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Preface to the Second Edition and Acknowledgments

We wrote the first edition of this book midway through the Clinton presidency. We had seen how the unified Democrats came to office in 1993 excited about their prospects for governance, and how many went home in defeat two years later. We had also seen the Republicans enter Congress jubilantly in 1995 only to be outmaneuvered on the budget and other issues by the Democratic minority and President Clinton. What we had not seen in quite some time, however, were substantial government surpluses, unified Republican government, a major attack on American soil, and a strong wartime president.

In writing this second edition, then, we were interested in applying the ideas of our first edition to such changing circumstances. Those ideas were centered around the concept that policy change is tough to come by in Congress. It takes an alignment of preferences among large majorities in the House and Senate, sufficient to end a filibuster and overcome a potential presidential veto. It takes compromise, which is difficult under any circumstances, but particularly challenging when the government is running large deficits. And it therefore takes patience, with one proposal’s defeat giving way to a new idea with somewhat greater support time and again until broad coalitions for policy change can be achieved. Those lacking the patience to work through this process risk legislative failure and electoral defeat.

The changes of the past eight years convinced us that we were on the right track in our description of policymaking in Congress. And this second edition gives us a chance to illustrate how the revolving gridlock theory holds under a broad set of circumstances. We now are in a position to analyze divided government with both Republican and Democratic presidents, as well as unified Democratic and unified Republican control of Congress and the presidency. Moreover, we can see how and why coalitions formed around issues of terrorism and foreign policy after 9/11, only to return to the familiar gridlock of previous decades. Issues and political parties continue to revolve in and out of favor, but gridlock remains a mainstay of American politics.

In this edition, we have taken numerous opportunities to update and strengthen our analysis. Chapter 2, once again, contains the theoretical heart of the book, updated in time and expanded to discuss how gridlock may be overcome and how  policymakers cope with gridlock when it persists. Chapter 3 now stands alone as a characterization of how the federal budget process impacts policy change and policy gridlock. It is no longer tied to an analysis of the Reagan administration. Rather, this chapter now captures how the budget process has changed over the past thirty years, and how those changes have affected policy gridlock.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 test the theory presented in the earlier chapters in a chronological fashion. Chapter 4 examines the coalitions formed under Democratic control of the House during the Republican presidencies of Ronald Reagan and George H. Bush. Of particular interest is showing how the time period of 1980–1992 ushered in the rise of tough budgetary politics that contributed to polarized debates in Congress, to more media attention on the budget, to less time for other congressional activities, and, ultimately, to policy gridlock. Chapter 5 is broken largely into two parts, the first characterizing unified Democratic governance, and the second pitting a Republican Congress against President Clinton. Both show in detail how the lack of broad coalitions led to the defeat and diminution of expansive policy initiatives. Finally, Chapter 6 brings the book up to date, first exploring what could be accomplished under unified Republican governance and how particular budget-forming mechanisms interacted with the preferences of moderates to determine the parameters of policy change. Then that chapter shows how things changed and yet remained the same when the country’s focus turned toward the previously dismissed policy area of international terrorism.

As with the first edition, we are left with many debts. Students at Stanford University, the University of Chicago, Claremont Graduate University, and the Ohio State University all helped us focus our views over the past decade (and more). Each fall the students change but their collective intelligence and their questions have pushed us to look for better explanations for why Congress passes prescription drug coverage for Medicare but not universal health care, or why Congress gives enormous authority to the president in times of crisis. Their intelligence and interest has been and continues to be an inspiration. Three students made special contributions and thus should be thanked—Sara Anderson, Shawn Chen, and Brigitte Zimmerman.

A second debt is owed to our colleagues who study legislatures specifically and political economy more generally. We have gained immensely from the insight of those too numerous to list, but are particularly thankful for our interactions with Jim Alt, Martin Anderson, David Baron, Paul Beck, Jon Bendor, Ted Brader, Kara Buckley, Greg Caldeira, Brandice Canes-Wrone, Cliff Carrubba, Joseph Cooper, Larry Dodd, David Epstein, John Ferejohn, Tom Gilligan, Rick Hall, Hahrie Han, Mark Hansen, Sunshine Hillygus, Will Howell, Gary Jacobson, Rod Kiewiet, Keith Krehbiel, David Lawrence, Sandy Maisel, David Mayhew, Mat McCubbins, Terry Moe, Mike Neblo, Roger Noll, Sharyn O’Halloran, Carl Pinkele, Keith Poole, Nelson Polsby, Randall Ripley, Doug Rivers, Howard Rosenthal, Ken Shepsle, Gary Segura, Barry Weingast, Alan Wiseman, and Jack Wright. They all deserve more gratitude than we could offer here. We owe special thanks to John Cogan for sharing his immense knowledge of the federal budgetary process and the politics  thereof, and to John Raisian, Director of the Hoover Institution, for providing us with the time and resources to finish the book. Despite the guidance of so many great scholars, we have much left to learn. Of course, we take full responsibility for all errors.

We are most indebted to our spouses and children, and thus the book is dedicated to Carolyn, Emily, Beth, and Anna on the Brady side, and to Andrea on the Volden side.
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The Origins of Revolving Gridlock

When the American people voted in 2004, they made a surprisingly rare choice, reelecting a President and a Congress controlled by the same party. President Clinton had been reelected in 1996, facing a Republican Congress. Presidents Reagan, Nixon, and Eisenhower’s reelections were all accompanied by Democratic control of the House of Representatives. But George W. Bush would continue to preside over a unified Republican government and had won an outright majority of the popular vote, something no President had done since his father’s election in 1988. Despite the closeness of the election in key battleground states, President Bush saw his victory as a mandate and quickly vowed to spend his hard-won political capital. By the 2005 State of the Union Address, the President had asserted Social Security reform as his top domestic policy goal, and personal accounts would be the cornerstone of that reform.

Democrats in Congress responded immediately, denouncing the risky nature of privatizing Social Security, and raising two key points. First, the Democratic leadership proclaimed that they had a coalition of more than forty Senators who would stand against the President’s proposal. That key number of forty-plus-one was important to all who were familiar with Senate rules. With the support of forty-one Senators, a successful filibuster could be mounted. Without a supermajority—sixty votes—the majority party would be unable to stop such a tactic. And, second, the Democrats linked Social Security reform to the budget deficit. Adding personal accounts to the Social Security system would cost two trillion dollars or more by some estimates. As large surpluses had already turned to deficits on Bush’s watch, framing the debate in terms of the budget and fiscal responsibility might not only defeat the proposal, but also give Democrats a leg up in the next rounds of elections.

The long-term fate of Social Security is far from resolved, and the need to reform other entitlement programs (like Medicare) will remain pressing long into the future. Yet, the goal of political science is not to wait and provide descriptions, but instead to offer predictions and explanations. Having observed actions of Congress and the President for decades, we have seen patterns emerging that can  be explained in a fairly straightforward manner, by examining members of Congress in terms of their preferences and the institutions in which they make decisions. We have seen the importance of House–Senate differences and of large coalitions needed to overcome filibusters and presidential vetoes. And we have also seen the growing importance of budgetary matters before Congress.

While the reelection of a President with majority party control of the Congress is a relatively rare event, the politics of 2005 are not new. They were evident in the 1980s when President Reagan secured major tax reforms only to have to confront major budget deficits for the rest of his term. They were evident in the 1990s when President Clinton promised major reforms under a unified Democratic government. We began work on the first version of this project in 1993 and 1994, as a paper on the first two years of the Clinton administration. The press had just begun to shift from positively appraising the President’s job thus far to questioning how far he would get with health care, campaign finance reform, welfare, crime, and the rest of the agenda. Our view was that the quick passage of the family leave act and the motor voter act were not indicative of how successful the President ultimately would be, given the Congress that was elected in 1992 and the possibilities of conservative filibusters in the Senate. Subsequent events showed that unified government was not able to break policy “gridlock.” The election of the first Republican Congress in forty years in 1994 and the new majority’s subsequent attempt to shift policy to the right, combined with President Clinton’s use of the veto to shift policy back toward the center, led us to expand the paper into a book.

In the process of expanding the work to cover the 104th Congress, we came to better understand what caused gridlock and what could end it. In order to understand the causes of gridlock, we were forced to recognize the dominance of budget politics and policy in the Congress, and we became convinced of the importance of elections in determining where policy stands and in what direction it will evolve. Reading new accounts of the Reagan 1981 budget battle, the Bush 1990 budget debacle, and the standoff in 1995 between the Republican Congress and President Clinton clearly leaves one with the feeling that little has changed in American politics over the past quarter century. Because the first part of this period was characterized by Republican Presidents and Democratic Congresses, it is easy to see why so many people believed that electing a unified government would break policy gridlock, and why many were surprised when the election of a Democratic President in 1992 did not actually do so.

Political science demands that we draw lessons from these earlier events, treating them as data to test theories of how political processes work. And that is our goal in this book. In the following chapters we shall attempt to define gridlock and to explain why gridlock has been so prevalent over the past thirty years, despite the changing cast of characters in the White House and on Capitol Hill. Over this time period, we have seen a Republican President with a Republican Congress, a Republican President with a Democratic Congress, a Democratic President with a Republican Congress, and a Democratic President and Congress. We are seeking to advance a theory that explains congressional politics through all these sets of  circumstances. Our explanation, however, will not focus on the role of political parties, nor of special interests, nor of the media, and it does not rely heavily on presidential leadership. This is not to say that these variables don’t play a role in making public policy—clearly they do. Nevertheless, our explanation for gridlock focuses on two primary factors: (1) the preferences of members of Congress regarding particular policies, and (2) supermajority institutions—the Senate filibuster and the presidential veto. We will use a simple median voter model both to define gridlock as a concept and to explain broad policy results during the 1980 to 2005 period.

The idea is really quite straightforward. When considering the U.S. Congress, instead of thinking of which party is in control, think of the members as arrayed from left to right—liberal to conservative.1 The further left a member is positioned, the more that member favors increased government activity on health care, the environment, education, and so on. The further right one moves, the more the members favor less government activity on health care, the environment, and education; these members thus favor lower taxes. Given this ordering of preferences, what does it take to achieve a policy change?

Those who claimed that divided government caused gridlock would argue that the coupling of Republican Presidents with Democratic Congresses or vice versa was the culprit. It would then follow that Clinton’s election, securing the first unified government since 1980, should have ended gridlock. But by 1994 no one was any longer making that claim. Our view is that the answer to what it takes to effectively change policy (and end gridlock) hangs on knowing the policy preferences of those members of both houses of Congress near the median (at or about the 218th member in the House and at or about the 50th member in the Senate) and on determining how close present policy (the status quo) is to these crucial members’ preferences. Gridlock can be overcome only when the status quo is further from crucial members’ preferences than are the alternative policies proposed by the President or others. In short, if current Social Security policy is agreeable to the 218th House voter or the 50th Senate voter, then attempts at dramatic change, such as partial privatization through personal accounts, will fail—and gridlock will result.

Because in some legislation a minority of members can block a majority, the gridlock region (the range of status quo policies that is nearly impossible to change) can be sizable. Consider the filibuster as allowed by Rule XXII in the Senate. That rule, roughly, allows forty-one determined Senators to dominate floor activity so as to prohibit a bare majority from enacting its legislation. Such supermajoritarian institutions are common in state legislatures and in many foreign legislatures. The idea is that in some matters 50 percent is not enough to make fundamental changes, so rules requiring a supermajority are used. In the next chapter we will draw out this point in some detail. It is sufficient here to argue that in some issues more than a majority is required to change policy.

By narrowly focusing on preferences, supermajority institutions, and the status quo of present policies, we will leave unexplored much of the role of the parties,  leadership, committee decisions, the press, and special interests in the day-to-day maneuvering that makes up the U.S. policy process. What do we hope to gain by focusing on this narrow set of explanatory variables? Our goal is to explain the broad parameters of U.S. public policy over the past three decades, and the concept of gridlock is after all not a specific matter but a general one involving deadlock in government. Moreover, one supposed culprit in gridlock—divided government—is again a rather broad concept. The narrow focus on preferences, supermajority institutions, and status quo policies is particularly informative with regard to budgetary policy, which we regard as a further cause of policy gridlock over the past quarter century. Given the recent dominance of budget issues, especially when the public takes notice of deficit spending, members of Congress and the President are faced with hard choices regarding programs and funding. Under such conditions, increasing spending on one program often means cutting another program, not creating a new program, or raising taxes; thus in a sense funding decisions are interrelated. Programs then are no longer viewed separately; rather, they are viewed in terms of tradeoffs with one another—boosting one program at the expense of another, or else maintaining both at constant levels. In short, deficit politics creates winners and losers and thus exacerbates the already contentious nature of policymaking.

Our argument is that, as of the late 1970s, congressional policymaking has shifted from a policy regime in which new programs—entitlements and others—were added and existing programs were expanded to a policy regime in which budgetary policy (when focused on the deficit) encompasses and constrains all congressional policymaking. The New Deal of Franklin Roosevelt began and greatly expanded the American welfare state. Presidents after Roosevelt (with the possible exception of Eisenhower) had offered new programs or packages of policies extending the welfare state. Truman’s Fair Deal, Kennedy’s New Frontier, Johnson’s Great Society, and Nixon’s New Federalism (in his first term) all testify to this phenomenon. Funding these programs took place under a budget process (aptly described by Wildavsky 1988 and Fenno 1973) in which taxes rose slowly and expenditures rose roughly within the limits of increased revenues.

By the Nixon presidency, there was little room for maneuver in fiscal policy. The first two years of the Carter presidency saw the end of the old regime. By 1979 there was a tax revolt among the citizenry, the Social Security Trust Fund was nearly broke, entitlement spending from program creation and expansion in the Johnson and Nixon presidencies was rising rapidly, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan forced President Carter to raise military expenditures, thus canceling Congress’s plan to exchange cuts in military expenditures for increased domestic spending. The new policy regime would be characterized by tight, real budget constraints and omnibus reconciliation budgets. Politicians who raised individual income taxes or who sought cuts in entitlements would suffer in the polls. We focus on legislator preferences and use median voter and supermajority institutional analyses to show where gridlock comes from, given this new budget-centered policy regime.

A key reason to focus on preferences and supermajority institutions, rather than on special interests, parties, the media, and so on, is that in an important sense these latter variables are subsumed in the election results and the winning members’ preferences. In every district and every state there are special local interests as well as national issues that play a role in the nomination and election of candidates. In Montana, wheat farmers, environmentalists, the National Rifle Association (NRA), mining and smelting interests, and labor union interests make their presence known early in the electoral process. Each interest will decide which candidates they prefer and will choose a level of support. By the time of the general election, the interests and political parties will be aligned for and against the final House and Senate candidates, and the winning candidates will go to Washington with a set of established policy preferences.

Elections are in an important sense a final if temporal judgment (made every other year), based on party affiliation and personal interest, by voters determining which set of candidates will decide where public policy will be headed. In the United States, party positions on issues will vary across the country, as will the strength of interest groups. The Democratic Party in Texas, Montana, and Idaho will differ from the Democratic Party in New York and Illinois on gun control. Likewise there will be differences among local and state parties across all fifty states and 435 congressional districts on civil rights, environmentalism, tax policy, foreign policy, and any number of other issues. The congressional Democratic and Republican Parties (those members actually in Congress) will therefore be characterized by both inter- and intraparty differences. Some Democrats will be conservatives on tax policy, gun control, and environmental issues whereas some Republicans will be liberal on the same set of issues. In general, we will find that Republicans are more conservative than Democrats across a broad set of issues; however, despite the polarization in preferences today, there remains enough variation in intraparty preferences to prohibit strict party control of policy. As a result, just because Republicans control the House and Senate does not guarantee that a Republican President will always get his way in Congress. Indeed, it is precisely the intraparty variance in preferences that leads to the use of a median voter model in predicting policy outcomes. Members of Congress who please their constituencies get reelected, even though they may vote against their party.

One important reason that members of the same party vary in their preferences over policy is the fact that interest groups’ influence varies from district to district and region to region. Environmentalists are more numerous in the West than in the Midwest and East. The NRA is stronger in the South and the West than it is elsewhere. The National Organization for Women (NOW) has more members in the North than in the South. The National Farmers Union (NFU) has more members in the Dakotas and Minnesota than the American Farm Bureau Federation (AFBF), which is stronger, in contrast, in the lower Midwest—Illinois and Iowa. More NRA members are Republican than Democrat; AFBF members tend to be Republican; but more environmentalists, NFU, and NOW members are Democrats. Thus across districts, states, and regions interests are sorted differently and  influence varies accordingly. In addition to interests and interest groups, individual voters’ views matter; for example, about 70 percent of Californians are pro-choice across both parties, putting pro-life candidates at a disadvantage when running for statewide office. Traditional California Republicans like former Senator and former Governor Pete Wilson are pro-choice even though the Republican national party’s official position is pro-life. One cannot simply take the Congress members’ party affiliations to predict abortion policy. When Ronald Reagan was President (and pro-life) and the Senate was Republican, pro-life supporters could not pass a bill or an amendment repealing the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision. Our analysis focusing on the preferences of members of Congress should be viewed as summarizing the thousands of decisions made by voters, candidates, and interest groups, which yield an electoral result in the Congress. We simply take that end result and assume that the preferences of the members are exogenous; and we try to understand policy given these preferences that are in some large part the result of a complicated nomination and election process.

Given this assumption it should be clear that, in our view, the main impetus for policy change is electoral change. In general, we propose that if the same members are elected time after time, the status quo policy will prevail. If over 90 percent of incumbent House members run for reelection and 95 percent of them win, then their combined preferences over major policies will not change.2 This is especially true of budget issues, which have always been prominent and more recently have been dominant. Major debates on levels of taxation and expenditure have been raised in 1981, 1982, 1984, 1986, 1990, 1993, 1995, 1997, 2001, 2003, and beyond; and any members of Congress surviving all these changes can be said to have accurately gauged their choice and fitted it to being reelected. If one goes by party affiliation, conservative Republicans will not vote for individual income tax increases whereas liberal Democrats will not support cuts in entitlements and welfare spending. Congressional preferences since the end of the Carter presidency have shifted dramatically to the right twice—in 1980 and 1994; and once moderately left—in 1986. This does not mean that elections in other years were not important—they were—only that the 1980, 1994, and 1986 elections represented more dramatic shifts.

Calling an election a “dramatic shift” sounds impressive but what does it mean? It need not indicate a new majority party throughout Congress because only 1994 yielded a new House majority. Essentially, a “dramatic shift” indicates that the new median Representative (the 218th) or Senator (the 50th) is significantly more conservative or liberal than in the previous Congress. In the case of the 104th House (1995–1996) and the 97th Senate (1981–1982), this meant that the new median member was in all likelihood a Republican rather than a moderate Democrat, as was the case in the 103rd House (1993–1994). In the case of the 97th House, although the majority was still Democratic, the median voter was now a very conservative southern Democrat rather than a moderate Democrat.

Note that for the purposes of this analysis, it does not matter whether the 50th voter in the Senate is a Democrat or a Republican. What matters is that member of  Congress’s policy preference and where on the spectrum that preference lies relative to the status quo and the proposed alternative policy. This is important because since at least the time of V. O. Key (1964), political scientists have pointed to differences in the parties’ compositions. Key argued that each party had a presidential and a congressional branch, such that when the party controlled the presidency the presidential branch dominated, whereas without the presidency the congressional branch dominated. James M. Burns, in The Deadlock of Democracy (1963), argued that “the deadlock” was due to differences between the southern and northern wings of the Democratic Party, and between the northeastern (Rockefeller) and midwestern wings of the Republican Party. Southern Democrats and midwestern Republicans often voted together as a conservative coalition to block liberal policies. The point is that such “splits” or “differences” within the parties have long occurred. Moreover, when “deadlock” or “gridlock” has been broken, it is largely because an election has dramatically shifted the distribution of preferences in Congress.

Our argument here differs from previous works in the assumption that each congressional member’s individual preference over a policy is the determining factor in whether that policy will find support, rather than the more general ascriptive characteristic of, for example, southern Democratic support for a Republican President. Moreover, using member preference as the fundamental building block, one can more precisely locate those groups of House and Senate members who are crucial to understanding why Congress does what it does. Granted, preferences are correlated with party affiliation—liberals are more likely to be Democrats and conservatives are more likely to be Republicans. However, what matters most are the preferences of pivotal members of Congress, such as the 218th House voter and the 50th Senate voter when majorities are required, and not whether the policy result is the work of a so-called “conservative Democrat” or “moderate Republican.” The circumstance of a unified government means very little here because a conservative Democrat would not have voted for the Clinton or Kennedy health care bills in 1994 when the status quo policy was closer to that member’s preference. Hence a Democratic President elected with a Congress that was essentially the same as the Congress the previous Republican President faced (in terms of the distribution of preferences) should not have been expected to enact major policy changes. Just as there was divided-government gridlock under George H. Bush in 1992, there was unified-government gridlock under Clinton in 1993.

In essence, we maintain that the policy preferences of members of Congress at or near the median are among the crucial determinants of policy outcomes. The distribution of preferences over the members in conjunction with how many voters are needed to move the policy—one-half (a simple majority), three-fifths (to break a filibuster), or two-thirds (to override a veto)—determines policy. Thus if the preferences of key members of Congress remain similar from one administration to the next, the party of the President won’t tell us much about policy results. In addition to the distribution of preferences, supermajority institutional rules, specifically the Senate filibuster and the presidential veto (or threat to veto),  also affect policy in that these political instruments change who the crucial decisionmakers are—from the 50th to the 60th member of the Senate in the case of the filibuster. Given these variables of preferences and supermajority rules, all that needs to be determined are the relative positions of the present policy and the proposed policy.

This simple theory of the median voter has been circulating for some time in political science, starting with Duncan Black (1958), and has been used to explain the policy decisions of school boards, city councils, and other legislative bodies for which majority rule determines decisions. A major criticism of median voter models is that, although they work in one dimension, shifting to a second dimension makes it “impossible” to determine who the median is and thus where the policy will be located. A simple example might be useful. Suppose three legislators are deciding how much to spend on defense. Legislator A prefers $100, B $40, and C prefers not to spend anything. It is obvious with a minimal amount of computation that the legislators will agree to spend $40 on defense. If we add a second dimension to the policy space, say a social budget over which A prefers to spend $10, B $40, and C $100, it can be shown that in two dimensions there is no stable solution. There will always be some other policy in these two dimensions preferred by two members over any present policy. Even the median position (B) in each dimension of spending $40 for each program could be defeated if A and C get together to increase spending for both programs. For example, if A proposes spending $50 each on defense and social programs, C will vote with A, defeating B. In turn, B could propose a point appealing to either A or C, and so on. Given that this is true in such a simple case, how could we apply such a model to anything as complex as the U.S. Congress with its thousands of programs spending well over two trillion dollars annually? This problem has discouraged scholars from applying the model to real legislatures as extensively as they might.

It is our view that, even when multiple policy dimensions are present, the more central members of the dimension of primary concern will be determinative of the outcome, because they will be easier to entice into a coalition and are thus considered pivotal. Consider a bill where member B is undecided how to vote or is mildly for or against the bill, whereas A is strongly against and C is strongly in favor. It will be easier for C (or A) to convince B to vote yes (or no) than it would be to get A (or C) to vote differently. Thus, even if B gets something in return on a different dimension—a federal building or a presidential appearance in the home district—voter B is pivotal to the issue of primary concern. In short, because B determines whether the bill will pass or not, then that legislator can largely determine the final appearance of the bill. In either case—one or two dimensions—our strategy is to focus on the pivotal voters in the relevant dimension. Where two members are needed to change policy, the median member B is pivotal. If all three are needed for a supermajority (unanimity), the member most resistant to change (closest in preference to the present policy) is pivotal.

Moving away from the three-person example it can be argued that, even though there are often relevant off-dimension policies, it is still the pivotal (and often  centrist) representatives with respect to the primary policy dimension who determine policy results. For example, in trade issues there are pro–free trade representatives and pro–protectionist representatives, and in between these two positions are a smaller set of members who could vote either way. These members near the median are relatively indifferent about voting for or against a trade bill like the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Their votes can be swayed relatively easily by appealing to them with concessions in other policy dimensions, whereas it would be prohibitively costly to sway the vote of a legislator with a strong view on NAFTA through concessions in other dimensions. In short, the votes that can be most easily swayed for purposes of gaining a majority or a supermajority are precisely those of the voters who are most indifferent about the specific issue under consideration. If the vote is on the budget, which involves programs in many dimensions and determines the rates of taxation and spending, then who determines the outcome? Those on the left who favor more spending and taxing and those on the right who favor cuts in taxes and programs will not determine the result. Rather, those members at or near the median—those favoring fewer cuts than the right and less spending than the left—will determine the final makeup of the budget. New policies can be adopted only by altering significantly who these pivotal members are or what they will support. The normal mechanism to provide such a shift in American government is an election.

In addition to the above reasons to focus on the main policy dimension despite the possibility of multiple dimensions, there is strong empirical support for the existence of a main policy dimension for a number of issues. Poole and Rosenthal (1997) address the history of roll call voting in the Congress and find that preferences along a single dimension can account for about three-fourths of the votes of members of Congress on a wide range of issues. Although member preferences may vary from issue to issue, it is preferences along the main policy dimension of any particular piece of legislation that will determine which policy proposals can be adopted and which will lead to continued gridlock.

In the next chapter we will present an explanation of the revolving gridlock model, using the case of minimum wage for explanatory purposes. Our intent is to bring some precision to the definition of gridlock, to show how gridlock can be explained in terms of preferences and institutions, and to determine conditions under which gridlock might end.

In Chapter 3 we tackle the role of the federal budget in explaining policy gridlock. We trace the collapse of consensus budgeting in the 1970s to a series of conditions, from the rising entitlements coming out of the 1960s through public pressures to hold down taxes through the continued threats of the Cold War. The 1980 elections shifted the preferences of the Congress decidedly to the right, resulting in the passage of a tax policy that was significantly more conservative than the status quo policy of the time. The new tax policy eliminated “bracket creep,” resulting in a constraint on spending and, with the downturn in the economy, a dramatic increase in the deficit. This legislation resulted in a new gridlock region that frustrated both the liberal tax-and-spend representatives and the tax-less, spend-less  conservatives. Although modified throughout the mid–1980s, tax policy had solidified by 1986. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, no firm coalition could be found to support major increases or decreases in either taxation or spending. Deficit-reduction legislation such as Gramm-Rudman-Hollings in 1985 or Pay-As-You-Go (PAYGO) in 1990 linked budget and program decisions together so that increases in one area would cause decreases in another. Combined with the need for supermajorities, this constraint caused gridlock for more than a decade. Budget surpluses surprised pundits and politicians in the late 1990s and allowed a conservative coalition in 2001 and 2003 to cut taxes dramatically. Coupled with an economic downturn, stock market slump, and increased spending in the wake of 9/11, these changes led back to familiar deficits, resulting in tough budget decisions once again.

After laying out the theory with regard to preferences, institutions, and budget politics, in the latter chapters we assess the evidence for and against the theory by examining political coalitions and proposals for policy change over the past quarter century. In Chapter 4 we examine legislation between 1981 and 1992, focusing on the budgetary and policy gridlock that characterized the Reagan and (George H.) Bush years. Here it becomes clear that without major changes in the preferences and positions of members of Congress, little can be done to modify policy.

In Chapter 5 we argue that this gridlock continued throughout the Clinton administration, both under unified Democratic control and then following Republican control of Congress won in the 1994 elections. Although legislation previously vetoed by Republican Presidents was signed by Clinton in 1993, little was actually accomplished by what was touted as a gridlock-breaking unified government. The constraints of filibusters in the Senate and the individual preferences of members of Congress guaranteed that the Democratic Party would not act as a unified force to implement the policies set forth in its party platform. Major policy actions such as NAFTA and the 1993 budget act can best be seen as a continuation of congressional policies first developed during the George H. Bush administration rather than as a change in direction due to unified government. We then argue that the 1994 election moved congressional preferences to the right and made Congress the agenda setter. President Clinton’s major weapon in the policy disputes was the veto, which he used to shift policy toward the left, away from the Republican Congress’s preferences. Without the ability to garner the votes of two-thirds of the Senators, the Republicans found that their Contract with America had been reduced to a wish list, left unfulfilled due to gridlock.

Chapter 6 brings us up to date, exploring Congress and policymaking during the presidency of George W. Bush. We begin again with the budget, noting how the rise of surpluses allowed a coalition for major budgetary change to be established once again. Yet, rather than seeking broad consensus on the budget, conservatives pushed for a set of sizable tax cuts opposed by many of the more liberal members of Congress. This continued the pattern dating back to the 1970s and 1980s of identifying budget winners and losers. While budget issues were important, the defining moment of the Bush presidency has been the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Politicians of all stripes realized that our current status quo  policies had been far out of line with the country’s needs. Democrats and Republicans united for major changes in American domestic and foreign policy. Yet even a crisis of this magnitude could not put an end to policy gridlock. As the crisis atmosphere faded and attention turned to other issues, fundamental differences in politicians’ preferences combined with time-honored institutions to lead the country back to gridlock once again.




Notes 


1   Thinking about individuals and minority groups in government is far from a new idea. In some sense, our argumentation is consistent with that raised by Madison in Federalist Papers 10 and 51, that there are no natural majorities but only natural minorities, in that majorities are fleeting and exiting from them is easy.


2   The incumbency effect that allows vast numbers of members of Congress to hold their seats has been noted in political science literature for decades. See, in particular, Erikson (1976), Jacobson (1981), King and Gelman (1991), Fiorina and Prinz (1992), and Alford and Brady (1993).
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Theoretical Foundations


Presidential candidate George H. Bush was hitting his stride.1 The postconvention boost in the polls had subsided and he still had a lead of five to eight points. Picking the conservative Dan Quayle had ensured support from the right, leaving Bush room to cater to the political center. With two months to go before the 1988 presidential elections, the Bush–Quayle team was looking for issues from which Bush could benefit by taking a stand as a political moderate. Abortion was out. There was no solid middle ground there. Defense was out. Testing the waters with an endorsement of “partial deployment” of the “star wars” Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) system had found too many conservative sharks. The position was now “full deployment.” Crime was out. How better to defeat Michael Dukakis than with a tough stand on crime, set against the Dukakis “policy” of granting furloughs to hardened criminals?


So the Bush–Quayle team turned its sights to current legislation before Congress. They found two bills of potential interest. The first was the family leave bill. It appeared that legislation to provide unpaid leave from the workplace to family members with newborns or ailing relatives had the support of majorities in both the House and the Senate. This issue also raised sympathy among the American people. The second issue was the minimum wage. The last increase in the minimum wage had been passed during Carter’s first year in office in 1977. Due to a decade of low to moderate inflation, that wage seemed paltry to laborers and politicians alike. A wage increase also appealed to middle-class voters, whose children often worked minimum wage jobs. As such, there was broad support in Congress for a minimum wage hike, perhaps even enough support to override a Reagan or Bush veto.


The campaign team decided to support the latter legislation and oppose the former. The family leave bill would hurt small businesses and upset conservatives. Bush could stop the legislation with a veto if he were elected, enabling him to wield the power of a veto threat on other issues. The minimum wage legislation, however, had such wide support that undoubtedly something would be passed in the next Congress. If Bush opposed it, Democrats in Congress would water down the bill enough to override a veto, giving the President an early defeat. If he supported an increase, perhaps he could be involved in determining the size of the increase. It could turn into a legislative victory and make him look moderate during the campaign. A winning issue.  This chapter, describing the theory upon which our book is based, is divided into six sections. First, we describe how personal preferences and congressional institutions put constraints on policy formation. Second, we address the uncertainty faced by legislators in making policy choices. Third, we look at exogenous factors affecting legislator preferences and policy positioning. Fourth, we take a closer look at the role of the President in the legislative process. Fifth, we explore how politicians may overcome or cope with the gridlock presented here. Finally, we compare the revolving gridlock theory to two others that have been advanced and widely accepted as explanations of executive–legislative policy formation.

To help clarify the theory and put it in the context of the period we are studying, we will use as an example minimum wage policy throughout the 1980s and 1990s. In 1977, with the Democrats in control of Congress and the presidency, President Carter called for an increase in the minimum wage and Congress exceeded his expectations. Congress passed legislation raising the minimum wage over a four-year period from $2.30 an hour to $3.35 an hour. As the 1980 election neared, President Carter asked Congress to postpone the January 1980 increase, fearing that it would add to high inflation and unemployment. The argument is that artificially high wages lead to inflated prices. Additionally, employers who could not pay the higher wages would cut back on the number of employees on their payrolls. Despite Carter’s request, Congress did not delay the scheduled wage increase. When Reagan was elected in 1980 along with a more conservative Congress, the new leaders chose to leave minimum wage policy alone. There were still enough liberal Senators to filibuster any decrease in the minimum wage, but definitely too few to override the certain Reagan veto of an additional increase. Due to inflation, the 1981 minimum wage of $3.35 commanded less and less purchasing power as the 1980s progressed.

By the 1988 presidential campaign, Democrats in Congress were arguing that a minimum wage increase to $4.50 an hour would be necessary to make up for the lost purchasing power that had accumulated throughout the Reagan years. Bills that even exceeded this proposed raise were drafted in committees in both the House and the Senate. But legislators facing uncertain prospects in the upcoming elections were wary of upsetting either the labor unions or the combined forces of the national Chamber of Commerce and the National Federation of Independent Business. As such, neither chamber held a vote to pass the minimum wage hike. Conservative Senators filibustered action on the Senate committee’s bill until the Democratic leadership dropped the issue for another year. The House bill was also tabled. The issue would be faced again early in the Bush presidency, only to be addressed once more during the Clinton administration.

This case study raises many interesting questions. How often are legislative changes made? What determines the legislative outcome when changes are made? What impact does unified or divided government have on these outcomes? The answers to these questions lead to a better understanding of what is known as policy gridlock.




Preferences and Institutions 

John Chafee was being approached from all sides. When the Democratic leadership heard that George Bush was attempting to neutralize minimum wage as a campaign issue for 1988, they knew what had to be done. Majority Leader Robert Byrd called up S837, the bill supporting a $1.20 increase in the minimum wage. Byrd and Ted Kennedy, chief sponsor of the bill, were quite certain the bill would be filibustered by Republicans or vetoed by Reagan. If the bill made it to the White House and Bush did not use his influence as Vice President to gain Reagan’s signature, the Democrats could claim that Bush was already breaking campaign promises. If the bill were filibustered, a weaker case could be made. As such, the cloture vote to end the conservative filibuster of S837 was a crucial one. And John Chafee, Republican Senator from Rhode Island, knew it.

Chafee was also aware that his seat was still considered “vulnerable” in the upcoming elections. In 1982, he had squeaked out a victory with 52 percent of the vote. This year his challenger in the largely Democratic state had a name that meant something to Chafee: Licht. In 1968, Frank Licht ousted Chafee from the governorship. Two decades later, his nephew Richard Licht was looking to do the same in the United States Senate. Chafee knew that the people of Rhode Island generally supported the minimum wage increase, which would have typically made his decision easy. But politics during an election year is seldom easy.

Republicans Bob Dole of Kansas and Orrin Hatch of Utah made the case in support of the filibuster. They were opposed to the minimum wage increase, claiming it was unnecessary and would hurt the economy. They were opposed to the Democratic tactic of trying to pass a bill that Reagan would veto and that would never become law. And they saw a political opportunity of their own. The last twenty-five Reagan nominees to lifetime federal judgeships were still awaiting consideration by the Senate. Perhaps there was room for a political compromise here. They would not let minimum wage go through to be vetoed until the judicial appointments had been dealt with. If the Democrats wanted to win a political point, it would be a costly one. But to pull off the compromise, they needed support and couldn’t afford to lose many like Chafee to the other side.

The pressures on Chafee from home and from his party were increased by the prospects of interest group involvement. If he opposed the minimum wage hike, labor groups might throw more support to Licht. If he favored the increase, however, his support from Republican business groups might be diminished. Also, considering Licht’s claims that Chafee was only responsive to his constituents during election years, Chafee couldn’t be certain of getting credit for supporting a wage increase even if he did so.


On September 22, Chafee voted to end the filibuster, against the wishes of his party’s leaders. Fifty-two Senators voted with him, seven shy of the sixty needed for cloture. The following day, Chafee felt more confident voting the same way on a second attempt to end the filibuster. Licht had no new issue to seize. John Chafee’s decisions on this and other issues would lead him to an eight-point victory in November.  Legislators have preferences about policy decisions. These preferences are based on their partisan slant on the issues, on the degree to which they wish to be representative of their constituents’ desires, on their responsiveness to organized interests, and on their personal views about politics and good government. On any particular issue, politicians will take a wide variety of positions, based on preferences ranging from very liberal to very conservative.2 Looking at an issue, we often find the current (status quo) policy somewhere near the middle of these preferences, not as liberal as many Democrats would like it, and not as conservative as many Republicans would wish. This much is obvious, and results largely from legislative compromise.

Much more can be said about when bills will be passed and what the outcomes will be on a liberal–conservative scale.3 The “revolving gridlock theory” is based on a one-dimensional spatial model.4 We claim that, on any particular issue, legislators can be assigned positions from the most liberal to the most conservative. As a practical matter, preferences may be revealed through interest groups’ ratings or other measures of legislators’ positions on a variety of issues.5 We explore these practical issues in greater detail in Chapter 4 with regard to the 1980 electoral shift, in the Appendix with regard to preferences over time, in Chapter 5 with regard to interest group ratings, and in Chapter 7 with an example of one particular representative.

In addition to the positions of individual legislators, the position of the status quo policy on each given issue likewise can be discerned. Based on the position of that status quo point relative to the positions of the members of Congress, we can speculate with some accuracy where a bill will need to be positioned to pass successfully through the institutional structure of lawmaking. The Senate filibuster and the presidential veto provide the institutional constraints on policymaking according to the revolving gridlock theory. If a bill is to become law, it must gain a majority in both houses and must not be killed by a filibuster or a veto. We argue that these constraints caused by legislators’ positions and supermajority institutions are the reason policy gridlock is prevalent in the American legislative arena today.

The first institutional feature of note is the filibuster. The Senate has always been known for its slow and deliberate consideration of issues. In particular, a Senator, once given the floor, can continue to speak for extended periods of time. When a Senator’s right to hold the floor indefinitely is utilized to slow or stop the advancement of a bill, the action is commonly referred to as a filibuster. The filibuster gained particular notoriety during the passage of civil rights bills in the 1950s and 1960s. In one instance, Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, speaking out against civil rights legislation, held the floor for twenty-four hours and eighteen minutes. Obviously, filibusters could keep the Senate from acting on important legislation. As a result, the Senate has, over time, adopted rules limiting the use of the filibuster. Of great significance is Senate Rule XXII, allowing for a cloture vote to end debate. To invoke cloture, sixty Senators must agree that the issue has been sufficiently discussed and that the Senate should continue on with its business, often leading to a vote on the bill being filibustered. The cloture rule thus limits the power of any small group of Senators who wish to talk an issue to death.  But it still allows a minority to have significant power over an issue. If forty-one Senators wish to kill a bill through a filibuster, they can do so by voting against cloture. This institutional feature thus can have a great impact on policy outcomes.6



Figure 2.1 helps illustrate this point. The range from FL to FR represents the central twenty members of the Senate, with M being the median member. The forty-one Senators to the left of and including FL could successfully filibuster a bill. Likewise, FR and the forty Senators to the right could successfully filibuster. The Senators are placed along this line based on their positions on the issue at hand. For example, if we are looking at minimum wage legislation, legislators could be lined up based on what dollar level they feel is appropriate for a minimum wage.7 If the status quo (Q) on a particular issue is between FL and FR, we argue that no policy movement can occur. That is, if the central twenty Senators believe that the minimum wage should be between $4.00 and $5.00, and the current minimum wage is $4.25, that wage cannot be changed. Looking again at Figure 2.1, if the majority to the right of Q attempts to enact legislation moving policy to the right, FL and the 40 Senators to the left will filibuster to prevent any legislative movement. This does not mean that the minority on the left can dictate policy, however. Indeed, if they attempt to move policy any further to the left, FR and the forty Senators to the right will filibuster to prevent that movement. Thus policy Q cannot be changed by the Senate. This analysis holds true for any status quo policy in the range between FL and FR. Because, in this example, a majority would like to enact a more conservative policy but no change is possible, the institutional feature of the filibuster alone is enough to lead to cries of “gridlock.”
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FIGURE 2.1 Policy Constraints Caused by Filibusters

 



This “gridlock region” within which no policy change can occur is actually even larger than described above. The reason for this is found in a second institutional feature: the presidential veto. If the President adopts a conservative position on an issue, the region of inaction is extended further to the right. The logic here is much the same as with the filibuster. If the status quo policy is fairly conservative and Congress acts to make the policy more moderate, the President can veto that legislation. Instead of needing the forty-one conservative Senators required to maintain a filibuster, the President only needs thirty-four conservatives to sustain a veto. Because a cloture vote requires three-fifths of the Senate and a veto override requires two-thirds, the veto provides a greater constraint on policy action. When the President is conservative and the Senators are ranked along the main policy dimension, this region of inaction, or gridlock, stretches from the forty-first Senator to the sixty-seventh. With a liberal President holding veto  power, this region stretches more to the left, from the thirty-fourth Senator to the sixtieth. If previous policy has positioned the status quo in this region, then Congress can successfully undertake no further policy action. Movement to the left or the right will be halted by successful filibusters or vetoes, as indicated by points FL and V in Figure 2.2.
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FIGURE 2.2 The Full Gridlock Region

 



In these diagrams, we are defining the edge of the gridlock region nearest the President to be determined by the number of legislators, based on their preferences, necessary to override a veto. However, if a President is in a position more centrist than this veto-pivotal member (denoted as “V” in the figure), the constraint will then be the President and not this member of Congress. As such, compromises will have to appeal to the President for the sake of avoiding a veto, rather than appealing to enough members of Congress to override the veto. Thus the gridlock region could stretch from the filibuster point to the veto point or to the President’s ideal policy point. For extremely centrist Presidents, the veto is of little concern and the gridlock region is defined only by the filibusters, as in Figure 2.1.

After Congress passed the minimum wage increase in 1977, the new wage was securely in the region between the thirty-fourth and the sixtieth Senator. A movement to increase or decrease the wage could be stopped through either a filibuster or a veto. Indeed, even when President Carter asked his own party to delay the minimum wage increase, there was not enough support for congressional action. From 1977 to 1989, policy gridlock reigned on the minimum wage, even as inflation caused its real purchasing power to steadily fall. Very liberal Congressmen again saw the wage slip out of line with their own preferences, and they noted that they could not change policy. They were frustrated with what they called partisan gridlock. Very conservative members, on the other hand, saw the declining value of the minimum wage as more in line with their policy preferences. They had no reason to complain about policy inaction. Eventually, however, inflation and other economic conditions caused the value of the $3.35 wage to fall so far behind that it again became out of line with the preferences of the majority of Congress. At that point, gridlock was brought to an end under a Republican President.

The assumption that the extensive use of filibusters and vetoes is favored by Senators and Presidents is questionable. Is it actually in the interest of a President or of a group of Senators to repeatedly veto or filibuster legislation? Would the political costs associated with being labeled an “obstructionist” not outweigh the policy benefits? George H. Bush’s repeated vetoes perhaps even helped lead to his electoral defeat in 1992.8 But his defeat was not the necessary outcome of his vetoes. With an  aggressive campaign, he could have used the vetoes to argue that he was fighting against the liberals in Congress. Indeed, this was precisely what he argued at the end of his campaign. As it turned out, the press had already characterized him as a do-nothing-at-home President. And, come election time, the public had bought this story.9 And as for the conservatives filibustering early Clinton policies in the Senate, they typically represented constituents who were pleased to hear that liberal policies were being defeated. Although conservative Senators may have preferred legislative action on many issues, stopping action that would have been against their constituents’ interests was considered good work. It should be no surprise, then, to hear repeated filibuster threats from Senate Democrats against George W. Bush’s proposals on Social Security and other matters more recently. Nevertheless, it is important to be aware of how filibusters and vetoes are perceived and whether this affects how often they are used.10


The gridlock region described above is important with regard to policy action as well as policy inaction. Figure 2.3 shows the policy region for the Senate with a conservative President, stretching from the filibuster point (F) to the veto point (V). The Senator at point F plays a pivotal role in policy formation. If the status quo policy is to the right, that Senator joins the forty liberals to the left in filibustering any further movement to the right. If policy is to the left, then the pivotal Senator allows a shift to the right just so far as is in that Senator’s interest. The pivotal Senator will join the forty colleagues to the left to filibuster bills that go too far. We refer to this Senator as the filibuster pivot, as this lawmaker plays a pivotal role in deciding which bills are satisfactory and which should be filibustered. 11 The Senator at point V holds similar powers concerning policy shifts to the left, and is referred to as the veto pivot. The thirty-three Senators to the right can be joined by the veto pivot to sustain a presidential veto. Likewise, the sixty-six Senators to the left can be joined to override a veto. Thus this Senator’s position is pivotal in deciding whether a bill is conservative enough to pass the Senate, even with a veto threat. We call the region between the filibuster pivot and the veto pivot the gridlock region. Policies in this region are maintained, whereas those outside are moved inside.
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