision-making paterns(e.g., levels of partisan polarization,
responsgveness to interest group pressure). For ddails, see Deering and Smith (1997).
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There are exceptions of course, and oneoccurred during 200506, as public suppot for
the U.S. military engagement in Iraq began to fall. Thenaiond partiesOpostionsonthewar
diverged and Republicans and Democrats attempted to convince the public that their program
was in thebest interest of the county. President Bush famoudy remarked that would notbase
his Irag policy on public opinion polls and tha hewould follow throughonthewar effort even if
only hiswife and dogremained at hisside® Congressiond Republicans beieved tha ther
party® electoral progpects would suffer if they did notback Bush onthewar. Thus while pubic
suppot for defense spending declined in 200506, actud expenditures climbed. Thedeep
partisan polarization over Irag was an exception, however, and throughoutmod of thetime span
covered in Figure 3 defense spending appears highly responsve to centrist public opinionin the
county.

As pand B of thefigureindicates, there is also a discernable relationship between public
preferences and budgeary changefor education, at last from 1981onward.* Therelationship is
much less striking than for defense, however, reflecting the very different decision-making
environments for thetwo issues. In contrast to defense, there is a stronggrouppresence in
education policy. Thepublicisgeneraly suppotive of public eduction and consstently
endorses increased spending, butthelinkages tha exist between thar undeling values or
predispostionsand specific policy aternaives areless clear-cut. For oneg responsbility for
public educationis divided between thefederal, state, and local levels. A citizen® attitudes
aboutproposlsto increase federal spending may depend on how the matter isframed. The
dispropottionae emphasis tha members of Congress place on the preferences of issue publics
and organized interests make naiond policymaking on education less directly responsve to the
public mood.

In thelate 1990s during thewaning days of the Clinton administration and with
Republicansin the majority on Capitol Hill, naional GOP |eaders chose to elevate education
policy onther legidative and communicationsagendss, as part of an effort to counier or even

3 Jennifer Loven, The Assodated Press, January 14,2007.

% |n Figure 3, the scales of the vertical dimensonsin thethree pands are set to fit the data.
Obvioudy, visud compaisonsof thefit between thetwo linesin each pand mightdepend on
howtherelevant axes are scaled. Butin this case, altering the scale does not affect the
subgantive condugons The correlation between public opinion and budgé changeis postive
and largefor defense, postive but much smaller for education (pod 1981) and negative for
surface trangportation.
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neutralize longganding Democratic advantages with the public in theissuearea. Inthemidg of
the 2000¢€lection campagn, Republican congressiond |leaders soughtto reauthorize the
Elementary and Seconday Education Act, the centerpiece of federal education policy, by
emphasizing state and local flexibility and enhanced accountbility for schools. By design, these
themes evoked pro-Republican predispostionsamong voters and they would be used to structure
the Bush administration® ONo Child Left BehindOinitiative thefollowing year. Conaerned that
his party mightlose the uppe hand on education issues, Democrat Edward Kennedy of
Massachusetts threatened to offer an array of floor amendments that dealt with guncontrol and
schoolviolence. Following closaly after the Columbine school shootingsof April 1999
Kennady(@ amendments were intended to shift the education debate away from the GOP
proposl and toward gunsand school safety, which at thetime polled strongly for the Democrats.
Orhey want to talk abouteducation ODemocrats strategized, Go |et@ make them vote on gunsO
Sende Republicansrespondel by pulling thar bill from the schedule, effectively killingthe
reauthorization effort. Thedispute illugrates how the partisan context of education issues can
distort congressiond decision-making and decouple policy outcomes from public opinion.
Asindicated in pand C of Figure 3, federa expenditures on highways and bridges are
mogly unresponsve to changes in public attitudes about spending on surface trangportation.
Indeed, if anything, therelationdhip is negaive; as public suppot for spending declines, the
percentage changein budgeed fundsgoes up. Thepublic genealy backs more spending on
surface trangportation, but thelevel of suppot has been dropping for decades, perhgos because of
the cumulative effects of unfavorable publicity about pork and government waste. (Don
Y oung®Way,Othe so-called Bridgeto Nowhere,0Oand other transportation boondogggs have
generated ample negaive coveragein themedia® Y et, people generally define (horkOand
QuasteOas expenditures on projects that are located in someoneelse@ congressiond district.
Federal expenditures on projects tha are near to home, in contrast, are viewed as Gongructive
investments in the nationd infrastructure.O The attitudes of citizens abouttransportation and
other policies with significant local, or Qlistributive, Oeffects are rife with inconsstendes.

Politiciansare fully aware of this. Not surprisingly, they pay little attention to broad changesin

% The (Bridgeto NowhereOis a proposl to connet thecity of Ketchikan, Alaska, to an airport
located on anearby idand. Althoughchampioned by Republican Senaor Ted Stevensand other
members of the Alaska ddegation, the project emerged as the paradigmatic example of pork and
goveanment waste during Senae action on the 2006 trangportation bill.
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public attitudes aboutaggregae spending ondistributive policies. Indead, thar focusisonthe
local officias, indugry representatives, and other special interests demanding tha the member
secure federal largesse for thefolks back home. Members of Congress, in turn, lobbythe
relevant committees and subcommittees on behdf of thar district interests, and public
expenditures rise.®

In short, althoughthe divergent agendas of polarized political parties andinterest groups
may somewha bdance out and the broad contours of publc policy are shgped to some degree by
changesin the public mood themiddle does notgeneally rule on Capitol Hill. Not even clos.
In certain areas, such as aggregae defense spending, where ordinary citizenshave well-formed
preferences, interest groupsare relatively unimportant, and thelevel of partisan infightingis
muted, the correspondence between public attitudes and policy may befairly close. But for the
vast mgjority of issues onthenaiond agenda centrist public opinion does notdrive the
legidative process. AsaU.S. Senaor named Henry Ashurst, Democrat of Arizona warned
many decades ago, OVhen | have to choos between voting for the people or the special
interests, | always stick with the special interests. They remember. The people forget.G’

5. Proyectsfor Change

Arethere seriousstepstha can betaken to enhance theimpact of ordinary Americanson
policy makingin Congress? Pundits and some scholars have bandied aboutseveral structural
fixes. Perhgosthe mos common proposl isto reform theway congressiond district boundaies
are set. Accordingto thisview, over time district lines have been drawn and redrawn to
maximize voter homogendty within congituendes, and thusmake representative life easier and
safer for members of Congress. Asaresult, thecounty is comprised of alarge number of
ideologically extreme congressiond districts, and not surprisingly, these districts send political
extremists to Washington. The problem with this argument, of course, istha even after decades
of redistricting, mog congressiond districts still contain a prepondeance of ideological
modeates. Andlet@ notforget aboutthe Senate. We observe rampant partisan polarizationin
tha chamber, but state lines obvioudy are not subject to theredistricting process. Reformingthe

% Thebest scholarly treatment of alegislator( decision calculuson distributive policies remains
Weingast, Shepde, and Johnsen (1981)

37 Asquotd in Morris K. Uddl, Too Funnyto be President, New York: Henry Holt and
Company, 1988,128-29.
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way district boundaies are drawn almog certainly will not make Congress more responsve to
the concernsof ordinary voters.

A numbe of other structural fixes have been suggested by would-bereformers. changing
the primary process to reduce theclout of party activists; tightening lobbylaws to curb interest
groupinfluence; realigning congressiond committee jurisdictionsto ensure tha individud
pands are notdominaed by narrow interests; and abolishing the Senae filibuger. Thelist goes
onandon. Wha these reform proposls share is tha they realy do notaddress the crux of the
problem, which is widespread voter inatention to policy issues and the political process. The
middle does not rule because it is unorganized and pays so little attention to politics.

Obvioudy, thereis nat much we can do aboutlow levels of political awareness among
thecitizenry. People are uninformed aboutpolitics because there are so many competing
demandsonthdr time. Since thepolicy impact of an individud citizen actingaloneis very
small, there are few incentives for people to invest significant persond resources into learning
aboutcandidaes and issues. Still, as Niemi and Junnpoint out GFor democratic decision
making to be meaningful and legitimate, citizensmug be capable of undestandingwha is at
stake in politics, wha their aternaives are, and what their own postionsare.3® These scholars
observe tha the best windowfor inareasing citizen knowledgeaboutpolitics and policy may be
the high school years and they make a strongcase tha the qudity of civic eduationin this
county needsto bedramaticaly improved. Would the establishment of amore effective system
of civic education significantly empower ordinary voters and down theline make the
congressiond process dramatically more responsve to ordinary voters? Probably not. Butin
contrast to mog of the structural fixes currently under discussion, at least it would conditute a
condrudive step in theright direction.

% Niemi and Junn(1998) 9.
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Figure 1. Distribution of Districts by Percent Support for Bush in 204
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Figure 2. Roll Call Ideology of Membersin 2006-06 by District Support for Bush in 2004
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Figure 3A. Defense: Public Support for Spending Increases and Percent Changein
Budgeted Funds, 19732006
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Figure 3B. Education: Public Support for Spending Increases and Percent Changein
Budgeted Funds, 19732006
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Figure 3C. Surface Transportation: Public Support for Spending Increases and Per cent
Changein Budgeed Funds, 19732006
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