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TRANSFORMING AMERICAN POLITICS
Lawrence C. Dodd, Series Editor

Dramatic changes in political institutions and behavior over the past three
decades have underscored the dynamic nature of American politics, confronting
political scientists with a new and pressing intellectual agenda. The pioneering
work of early postwar scholars, while laying a firm empirical foundation for con-
temporary scholarship, failed to consider how American politics might change or
recognize the forces that would make fundamental change inevitable. In reassess-
ing the static interpretations fostered by these classic studies, political scientists
are now examining the underlying dynamics that generate transformational
change.

Transforming American Politics brings together texts and monographs that ad-
dress four closely related aspects of change. A first concern is documenting and
explaining recent changes in American politics—in institutions, processes, be-
havior, and policymaking. A second is reinterpreting classic studies and theories
to provide a more accurate perspective on postwar politics. The series looks at
historical change to identify recurring patterns of political transformation within
and across the distinctive eras of American politics. Last and perhaps most im-
portant, the series presents new theories and interpretations that explain the dy-
namic processes at work and thus clarify the direction of contemporary politics.
All of the books focus on the central theme of transformation—transformation
in both the conduct of American politics and in the way we study and understand
its many aspects.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

The immediate origins of this book are threefold. First are the Stanford students
who take Public Policy 101. Over the years the students change but their collec-
tive intelligence and their questions have pushed us to look for better explana-
tions for why Congress passes family leave policy but not universal health care.
Their intelligence and interest has been and continues to be an inspiration. Two
students were particularly helpful to this project—Cameron Hamill and Brian
Matsui.

Second is the extensive number of political economists at Stanford University
who study legislatures. The authors were fortunate to be at Stanford when Tom
Gilligan and Keith Krehbiel were working on informational models of legisla-
tures. The intellectual challenge these models pose for the dominant distribu-
tional model of legislatures generated years of intense, informative debate and
discussion of the relative merits of the two approaches. John Ferejohn, Roger
Noll, and Barry Weingast ably represented the distributional side of the dispute.
The discussion of legislatures spilled over into the role of the presidency in the
policy process and here Terry Moe on the scholarly side and Martin Anderson on
both the practical and scholarly sides were immensely helpful. Morris Fiorina of
Harvard University visited Stanford’s Graduate School of Business for a year and
contributed to our understanding of elections and presidential success. In the
same light, Nelson Polsby of the University of California at Berkeley and Joseph
Cooper of Johns Hopkins University through their writings and conversations
kept us from making major errors.

All of these debates about the organization of the legislature led naturally to
questions about the nature of political parties and coalitions. Here again Keith
Krehbiel through his research and conversations posed hard questions about
what a party might be other than the aggregation of preferences. David Baron,
Roger Noll, Barry Weingast, and John Ferejohn in their research and seminars
provided different views and increased our understanding of the nature of coali-
tions and parties. Other members of the Stanford community, including Cliff
Carrubba and Jon Bendor, led us to further examine aspects of our work. In ad-
dition to the group of political economists at Stanford, the work and help of
Sharyn O’Halloran, David Epstein, Matt McCubbins, Ken Shepsle, Larry Dodd,
Mark Hansen, Ted Brader, and the faculty and students at the Harris School of
Public Policy at the University of Chicago were much appreciated. Each of us
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xii Preface and Acknowledgments

owes a long-term debt to those who have sparked our enthusiasm toward the
field—to Samuel Patterson at Ohio State and to Roderick Kiewiet at Caltech.

Our thesis regarding preferences and supermajority institutions will, of course,
please none of the above entirely. We will not be theoretical enough for a large
number of our colleagues, and for many others we will be too theoretical and thus
too simplistic in our account of the complex world of congressional policymak-
ing. Our choice of approach benefited from the many seminars we attended and
the conversations and arguments we had with our colleagues. In sum, the rich and
varied group of political economy scholars at Stanford was and is first rate.

The third origin of this book is the Hoover Institution, and especially two peo-
ple—one, a senior fellow, the other, a donor and friend of Hoover. Tad Taube and
the Koret Foundation contributed the money to found the American Institutions
and Economic Performance initiative that, along with the Smith Richardson
Foundation, generated the funds necessary to finance this research. We are thus
especially indebted to the Hoover Institution and the American Institutions and
Economic Performance group, which includes Doug Rivers, Martin Anderson,
Michael Boskin, and John Taylor, among others. We especially owe John Cogan
of the Hoover Institution our gratitude. John is not only a first-rate scholar but
also a practitioner. His scholarly work on the budget clarified for us the way in
which organizational arrangements can shape policy outputs. And his practical
knowledge of the politics of the budget (he was deputy director of the Office of
Management and Budget, or OMB) is quite impressive. The number of occasions
on which John gave freely of his time to explain how this or that facet of the 1983
or 1984 or 1990 budget worked (and who was for what and why) is far greater
than any of us would admit.

One of the main questions we faced in this book is, what has changed Congress
such that unified and divided government both lead to gridlock? The answer can-
not simply be the supermajority institutions, because the filibuster and the veto
have been in effect longer than gridlock issues. A large part of the answer for us is
the rise of the budget as the major issue that Congress must face, and the increased
difficulty of making budgetary decisions. It is in light of the role of the budget that
we argue that gridlock can continue under divided and unified governments alike.
The election of Bill Clinton in 1992 ended twelve years of divided government and
gave rise to the notion that gridlock had ended. As Thomas Mann pointed out: “The
return of one-party government after an extended period of intensely polarized di-
vided government, especially in an era of greater party unity and at a time the
Democrats were desperate to demonstrate their ability to govern . . . [and] the large
freshman class and the public impatience with business as usual were also thought
to provide opportunities for successful governance” (in Sundquist 1995, 10).
However, as Mann, Robin Toner on health care, and Robert Reischauer on the bud-
get have argued, there were constraints as well as possibilities.

In February 1994 the Hoover Institution’s American Institutions and
Economic Performance initiative was kicked off with a conference on Congress
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and policymaking. The opening paper was presented by Keith Krehbiel and the
authors of this book. In it we argued that the failure of Clinton’s legislative agenda
was predictable given the distribution of congressional preferences and the fili-
buster. Professor Krehbiel had been working on formalizing a model of gridlock,
which he published in 1996. The authors of this book pursued a slightly different
path, combining the insights of Krehbiel’s formal paper with the early work on
preferences and supermajorities. While our analysis sometimes focuses on non-
budgetary issues like family leave legislation, our main concern is the budget,
which we believe to be the preeminent congressional issue and a further con-
straint on public policy.

While others have emphasized the potential constraints on Presidents as has
Toner, or defended gridlock as do former members of Congress Tom Downey (D.,
N.Y.) and Bill Frenzel (R., Minn.), or argued for constitutional reform as does
James Sundquist by urging an end to midterm elections (all in Sundquist 1995),
our thesis is straightforward. If we can locate the status quo policy position along
a liberal-to-conservative continuum of congressional members, we can ascertain
which policy proposals will pass and which will not, as well as what concessions
are necessary and whose votes will be pivotal. Emphasizing these variables surely
simplifies a complex process, but such simplification avoids the optimism of Ken
Duberstein and others concerning the passage of the Contract with America. The
1994 Republican takeover of the House shifted preferences to the right, but pres-
idential vetoes, whether issued or threatened, pull policy back toward the left and
into the gridlock region. The virtue of the approach taken herein is that, while
straightforward, it is based on a modification of an old theory involving the me-
dian voter and adding the pivotal supermajority. Its strength is that it accounts
reasonably well for policy results from 1978 to the present. We owe much to the
individuals mentioned above, as well as to David G. Lawrence, L. Sandy Maisel,
and Carl Pinkele, who provided insightful comments on an earlier draft of the
work. Of course, we take full responsibility for all errors.

We are most indebted to our spouses and children, and thus the book is dedi-
cated to Carolyn, Emily, Beth, and Anna on the Brady side, and to Andrea on the
Volden side.

David W. Brady
Craig Volden
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The Origins of
Revolving Gridlock

This book began as a paper on the Clinton administration’s first year in office.
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 elected in 1992.
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 104t Congress, our views
changed regarding what caused gridlock and what could end it. In order to un-
derstand 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 im-
portance of elections in determining where policy stands and in what direction it
will evolve. Thus the book now begins with an account of the 1980-1986 period,
when tax policy was dramatically modified whereas spending policies were allowed
to proceed on a relatively normal trajectory. The resulting deficit, despite four
major tax increases, has dominated congressional and presidential policymaking
ever since. 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 sixteen years. Given that during most of this pe-
riod the government consisted of 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.

As the 1034 Congress (1993—-1994) ground to a close, political columnists, tele-
vision commentators, Senators and Representatives, as well as the President, be-
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2 The Origins of Revolving Gridlock

moaned the lack of progress on health care, campaign finance reform, and envi-
ronmental legislation. “The worst Congress in over fifty years” and “gridlock
dominates” proclaimed newspaper headlines and stories. The election of a
Democratic President and Democratic majorities in the House and Senate in
1992 had heralded the end of both divided government and policy gridlock. The
Democratic campaign of 1992 had featured gridlock as an issue, and the early
passage of family leave and the reconciliation budget was trumpeted as the end
of policy gridlock. Yet by January 1994 the story began to shift, as health care and
other legislation was deeply mired in the congressional labyrinth. Political scien-
tists, columnists, Washington insiders, and other observers began to characterize
the 103t Congress as overtly partisan and controlled by “special interests”; the fil-
ibuster in the Senate was seen as largely responsible for the lack of legislative ac-
tion. By early October both parties were pointing fingers, trying to interpret the
inaction in ways that forwarded their own electoral purposes. Democrats, in-
cluding the President, blamed Republicans for the gridlock; whereas Republicans,
sensing victory in the 1994 elections, tried to make President Clinton the issue
and thus the election a referendum on his performance. Congress as an institu-
tion was held in ever lower esteem, and the turnover of the 1994 elections brought
in the first Republican Congress in forty years.

The newly elected Republican majority in Congress pushed through some of
the reforms defined by their Contract with America—ending unfunded man-
dates, enacting a line-item veto, and, in the House, passing a balanced budget
amendment. By April, Congress enjoyed its highest approval ratings in over
twenty years, Speaker Newt Gingrich was riding high in the opinion polls, and
Americans saw Republicans as the party of action, fully capable of balancing the
budget. Yet within seven months all this had changed. Congress’s approval rating
had shrunk to about 20 percent; Speaker Gingrich’s approval rating had fallen to
30 percent; President Clinton’s popularity was over 50 percent for the first time
in more than a year; and the government was operating on a continuing resolu-
tion (after a seven-day shutdown) while the President and the Republican
Congress negotiated a new budget deal that was far to the left of the one origi-
nally passed by Congress.

What accounts for the “failure” of unified government in the 103 Congress to
break gridlock? Why, given a mandate in the 104t Congress, couldn’t the
Republicans have their way on policy? In the following chapters we shall attempt
to define gridlock and to explain why gridlock characterized both the unified gov-
ernment of the 103rd Congress and the divided government of the 104t. The ex-
planation will not focus on the role of special interests, political parties, or 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) super-
majority institutions—the Senate filibuster and the presidential veto. We will use
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a simple median voter model both to define gridlock as a concept and to explain
broad policy results during the 1980 to 1996 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.! The further left a member is posi-
tioned, 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 environ-
ment, 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 having the first unified government
since 1980 should have ended gridlock. But by 1994 no one was any longer mak-
ing 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 218t
member in the House and at or about the 50t member in the Senate) and on de-
termining how close present policy (the status quo) is to these crucial members’
preferences. Gridlock, for present purposes, can be said to occur when the status
quo is closer to the crucial members’ preferences than are the alternative policies
proposed by the President or others. In short, if current health care policy is
agreeable to the 218t House voter or the 50th Senate voter, then attempts at dra-
matic change, such as the single-payer or Clinton health care proposals, 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 for-
eign 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 two decades, and the con-
cept of gridlock is after all not a specific matter but a general one involving dead-
lock in government. Moreover, the supposed culprit in gridlock—divided gov-
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ernment—is again a rather broad concept. The narrow focus on preferences, su-
permajority 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 two decades. Given the recent dominance of budget issues, and par-
ticularly the mounting deficit, members of Congress and the President are faced
with hard choices regarding programs and funding. 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 are no
longer viewed separately; rather, they are viewed in terms of trade-offs with one
another—boosting one program at the expense of another, or else maintaining
both at constant levels. In short, the deficit constrains all programs, forcing mem-
bers to view everything within the context of the constraint.

Our argument is that, as of the late 1970s, congressional policymaking has
shifted from a policy regime where new programs—entitlements and others—
were added and existing programs were expanded to a policy regime where bud-
getary policy (focused on the deficit) encompasses and constrains all congres-
sional policymaking. The New Deal of Franklin Roosevelt began and greatly
expanded the American welfare state. Presidents after Roosevelt (with the possi-
ble exception of Eisenhower) offered new programs or packages of policies. ex-
tending 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) where taxes rose slowly and ex-
penditures 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 pay 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 the new 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 in-
terests 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



