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“Congressionalists and scholars of American political development will hail this deeply researched
study as a scholarly landmark. Writing confidently and vividly, Bloch Rubin demonstrates that, over
time, the construction and maintenance of minoritarian blocs—in both houses—have fundamentally
shaped the course of American history. Reading her path-breaking book will change how you think
about Congress and its politically constitutive role in our regime.”

Richard M. Valelly, Swarthmore College

“The emergence of an organized party faction in Congress often produces spectacular moments
of high gamesmanship in which political careers are determined for better or worse. Behind those
intra-party games is the painstaking labor of dedicated dissenters who create and manage those
organized factions. Through her own painstaking research, Ruth Bloch Rubin has uncovered and
analyzed their history, providing us with both a much deeper understanding of the genesis of
political institutions and an illustration of how the eruption of factions has shaped and will

continue to shape the trajectory of American politics.” Richard Bensel, Cornell University

“With analytical verve, historical depth, and empirical richness, this wonderful book illuminates
the origins, character, and effects of organizations within parties on political representation in
our national legislature. By deploying an institutional imagination with an eye for what matters,
Building the Bloc compellingly shows how the persistence of these structures has shaped the
character of legislative content and productivity, and sheds fresh light on key debates about
parties, pivots, and preferences.” Ira Katznelson, Columbia University
“This deeply researched book offers a fresh perspective on congressional organization and policy-
making. Ruth Bloch Rubin traces the development of the progressive Republicans of the early 20th
century, the Southern Bloc of the mid 20th century, the Demoeratic Study Group of the 1960s and
1970s, as well as the Blue Dogs, the Republican Study Committee, and the Freedom Caucus of
recent decades. In the process, she illustrates how intraparty organization empowers pivotal actors
who drive policymaking and Congress's institutional development.”

Frances E. Lee, University of Maryland

Ruth Bloch Rubin is Assistant Professor of Political Science at the University of Chicago. She
received her PhD from the University of California, Berkeley, and was previously a Robert Wood
Johnson Scholar in Health Policy Research at Harvard University.
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Building the Bloc

Throughout the past century, both centrist and hardline dissidents in
Congress have developed formal organizations — groups like the Blue
Dog Coalition and House Freedom Caucus - to secure policies opposed
by their party leaders. When and why do these organizations form?
How do they help to structure, and occasionally disrupt, the country’s
politics?

Traversing more than a century of American history, this book
advances a new theory of congressional organization, arguing that
party dissidents carefully construct intraparty blocs to shift the
balance of power between party leaders and rank-and-file members.
These organizations empower legislators of varying ideological stripes
to achieve collective and coordinated action by providing selective
incentives to cooperative members, transforming public-good policies
into excludable accomplishments and helping members to institute
rules and procedures to promote group decision making. Drawing on
rich archival evidence and interview data, the book details the
challenges dissident lawmakers encounter when they face off against
party leaders and their efforts to organize in response. Eight case studies
shed fresh light on landmark fights over rules reform, early twentieth-
century economic struggles, midcentury battles over civil rights
legislation and contemporary debates over national healthcare and
fiscal policies.

Ruth Bloch Rubin is Assistant Professor of Political Science at the
University of Chicago. She received her PhD from the University of
California, Berkeley, and was previously a Robert Wood Johnson
Scholar in Health Policy Research at Harvard University.
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Intraparty Organization in the U.S. Congress

Here is a mushroom. Yesterday when you passed it was not there. It has come
up as by magic. “Wonderful!” you exclaim. “Out of nothing this great growth
in a night!” Wonderful indeed; and yet the growth has not been as sudden as
you think. Yesterday nothing was in sight, but the earth was filled with the
fibers of the mushroom plant. The puffball you see is only the blossom. The real
plant is below. It was there all the time. It has simply shoved up the puffball
when it got ready. Things were working in the mysterious underground all the
time. This mushroom growth of a single night is the result of slow preparation.
It is surprising because it comes into view so suddenly - that’s all.

- Herbert Quick for La Follette’s Weekly Magazine'

In March 1910, a “little group of willful men” toppled one of the most
powerful party leaders in congressional history.” For nearly a decade,
Joseph Cannon, Speaker of the House of Representatives and leader of
its Republican majority, had ruled the lower chamber with an iron fist.
As Speaker and party leader, Cannon nimbly managed the Republican
Conference, controlling appointments to House committees and regulat-
ing the legislative agenda to minimize sectional conflict between vying
party factions. Throughout his tenure, Cannon labored to, in his own
words, “bring forth the best results for the party.”?

" Quick, “Draft: Here Is a Mushroom,” enclosed in a letter from Fred MacKenzie to Robert
La Follette, February 20, 1911, Box 68, Series B, Robert La Follette Papers, Library of
Congress Manuscript Division, Washington, DC (LOCMD).

* Kenneth W. Hechler, Insurgency: Personalities and Politics of the Taft Era (New York:
Russell & Russell Inc., 1964), 223.

3 As quoted in Blair Bolles, Tyrant from Illinois: Uncle Joe Cannon’s Experiment with
Personal Power (New York: Norton & Company, 1951), 198.



2 Intraparty Organization in the U.S. Congress

But just what results were best for the Republican Party? Firmly allied
with eastern finance-capital and industrial interests, Cannon spurned
pleas for federal assistance from Republican farmers crippled by debt.
Reform-minded Republicans, powerless to meet their constituents’
demands for assistance, vowed to do away with the constellation of
rules and procedures the Speaker had long used to control the congres-
sional agenda. Against all odds, they succeeded. Catching Cannon and his
allies off guard, the reformers forced the Speaker to relinquish his seat on
the House Rules Committee, and with it, his primary means to control
floor activity and the chamber body. Describing Cannon’s defeat the
following day, journalists declared the lawmakers’ victory a “startling
triumph,” “surprising” and “sudden.”*

In truth, however, the reformers’ feat was neither surprising nor
sudden — it was the result of painstaking preparation. Indeed, the story
of “Uncle Joe’s” defeat is instructive. Recognizing that they would need to
counter the Speaker’s institutional power base with an organizational
scaffolding of their own, the dissidents joined ranks. Beginning in 1908,
they formed a cadre of partisan insurgents committed to revising House
rules, collaborating over the span of many months to plan their fight,
determine the details of their proposed rules changes and orchestrate their
offensive. The Speaker’s defeat, in short, was the culmination of extensive
dissident organization.

While scholars have since characterized the Cannon Revolt as
a singular moment in American history, the episode is but one stitch in
the fabric of factional politics.® Indeed, a full century later, another band
of Republican insurgents would succeed in ousting a Speaker they accused
of “consolidat[ing] power and centraliz[ing] decision making,” and of
using House rules to “compel members to vote for legislation against their
conscience.”® Like the reformers who toppled Cannon, these modern-day
dissidents relied on organization to direct their anti-leadership campaign
and effort to push the Republican Party further rightward. Requiring
more than shared will alone, the congressmen would - like their fore-
bears — rely on organization to prepare their attack, decide upon the
details of their proposed reforms and coordinate their offensive.

4 «All Night Fight to Oust Cannon: Insurgents and Democrats Move Together,”
The New York Times, March 18, 1910, A1,

5 Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek, The Search for American Political Development
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 10.

¢ As quoted in Lauren French and Jake Sherman, “House Conservative Seeks Boehner’s
Ouster,” Politico, July 29, 2015.



