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Foreword

In 1998, when I took the reins of the Center for the Study of the Presi-
dency & Congress from the great Gordon Hoxie, I immediately understood
that this organization sat on a wealth of powerful historical lessons for today’s
policy makers. As Mark Twain purportedly said, “history doesn’t repeat itself,
but it can rhyme.” One of the first projects we embarked upon was Triumphs
and Tragedies of the Modern Presidency, where the case study model was used
to examine the Executive. Now, we turn our attention to the Congress.

During my long career in Washington, I have seen, firsthand, the highs
and lows of Congress—both the members and the institution. There have
been times when Congress has risen to the challenge, sought compromise
over political gain, made our nation stronger, and brought us to higher
ground. Other times, I have seen politics, partisanship, and rivalries delay or
derail needed action.

I have seen how presidents have worked closely with Congress, developing
policies and legislation that move the nation. I experienced the dysfunction
when Congress and the President choose secrecy and political combat instead
of the national interest.

Congress—foremost among the institutions built by our founders—is
often a place of inefficiencies and idiosyncrasies. Henry Clay, arguably our
first great congressional leader, is the prototype for today. Leadership, char-
acter, and strategic thinking are necessary attributes for the men and women
whom we elect to represent us.

The leaders we examine in this book have exemplified these characteristics.
At times they have been overcome by their shortcomings. Understanding the
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successes and failures of these individuals is a vital tool for today’s leaders, and
those of tomorrow. When it is hard to understand what impact an individual
can have among a body of 535, these case studies illustrate a path forward.

Our examination of domestic and foreign policy case studies demonstrate
the role of Congress in shaping both our nation and the world. Congress,
in times of crisis, can quickly act. At other times, congressional deadlock
and inaction seems to exacerbate the predicament. These lessons show that
Congress often moves at its own pace, yet manages to rise to the challenge.

Finally, when Congress has examined the scandals that have rocked our
faith in our elected officials, it has been driven by institutional prerogative,
political motivations, and a quest for the truth.

At a time when perceptions of Congress and its partisanship are at their
lowest, these lessons allow us—as leaders, as scholars, and as voters—to bet-
ter understand how the Congress—the institution and its members—can
continue to help make this nation prosperous and secure.

Ambassador David M. Abshive, PhD



Introduction

’» » hen President Dwight D. Eisenhower called for the establishment of
what would become the Center for the Study of the Presidency & Congress
(CSPC), the Supreme Allied Commander turned President lamented the lack
of historical case studies to prepare him for civilian political leadership. As a
military leader, he could pour over analyses of previous battles, deployments,
and international crises, yet no similar repository of institutional memory
existed for the equally complex arts of governing and legislating.

In 2000, CSPC published Triumphs and Tragedies of the Modern Presi-
dency, a collection of case studies focused on the complexities of presidential
leadership—a modern fulfillment of President Eisenhower’s wish. With this
current anthology, we now turn our attention to the Legislative Branch and
the intricate dynamics of leadership, procedure, and politics involved in exer-
cising the myriad responsibilities of the Congress.

Today, the public perception of Congress—along with many of our other
political institutions—is at its nadir. Partisan sniping and legislative deadlock
feed a narrative that Congress is unable to address the nation’s challenges.
However, as many of these case studies illustrate, partisanship and rivalry are
not unique to the current political environment.

As these case studies reveal, the pace of change in Congress is sometimes
very rapid. At other times it can seem glacial, especially in response to imme-
diate challenges or fast-moving crises. However, as these case studies dem-
onstrate, Congress more often than not has been able to find its way to
reasonable solutions to the biggest challenges facing our nation. In choosing
these case studies, we thus looked not only for examples that stand on their
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own as significant legislative accomplishments, but also for major milestones
that helped shape modern America as we know it today. The stories they tell
speak of leadership, compromise, and coalition building, as well as to the
challenges of partisanship, unwieldy caucuses, and personal foibles.

The initial case studies serve as a virtual “Congress 101,” providing the
reader with an overview of the constitutional dynamics of the Legislative
Branch; congressional committees and the importance of rules and proce-
dures in determining legislative outcomes; the impact of the increasingly per-
manent election campaign; and one particularly strong outside force that
influences Congress—lobbyists.

We next profile some of the major figures of the modern Congress.
Although each of these leaders has left an indelible mark on Congress—and
the country—this list is not meant to be exhaustive. Entire volumes could be
filled with the stories of famous—and infamous—members of Congress. The
selections we made span the 20th and early 21st centuries, and provide both
partisan and bicameral balance.

In the case study of Sam Rayburn, you can see the impact of a congres-
sional leader who eschewed the spotlight in favor of behind-the-scenes work
and socialization with his colleagues. Gerald Ford’s time in the House of
Representatives illustrates how personal relationships and the esteem of col-
leagues can assist in a politician’s rise to power. Tip O’Neill’s major legislative
accomplishments were enabled by an unusually close cooperation between a
Speaker and a President, despite sharp ideological differences. The story of
Dan Rostenkowski illustrates the power of committee chairmen, and the pit-
falls of failing to understand changing political winds. Newt Gingrich’s ten-
ure traces an arc of revolutionary leadership, political hubris, and bipartisan
reform, while the story of Tom DeLay is one of ruthless political maneuver-
ing. Dennis Hastert’s story shows how even seemingly “accidental” leaders
can have a lasting impact. And Nancy Pelosi’s historic rise to the Speakership
is a powerful example of the changing demographics of Congress and the
ability to effect change in a brief period of time.

The story of Richard Russell illuminates the Senate as it was for much
of the 20th century, when rules and procedures were too often used to
stymie needed reforms and national renewal. Robert Taft’s case study
shows how the personality of one individual can have an outsized impact
on a specific policy, even when that policy is being overtaken by a chang-
ing world. Our examination of Lyndon Johnson, by one senior member
of his administration, shows how a president can use not only his legisla-
tive experience, but also a national mood of sorrow, to advance a legisla-
tive agenda.
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Perhaps no politician personified a political philosophy like Jesse Helms,
while the story of Ted Kennedy is one of historic victories, crushing defeats,
and close friendships—personal and political. The story of Sam Nunn, as told
through the eyes of David M. Abshire, a former U.S. Ambassador to NATO,
shows how an influential member of Congress can help drive foreign policy
through shrewd action and strategic acumen. The story of Dick Lugar is not
only a testament to bipartisanship and expertise in a specific area—again for-
eign policy—but also a cautionary tale about the risks of political moderation
in a polarized era. Finally, the story of John McCain, as told by Joe Lieber-
man, one of his closest colleagues, is a tale of uncommon leadership and
character, resident in a man with the vision of a “maverick” and an instinct
for reaching across the aisle.

In examining major domestic policy accomplishments, we look at how
Congress overcame significant obstacles, from within and without, to shape
modern American life for the better. While the public may think that most
legislation moves through the orderly process detailed in civics class and
Schoolhouse Rock videos, many of the examples we have selected illustrate
how Congress has increasingly relied on outside groups such as commissions,
or the expertise of key members, to craft legislation. In some circumstances,
an actively engaged public has helped move Congress to action. In others,
Congress has functioned better away from the public spotlight.

While it may be hard to imagine similar progress on some of today’s hot
button issues—immigration, our tenuous national finances, climate change—
Congress has risen to the challenge in the past. Civil rights, Medicare, Social
Security reform, and tax reform are just some of the legislative milestones by
which Congress has put its imprint on modern America.

For those affected by injustice or prejudice, Congress has often seemed
to move too slowly, but there have also been momentous civil rights victo-
ries. Major reforms often required tenacious efforts from key leaders or a
determined group of legislators. In some areas, Congress found it needed
to reform itself to keep up with a changing America. In other, rarer, cases,
Congress found itself able to act to stave off a crisis.

In the case studies that we have selected for foreign and security policy,
we examine the role that Congress has played in shaping America’s global
leadership, and the changing balance between congressional and presiden-
tial power in matters of national security. Even as the Commander in Chief
has become increasingly powerful through the World War 11, Cold War, and
post—Cold War eras—and now through the post-9/11 era—Congress has
made pivotal decisions regarding security at home and abroad. As the title
of this book suggests, there are tragedies as well as triumphs in the telling.
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In the long run-up to World War II, for instance, with Nazi Germany
conquering much of Europe and Imperial Japan ascendant in Asia, isola-
tionists in Congress tried to impede President Roosevelt’s ability to come
to the aid of Great Britain, or raise an army at home. Conversely, by pass-
ing the National Security Act of 1947, Congress helped build the national
security architecture that would ultimately prevail in the Cold War against
the Soviet Union. In passing the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution of 1964, Con-
gress essentially gave President Johnson a blank check for war, foreshadowing
the tragic U.S. military escalation in Vietnam. Largely as a result, Congress
in the 1970s passed the War Powers Act to limit a Commander in Chief’s
ability to use military force without congressional approval; established the
Church and Pike Commissions to rein in excesses by the intelligence and
law enforcement communities; and established an all-volunteer military to
quell protests against the wartime draft.

With the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986, Congress took the lead and
successfully pushed through the most sweeping reforms of the Pentagon and
U.S. military since 1947. During the post—Cold War military drawdown of
the 1990s, Congress also established the successful Base Realignment and
Closure Commission to overcome institutional resistance to closing military
bases in home districts. As bookends in the ongoing struggle for war powers
between Congress and the White House, the Iraq war resolutions of 1991
and 2002 revealed just how much the balance has shifted toward the Com-
mander in Chief'in the modern era. Similarly, the Patriot Act of 2001 showed
once again how power accrues to the Executive Branch in times of national
crisis. The congressionally mandated “9,/11 Commission,” which investi-
gated the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, was a modern hallmark
of congressional oversight, while the Iraq Study Group of 2006 represents a
failed attempt by Congress to change the President’s wartime strategy.

The lessons within all these case studies can inform future national security
decision making, and provide a sense of how some dynamics—partisanship,
leadership, procedural matters—are impacted by foreign threats.

Finally, we conclude with an examination of Congress’s role in our nation’s
greatest political scandals. In these case studies, we explore how the Con-
gress investigated wrongdoing by the President and the highest officials in
the White House, and how these scandals affected both the political dynam-
ics within Congress, as well as the balance between Executive and Legislative
powers.

There’s no doubt that Congress has changed much over the past cen-
tury, and over the past decade: fundraising has taken on greater importance;
friendships across the aisle are rarer; the media landscape has become more
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fragmented; special interest groups have taken on a greater role; political
parties have become more ideologically defined and more polarized; and the
Internet has transformed the relationship between lawmakers and their con-
stituents. Nevertheless, the lessons of history contained in this book remind
us of the pivotal role played by Congress in improving the economic and
social well-being of the American people and projecting American leadership
around the world. If the United States is to maintain its prominent position
in the future, then Congress must search for ways to overcome its divisions
and confront the serious challenges facing our country.
Maxmillian Angerholzer 111, Christopher
P. Lu, Jawmes Kitfield, and Norman Ornstein
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