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T R A N S F O R M I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O L I T I C S

Lawrence C. Dodd, Series Editor

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

Transforming American Politics brings together texts and mono-
graphs that address four closely related aspects of change. A first con-
cern is documenting and explaining recent changes in American
politics—in institutions, processes, behavior, and policymaking. A sec-
ond is reinterpreting classic studies and theories to provide a more ac-
curate 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 important, the series presents new theories and inter-
pretations that explain the dynamic processes at work and thus clarify
the direction of contemporary politics. All of the books focus on the
central theme of transformation—transformation both in the conduct
of American politics and in the way we study and understand its many
aspects.
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Introduction

In the November 2006 midterm elections, forty-two Democrats chal-
lenging for seats in the U.S. House of Representatives won election and
propelled their party into the majority for the first time in twelve years.
Known as the majority makers, these newly elected Democrats had
campaigned as agents of change and had promoted ethics reform, fiscal
responsibility, and an end to the war in Iraq. Many of them had also em-
phasized conservative social values. As a result of their election, the new
Democratic majority looks quite different from the last one in 1994. The
party’s liberal majority has been tempered by an influx of new members
who must walk a fine line between supporting traditional Democratic
policies and representing conservative constituencies. Perhaps no one is
more attuned to this intraparty dynamic than House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi (CA). As Speaker of the House, Pelosi is responsible for setting the
House’s legislative agenda—a task that requires her to negotiate com-
promises among her party’s diverse factions. On any given policy, dif-
ferences may surface between members of the Congressional Black
Caucus, the Congressional Hispanic Caucus, the Progressive Caucus,
the conservative Blue Dog Coalition, the New Democrat Coalition, and
the freshman Democrats, who, because of their large numbers, some-
times act as an informal caucus. The challenge for Speaker Pelosi is to
produce a record of Democratic policy accomplishments on which all
Democratic incumbents can successfully run in 2008.

Building majority coalitions within a diverse caucus is not so much a
remarkable leadership strategy as it is a necessary one. More remarkable
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is Speaker Pelosi’s financial strategy for retaining majority status: She
has committed to contributing $800,000 to the Democratic Congres-
sional Campaign Committee (DCCC) and to raising an additional $25
million for the committee during the 2008 election cycle. The DCCC is
the campaign committee for House Democrats and works to help the
party gain or retain majority status. The committee’s strategies depend
on a number of factors, but today they center primarily on fundraising
to help Democratic incumbents in close races and promising Demo-
cratic challengers and candidates for open seats.1 The National Republi-
can Congressional Committee (NRCC) is the campaign committee for
House Republicans and, like the DCCC, focuses on gaining or retaining
majority status, primarily through fundraising.

Speaker Pelosi’s commitment to raising over $25 million for the
DCCC is stunning. No House leader has even come close to raising that
much money for a party campaign committee during a single election
cycle. In fact, the combined fundraising commitments of the other
eight current House Democratic leaders total less than Speaker Pelosi
has pledged to raise on her own (Davis and Newmyer 2007). Fundrais-
ing is as central to her strategy for retaining majority control as produc-
ing policy results; winning elections requires both.

As part of her plan to protect the freshman majority makers, Speaker
Pelosi directed the DCCC to help them build up their campaign war
chests. A hefty campaign account signals strong financial support that
can scare away potential challengers. As soon as the newly elected fresh-
men arrived in Washington, the committee began working with them
to raise funds. Those facing the toughest races in 2008 qualified for the
DCCC’s Frontline program, which helps vulnerable members raise
money early and provides them with logistical support. During the first
half of 2007, the forty-two freshman Democrats outdid their thirteen
Republican counterparts in fundraising $21.8 million to $4.3 million,
for an average of $520,000 per Democrat to $330,000 per Republican
(Sabato 2007). At the end of 2007, seven freshmen had more than $1
million in their campaign accounts, and more than half were safely po-
sitioned to win reelection. In addition, the DCCC ended 2007 with a
more than eleven-to-one cash advantage over the NRCC. This advan-

2 Introduction

0813343792 text.qxd  5/28/08  9:52 AM  Page 2



tage translated into even more potential support for endangered fresh-
men (Kane 2007a).

The freshman members also get special treatment from their leaders
and meet once weekly with Speaker Pelosi and Majority Leader Steny
Hoyer (MD). In addition, Democratic Caucus Chair Rahm Emanuel
(IL) and DCCC Chair Chris Van Hollen (MD) meet frequently with the
freshmen to advise them on how to vote. Despite the intensity of leader-
ship support, the freshman Democrats still regularly vote with the Re-
publicans. And they do so with the full support of their leaders. Many of
the freshmen represent conservative or moderate constituencies; while
they generally support the leadership’s agenda, they need to distance
themselves from the party’s liberal leaders as they prepare for their first
reelection campaign. As part of their strategy to defeat vulnerable Dem-
ocrats in 2008, House Republicans launched a Web site that tracks the
percentage of votes that Democratic freshmen cast with the Speaker.
Pelosi, a liberal Democrat from San Francisco, is a polarizing figure in
many conservative districts, and some of the most vulnerable freshmen
have responded to the Republican tactic by voting with the Republicans
on procedural matters that have no bearing on the Democratic leader-
ship’s agenda. For example, the chamber votes each day on approving
the House Journal (essentially, the minutes from the previous day). The
majority party routinely votes in favor, and the minority party votes in
opposition. By voting with the Republicans, the freshman Democrats
can up their “Pelosi opposition” scores without adversely affecting their
party’s agenda. “We’ve given them very simple advice: Make sure you
vote your district,” said DCCC Chair Chris Van Hollen (Kane 2007). For
many of the Democratic freshmen, voting their districts means oppos-
ing the liberal leadership on occasion. And leaders figured out a way for
them to do just that, without actually hurting the party.

Ideological differences aside, Speaker Pelosi and the freshman Dem-
ocrats share the goals of wanting to win elections and retain majority
status—aspirations that explain their willingness to engage in financial
and procedural protectionist strategies. Speaker Pelosi’s extraordinary
financial commitment to her party, and especially to her party’s vulner-
able members, illustrates the overriding emphasis that congressional
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political parties and members place on money. And her encouragement
of selective “opposition votes” demonstrates the complexity of govern-
ing in a highly partisan and highly competitive political environment.

Beginning in the early 1990s, two factors—campaign money and
close partisan margins—started to dominate congressional party poli-
tics. As competition between the parties increased, electoral strategy
became as important as legislative strategy in securing majority con-
trol. Campaign money has figured prominently in electoral party poli-
tics for decades, but it became central during the 1990s and remains so
today. As the margins between the parties in the House shrank and
electoral competition increased, party leaders sought out new sources
of money for the congressional campaign committees (CCCs). In ad-
dition to requesting money from individual contributors and political
action committees (PACs), the CCCs began asking incumbent mem-
bers to contribute their excess campaign funds. They reasoned that
retaining or gaining majority status was a group goal, and that all
members who could afford to give should do so for the good of the
whole. They also believed that incumbent giving would inspire poten-
tial outside contributors to support the party.

As more and more members began to participate in the CCCs’
fundraising efforts, party leaders began to view member fundraising as
a sign of party loyalty. The presence of real competition in the House
meant that House leaders had to enforce strict party discipline to pass
(or block) policy. By rewarding loyalty, leaders could maintain some
degree of control over members who were anxious to promote their
own political and policy agendas rather than the party’s. Eventually,
members understood that their ability to successfully pursue their own
ambitions depended on their willingness to vote with their leaders and
raise money for their parties.

Members can contribute to the CCCs using funds from their per-
sonal campaign committees and from their leadership PACs. Members
typically use their personal campaign committees to raise money for
their own election and reelection campaigns. Leadership PACs are
generally created to promote the politicians who establish them. Like
other PACs, leadership PACs solicit donations and make contributions

4 Introduction
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to candidates and party committees. Members also use their leader-
ship PAC funds to pay for travel, and for a broad range of campaign-
related expenses. Members can make unlimited transfers from their
personal campaign committees to party committees, but they can con-
tribute a total of only $15,000 per election cycle from their leadership
PACs to the national party committees.

Member contributions to the CCCs have increased dramatically since
1990. House Democrats contributed $0.3 million to the DCCC during
the 1990 election cycle, then upped that amount to $7.8 million during
the 2000 cycle. In 2006, House Democrats contributed $33.7 million to the
DCCC. House Republicans gave $0.001 million to the NRCC during
the 1990 cycle and $14.7 million during the 2000 cycle. In 2006, they
gave $31.6 million to the NRCC (Bedlington and Malbin 2003, 134;
Campaign Finance Institute). Flash forward to the 2008 election cycle:
The DCCC has requested that House Democrats raise a total of $155
million, and the NRCC has established unprecedented fundraising tar-
gets for all House Republicans. These figures reflect the escalating cost of
running competitive campaigns; they also reflect significant changes in
how congressional parties compete for majority status.

House members have also increased their efforts to raise money for
each other and for same-party candidates. Members can give $2,300 per
candidate, per election, out of their personal campaign committees and
$5,000 per candidate, per election, out of their leadership PACs. In 1990,
House Democrats contributed a total of $1.8 million to incumbents,
challengers, and open-seat candidates; ten years later, they contributed
$7.8 million. In 2006, House Democrats gave candidates for the House
$14 million. House Republicans contributed $0.9 million to incum-
bents, challengers, and open-seat candidates in the 1990 elections and
$9.6 million in the 2000 elections. In 2006, House Republicans gave
$24.6 million to Republican House candidates (Bedlington and Malbin
2003, 134; Campaign Finance Institute). These figures have continued to
rise as members have become more attuned to the collective and indi-
vidual returns such contributions provide.

The increasing amount of money that House members contribute
to the CCCs and to other members and candidates is one of the most
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significant developments in congressional party politics since the late
1990s. As the CCCs’ fundraising activities have become more impor-
tant, congressional party leaders have moved from encouraging mem-
bers to contribute money to the committees to requiring them to do so
through dues systems and commitment contracts. While these party-
orchestrated fundraising programs promote the collective goal of ma-
jority status, redistributing money can also help members promote
themselves—a strategy that became more important in the postreform
Congress.

This book is about how and why a system evolved that places a pre-
mium on members’ ability and willingness to raise and redistribute
money. It is also about the consequences of such a system. The career
trajectory of ambitious members changed significantly following the
1970s House reforms. Under the seniority system, House members
moved up the chamber’s power ladder through extended service.
Committee chairs were the majority party members who served on the
committees the longest, and party leaders earned their posts by slowly
progressing up through the ranks. The contemporary House operates
under a dramatically different set of rules. Both parties permit all
members to compete for leadership posts, chairmanships, and even
committee seats. When the margins between parties are narrow and
the political atmosphere is fiercely partisan, party loyalists are favored
for higher positions in the chamber. Ambitious members can demon-
strate their loyalty through party-line voting, but they can no longer
distinguish themselves this way because congressional leaders push all
members to vote with their parties. Members can, however, distinguish
themselves by raising money for the party and its candidates. Those
who raise money for the good of the whole demonstrate that they are
loyal, and that they are team players—qualities that members want to
see in their leaders.

Party leaders in the House are now expected to raise tremendous
amounts of money for the CCCs and for party candidates. Because nar-
row margins mean that control of the House is at stake every two years,
fundraising has become enormously important. Just before the 2006
elections, Nancy Pelosi’s staff estimated that her constant travel and

6 Introduction
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phone calls on behalf of the DCCC, individual candidates, and her lead-
ership PAC generated about $50 million that election cycle. This money
encouraged grateful House Democrats to support her bid to become
Speaker (Epstein 2006). Leaders must be well connected to the outside
interests that can provide campaign funds, and they must also be willing
to build new financial connections. Because more money is raised at the
ideological extremes, House members at the far ends of the liberal and
conservative spectrum tend to attract more money than centrists. And
the ability to raise large amounts of money propels these members to
leadership posts that they otherwise might not have won (Heberlig, Het-
herington, and Larson 2006). Selecting leaders who do not represent the
median party member may advance policy agendas that are more ex-
treme than many party members prefer. Leaders who raise large sums of
money may also feel compelled to advance agendas that reflect the pref-
erences of those who funded their leadership campaigns.

As money has become central to securing majority control, the
CCCs have expanded their fundraising requirements to include all in-
cumbent members. Unless they are facing close reelection campaigns,
incumbents are assessed “fundraising goals” according to their clout in
the chamber. Some members, however, find meeting the fundraising
requirements more difficult than others. Representative Alcee Hastings
(D-FL), for example, claimed he did not have the spare funds to pay his
2007 dues to the DCCC. “I only have $13,000 in my campaign ac-
count,” he said, adding that he has two challengers in 2008. “My overall
feeling is when I get to the point where I raise the money, I’ll pay the
dues” (Hearn 2007a). Members who represent poor constituencies or
constituencies with expensive media markets may also find it difficult
to raise money beyond what they need for their own campaigns. Other
members lack wealthy connections, or simply find fundraising distaste-
ful. But members’ ability to raise money determines in part their ability
to successfully compete for leadership posts, committee chairs, or com-
mittee seats. It may also determine their ability to get their bills heard in
committee or scheduled for action on the House floor. The DCCC and
the NRCC have become increasingly aggressive in the tactics they use to
compel members to meet their fundraising requirements. In 2006,
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then–DCCC Chair Rahm Emanuel prevented delinquent members
from using the DCCC offices to make their own fundraising calls until
they had paid their committee dues.2 House leaders have even adjusted
the chamber’s floor schedule to make more time for members to raise
money.

All of this adds up to an almost constant focus on fundraising.
House members must devote tremendous amounts of time to raising
money for their own campaigns and for their party campaign commit-
tees. They must also devote time and energy to cultivating relationships
with potential donors. As a result, members have less time to spend on
policy. Most committee hearings are poorly attended and floor debates
often feature just a handful of members. The link between members’
ability and willingness to raise money for the party and their ability to
obtain more power in the chamber also raises important questions
about the criteria by which potential leaders are judged. If fundraising
skills are deemed as important as policy expertise and institutional ex-
perience, what are the benefits in developing an expertise or in long-
term service? Whose interests are prioritized in a system that requires
policymakers to focus constantly on fundraising and that rewards those
who raise the most? Assessing the institutional consequences of a sys-
tem so focused on campaign money requires first understanding how
and why this system evolved. In the next chapter, I present a broad, his-
torical overview of member-to-member and member-to-party giving
in the House. The themes in this chapter are further developed in the
book’s remaining chapters.

Chapter 2 presents a theory of the relationship between House
members and the congressional party organizations. Congressional
parties are hindered by being made up of self-interested actors who are
interested in maximizing their own electoral security, and who pursue
politics and policies that are consistent with this goal. The challenge for
party leaders is to convince members that promoting the party agenda
is just as important as promoting their own personal agendas. The on-
going tension between self-interested members and team-oriented par-
ties affects how money is redistributed in the chamber. When partisan
margins are small and power is centralized in the leadership, party lead-

8 Introduction
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ers are better able to direct member contributions so as to satisfy party
goals. But when the margins between parties are sizable and the party
leaders are less assertive, members can redistribute money so as to sat-
isfy their personal goals. As the political environment shifts, and as the
structure of opportunities available to members changes, so do mem-
ber contribution strategies.

Chapter 3 examines how the 1970s House reforms helped to create a
political environment that fostered the growth of member-to-member
giving. The reforms sought to democratize the chamber by redistrib-
uting power throughout the majority party membership. Before the
1970s, committee chairs—many of whom were southern conservatives—
exercised almost total control over the House’s legislative agenda. As the
Democratic Party’s progressive wing expanded, members began to push
for changes that would remove some of the excessive power held by the
committee chairs. The seniority rule was replaced with new rules that re-
quired secret ballot elections of chairs and leaders. These reforms, in ad-
dition to a number of others that were designed to open the legislative
system and enhance member participation, created a more active and
competitive political environment. Broader contextual changes in the so-
ciopolitical environment also affected congressional and electoral poli-
tics. All of these changes encouraged ambitious members to find new
ways to impress their colleagues, and by the late 1970s, members seeking
higher posts within the chamber began to redistribute money as part of
their leadership campaigns.

Chapter 4 focuses on the postreform House. The decade following
the 1970s reform movement saw major changes in how parties compete
for majority control. As the congressional parties became more ideo-
logically polarized, party leadership was strengthened. The ascension of
Representative Jim Wright (D-TX) to the Speakership marked the be-
ginning of a new era of aggressive partisan politics, and the parties were
further divided by the rise of Representative Newt Gingrich (R-GA)
during the 1980s. As they helped their parties compete for majority
control, the CCCs also became more aggressive; they greatly expanded
their candidate-oriented services and focused increased attention on
their fundraising operations. Seniority was no longer the sole criterion

9Introduction
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in determining leadership and committee chair posts, so these races be-
came more competitive. In competing for higher positions, members
highlighted their fundraising abilities, among other factors, and handed
out large amounts of campaign money to their colleagues. Rank-and-
file members also became more actively involved in redistributing
money, though most of their contributions were small and directed to
candidates in competitive races or to regional and personal acquain-
tances. As more and more members gave to each other for a range of
reasons, redistributing money became an institutionalized practice
during the 1980s.

In chapters 5 and 6, I examine the House Republicans’ rise to power in
the early 1990s and the party’s twelve years in the majority. After winning
majority control in the 1994 midterm elections, the Republicans elected
Representative Newt Gingrich as Speaker and centralized power in the
leadership. The Republicans passed the most far-reaching House re-
forms since the 1970s, including new rules that limited party leaders and
committee and subcommittee chairs to six-year terms. Small partisan
margins, combined with increased intraparty preference agreement and
interparty preference conflict, set the stage for conditional party govern-
ment (CPG) throughout the 1990s. Under the CPG model, members are
willing to grant their leaders additional powers because they believe do-
ing so will benefit them electorally (Aldrich and Rohde 2001, 275–276).
During the 1990s, the redistribution of campaign money to members,
outside candidates, and the CCCs increased exponentially. Republican
and Democratic leaders began to require their members to donate to the
CCCs, and contributions from members’ personal campaign commit-
tees to the CCCs grew rapidly as leaders began to link intrainstitutional
advancement to fundraising abilities. Leadership and committee chair-
manship competitions were likened to financial arms races because
many of the candidates for these posts competed by redistributing large
amounts of campaign money. Together with the highly partisan political
environment, the Republican reforms institutionalized competition in
the chamber. And because most members competed by raising money
for the party and its candidates, the party benefited from its members’
intrainstitutional pursuits.

10 Introduction
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Chapter 7 looks at the new Democratic majority and examines the
party’s attempts to advance the redistribution of campaign money.
Partisan margins have remained narrow. As a result, party leaders have
continued to enforce strict party discipline. Party loyalty, as expressed
through fundraising and support for the leadership, continues to be
the pathway to power in the House. The chapter concludes by consid-
ering the consequences of this system.

Notes

1. See the preface of Robin Kolodny’s Pursuing Majorities (1998) for a dis-
cussion of how different variables affect the strategies the congressional cam-
paign committees use to pursue majority status.

2. Federal law prevents members from making fundraising phone calls
from their congressional offices, so most members use the party offices to
make their phone calls. Both parties have offices close to the Capitol Building
so that members can make phone calls between hearings, floor votes, and
meetings.

11Notes
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1

Campaign Funds and
Congressional Party Politics

An Overview

In Federalist No. 51, James Madison argued that the interests of men
who serve in federal government must be connected to the institutions
in which they serve. The U.S. Constitution endows each branch of gov-
ernment with rights that both empower and protect those who serve.
Madison assumed that human nature would drive federal officehold-
ers to seek power beyond that granted by the Constitution. However,
one branch’s attempt to encroach on another branch’s power would be
blocked by the natural tendency of men to guard their own interests.
“Ambition,” according to Madison, “must be made to counteract am-
bition.” Federal politicians who understood the constitutional powers
of the institutions in which they served could use those powers both to
build influence and to protect themselves. In linking the ambitions of
federal politicians to their institutions, Madison sought to further
strengthen the principle of separation of powers. He also recognized
the interplay between personal ambition and collective, institutional
ambition. By expanding their institution’s powers, federal politicians
could claim more personal power for themselves. While Madison
seemed to suspect that the relationship between individuals and their
institutions would be a defining feature of federal government, he
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could not have predicted how this relationship would transform and
expand over time. At every stage in our political history, the interac-
tion between personal and collective ambitions has shaped congres-
sional politics.

Less than a decade after the Constitution was ratified, the first ad hoc
parties formed, and Madison’s arguments about individual and collec-
tive ambitions took new shape. Members of Congress began to organize
themselves according to their collective goals, voting as blocs on matters
having to do with support for the administration and foreign affairs.1

However, there was little consistency in congressional organization, and
a formal party structure still did not exist. By 1828, the contours of a
two-party system were beginning to form. Supporters of President An-
drew Jackson labeled themselves the Democratic-Republicans and op-
ponents of the Jackson administration called themselves the Whigs. The
foundations of mass political parties took root as both the Democratic-
Republicans and the Whigs developed extensive grassroots networks,
held nominating conventions, and developed policy platforms.

In the 1840s, party loyalties were well established, and voter turnout
rates reached record highs. Stable party preferences in the electorate and
high voter turnout rates stayed consistent into the early 1850s, as did
partisan voting in Congress. While Madison had envisioned a system in
which individual members would be connected to Congress, the system
that developed emphasized members’ connection to their parties. In
order to gain power in the chamber, members advanced the collective
goals of their parties rather than the collective goals of the institution. By
the mid-1850s, the Whig Party had collapsed, primarily over the issue of
slavery. The Republican Party emerged in the vacuum left by the demise
of the Whigs, to become the chief rival to the Democrats (formerly the
Democratic-Republicans). Republicans won the presidency in 1860, and
after the Civil War, the Democrats emerged as the defenders of the white
South. While the Republicans stood for economic and moral progress,
the Democrats emphasized states’ rights, individual liberty, and laissez-
faire governance. For the next thirty years, Democrats remained largely
in control of the House, but Republicans generally held the White
House—a pattern that led to political stalemate. Voter turnout was quite
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high during this era, and the parties dominated in both the electoral and
congressional arenas.

An influx of third-party activity during the late nineteenth century
ushered in the Progressive Era. The Populist Party, which posed a serious
threat to the Democrats’ long-standing control of the South, and several
other single-issue parties disrupted the dominant two-party equilib-
rium. The outcome was an extended period of Republican Party domi-
nance; between 1896 and 1932, Republicans lost the presidency only
twice. The election of 1896 marked the first time a presidential candidate
used money to significantly undercut his competition. Republican presi-
dential candidate William McKinley beat Democrat William Jennings
Bryan by organizing his wealthy supporters to challenge the grassroots
support Bryan received from farmers and laborers. McKinley’s campaign
manager, Mark Hanna, devised a fundraising strategy that assessed cor-
porations a percentage of what he determined was their “stake in the
general prosperity.” The yield for McKinley was $6 million—almost ten
times more than Bryan raised and spent (Thayer 1973, 49–50). The Pro-
gressives focused on reforming government, primarily by diminishing
the influence of the political parties. As a result, voter turnout declined,
as did partisanship in Congress. Changes in the House rules weakened
the power of the Speaker and basically disconnected the committees
from the party leadership.

The midterm elections of 1930 began an era of Democratic Party
control in the House that would last for just over sixty years. With the
election of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932, the Democrats surged to dom-
inance by reinventing themselves as the party of strong executive leader-
ship, the welfare state, and internationalism. Voter turnout rates in the
1930s and 1940s returned to the record levels reached in the mid-
nineteenth century. While Democrats lost the presidency twice in the
1950s, they generally continued to dominate in Congress and in the elec-
torate, where a majority of voters tended to vote a straight Democratic
ticket. While parties still organized the House, the power to set the leg-
islative agenda rested with the powerful committee chairs. House Demo-
crats held large majorities but did not promote and advance a collective
agenda as their counterparts in the mid- to late nineteenth century had.
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The Progressive Era reforms that weakened party leaders in the
House led to the rise of the seniority system. Committee chairs, who
dominated House politics for the first half of the twentieth century,
were selected according to their time in office. These chairs maintained
their positions until they decided to retire, run for higher office, or step
down for some other reason, so members who aspired to committee
chairs could do little more than patiently build up seniority and wait
their turn. The seniority rule thus led to longer terms of service in the
House: Throughout the nineteenth century, House members rarely
served more than two terms in office; by the 1950s, members were aver-
aging over five terms in office (Polsby 1968, 146). Pursuing policy goals
was an option only for members ideologically aligned with the com-
mittee chairs, most of whom were conservative and who controlled
which bills were heard in committee and sent to the House floor. And
because the party leaders were weak, they lacked the ability to organize
any sort of collective challenge to the committee chairs. In this environ-
ment, ambitious members who lacked seniority found it difficult to
build power in the chamber. However, one enterprising junior member
from Texas figured out a way to accomplish that feat.

Spreading Wealth the Old-Fashioned Way

In 1940, Lyndon B. Johnson (D-TX) organized a massive fundraising
campaign on behalf of his House colleagues. Democrats were short on
funds and at risk of losing majority control of the House, so Johnson
called on his Texas oil industry allies for help. Oil money flowed into
the campaign coffers of House Democrats, and the party managed not
only to maintain control of the House, but to pick up an additional
eight seats. The money that Johnson redistributed did not come from
his own campaign funds; rather, he acted as a conduit for contribu-
tions and always made sure that the recipients understood the role he
had played. As a result of his efforts, Johnson quickly gained prestige in
the chamber; in fact, his reputation as an influential and powerful
politician was largely built on his ability to raise and distribute impres-
sive sums of campaign money (Baker 1989; Caro 1990).
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Johnson’s fundraising activities in the 1940s were technically associ-
ated with the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, but
his relationship with the committee consisted of little more than his
handing over money he had raised. He worked out of his own office
and with his own staff. The concept of financing congressional races
across the country from a single source was not new, but the Demo-
crats had never implemented such a plan. “No one before had ever
worked at it,” said James Rowe, a Roosevelt White House insider.
“Johnson worked at it like hell. People running for Congress in those
days never had much money; it had been that way for years, but Lyn-
don decided to do something about it; he got in it with both feet, the
way he did everything, and he raised a hell of a lot of money.” In effect,
according to reporter Robert S. Allen, he was “a one-man national
committee for congressmen” (Caro 1990, 662).

Johnson’s approach to redistributing money to his colleagues was a
precursor to contemporary leadership PACs. He was indifferent to the
political characteristics of those he helped and was willing “to march
with any ally who would help his personal advancement” (Caro 1990,
663). Most of the members who received campaign money through
Johnson’s efforts in the 1940s were northern liberals competing in
swing districts. Thus the money Johnson distributed came from con-
tributors who abhorred the politics of those who received their financial
support. “He was helping New Dealers with the money of men who
hated the New Deal” (Baker 1989, 19). Nonetheless, these contributors
trusted Johnson to distribute their money as he saw fit; in return, they
expected Johnson to broker policies from which they would benefit.

Though Johnson’s fundraising activities were on a scale never before
seen, southern members with excess personal campaign funds had
made cash-on-hand contributions to their more vulnerable colleagues
for decades. Former Majority Whip Hale Boggs (D-LA) is credited with
formalizing this practice (Drew 1983). Such contributions were gener-
ally viewed as friendly gestures with no strings attached because they
were given by members who simply had more campaign cash on hand
than they needed for their own reelection. “It was an effort to help
people who needed a little help,” according to former congressman
Richardson Preyer of North Carolina. “If you raised more money than
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you needed to spend in your campaign, you’d give some to a couple of
other members of your delegation who were hard up for funds. This
early form of giving was not directed to any particular purpose such as
gaining control of a committee or anything of that sort. It was generally
sort of good-will giving and in fairly small amounts” (Baker 1989,
17–18). But as member demand for campaign contributions grew, po-
litically ambitious officeholders who faced little or no competition in
their own districts began to recognize the strategic value in raising
excess campaign money. By virtue of simply having surplus campaign
funds, members could prove they had the clout to attract donors. By
sharing their campaign wealth with other members, they could prove
they were team players.

Before the passage of the campaign finance reforms in the early
1970s, no law required the reporting of these transactions. According
to former Representative Richard Bolling (D-MO), “A good deal of
money moved around but it was not illegal to have long green. No-
body ever talked about it. Even later on in my career when I was more
‘in,’ I heard very few specific details. The reason it was legal was be-
cause there weren’t any laws and a lot of it moved around in cash”
(Baker 1989, 23). Whether member-to-member giving during this era
played a role in leadership races, committee assignments, or other
House proceedings is unknown because such contributions were not
documented. However, because the House leadership structure at that
time was largely determined by seniority, members who aspired to
leadership positions generally had to wait their turn, regardless of their
largesse.

The Reform Era

Voter turnout rates began to decline in the 1960s as the Vietnam War,
the civil rights movement, and counterculture politics took center
stage. Watergate and a poorly performing economy further eroded the
public’s attitude toward government during the 1970s, and increasing
numbers of Americans began to disassociate themselves from the po-
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litical parties, identifying themselves as independents. Party-line voting
in the electorate waned as voters began aligning themselves with par-
ticular candidates or issues rather than parties.

These changes led many political scientists to claim that the parties
were in a state of decline from which they might never recover (see
Broder 1971; Crotty 1984). Historically, parties focused on election ac-
tivities like recruiting and nominating candidates, fundraising, and
registering and mobilizing voters. The introduction of direct primaries
meant that the parties no longer controlled the candidate selection
process; organized interests replaced the parties as the primary source
of candidate campaign funds; and party identification in the electorate
declined, as did partisan voting in Congress. The new politics of the
1970s clearly emphasized member and voter independence.

The public had also become disillusioned by the access that many or-
ganized interests enjoyed in Washington. President Lyndon Johnson’s
Great Society programs expanded the role of federal government, as
did the emergence of new policy and regulatory issues. As the govern-
ment became more involved in public life, organized interests increas-
ingly sought to influence federal policy. With profits and benefits at
stake, interest groups and their lobbyists worked to build relationships
with members of Congress who could help them accomplish their pol-
icy goals. As the federal government’s agenda grew and as more mem-
bers became involved in policy formulation and oversight, the number
of lobbyists seeking access multiplied. The growing number of “sweet-
heart relationships” between organized interests and members of Con-
gress eventually led to widespread allegations of political corruption. A
series of scandals involving members of Congress and lobbyists during
the 1970s confirmed the public’s suspicions that the federal govern-
ment favored those who could afford access (Dodd and Schott 1979,
183–210). In the face of intense criticism, Congress moved to reform its
campaign-finance and lobbying laws, and to impose stringent new
ethics standards on its members.

The passage of the Federal Elections Campaign Act (FECA) in 1971
strengthened the reporting requirements for campaign contributions
and restricted campaign spending. In explicitly requiring PACs to file
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quarterly reports of receipts and expenditures, the act acknowledged
that such committees played a role in campaigns and, in effect, autho-
rized their establishment. Before passage of the FECA, groups made
campaign contributions through political committees, but there was
no formal means of tracking these contributions.

Public outrage over the Watergate scandal and campaign abuses in
the 1972 elections convinced Congress that more regulation was neces-
sary. The FECA amendments of 1974 largely replaced the 1971 act. The
amendments significantly strengthened disclosure requirements, set
limits on contributions and expenditures in federal elections, created
the Federal Elections Commission (FEC), and established a system of
public financing for presidential candidates. The amendments also set
PAC contribution limits of $5,000 per candidate, per election. In 1975,
the Sun Oil Company asked the FEC for an advisory opinion on the le-
gality of establishing a PAC in light of the 1974 FECA amendments.
The FEC’s opinion provided the most definitive account of the “rights
and responsibilities” of PACs and paved the way for more corporations,
unions, and other groups to participate in federal elections by establish-
ing PACs (Corrado et al. 1997, 130). As a result, the number of regis-
tered PACs grew from 89 in 1968 to 1,653 in 1978. PAC contributions
to congressional candidates exploded as well. In 1968, PAC giving to
congressional candidates totaled $3.1 million; by 1978, this amount had
climbed to $34 million. PACs continued to grow in both numbers and
spending power throughout the 1980s but began to level off in the
1990s (see Table 1.1).

Two months after the 1974 amendments were passed, the constitu-
tionality of contribution and expenditure ceilings was challenged in
federal court. In Buckley v. Valeo, the U.S. Supreme Court declared that
the government cannot restrict the speech of the wealthy in order to
enhance the relative voice of the poor, and it invalidated all restrictions
on campaign expenditures. Yet limits on campaign contributions were
left intact. The Court reasoned that contribution limits were justified
to prevent the appearance (and possibly the reality) of corruption.

In 1976, Congress attempted to pass legislation revising lobbying
laws. The proposed revisions sought to provide a clear definition of lob-
bying, and to require lobby organizations to register annually and file
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Table 1.1 Spending, by Type of PAC, 1977–2004 (in millions of dollars)

Trade/
Election Membership/ Non- Other
Cycle Corporate Labor Health Connecteda Connected Total

1977–78 15.2 18.6 23.8 17.4 2.4 77.4
(785) (217) (453) (162) (36) (1,653)

1979–80 31.4 25.1 32.0 38.6 4.0 131.2
(1,206) (297) (576) (374) (98) (2,551)

1981–82 43.3 34.8 41.9 64.3 5.8 190.2
(1,469) (380) (649) (723) (150) (3,371)

1983–84 59.2 47.5 54.0 97.4 8.7 266.8
(1,682) (394) (698) (1,053) (182) (4,009)

1985–86 79.3 57.9 73.3 118.4 11.1 340.0
(1,744) (384) (745) (1,077) (207) (4,157)

1987–88 89.9 74.1 83.7 104.9 11.7 364.2
(1,816) (354) (786) (1,115) (197) (4,268)

1989–90 101.1 84.6 88.1 71.4 12.5 357.6
(1,795) (346) (774) (1,062) (196) (4,172)

1991–92 112.4 94.6 97.5 76.2 14.1 394.8
(1,735) (347) (770) (1,145) (198) (4,195)

1993–94 116.8 88.4 94.1 75.1 13.7 388.1
(1,660) (333) (792) (980) (189) (3,954)

1995–96 130.6 99.8 105.4 81.3 12.9 429.9
(1,642) (332) (838) (1,103) (164) (4,079)

1997–98 137.6 98.2 114.4 107.8 12.9 470.8
(1,567) (321) (821) (935) (154) (3,798)

1999–00 158.3 128.7 137.2 139.7 15.5 579.4
(1,548) (318) (844) (972) (153) (3,835)

2001–02 178.3 158.0 141.3 165.7 13.3 656.5
(1,508) (316) (891) (1,019) (157) (3,891)

2003–04 221.6 182.9 170.1 255.2 13.1 842.9
(1,538) (310) (884) (999) (137) (3,868)

2005–06 277.8 197.3 208.8 354.5 16.6 1bb

(1,808) (312) (1,019) (1,797) (155) (5,091)

Source: Harold W. Stanley and Richard G. Niemi. 2008. Vital Statistics on American Politics,
2007–2008. Washington, DC: CQ Press; Federal Elections Commission, www.fec.gov.

Note: Amounts in current dollars. The number of registered PACs in each category is in
parentheses.

aThis category combines the Federal Elections Commission categories of cooperatives
and cooperations without stock.

bTotal PAC spending for the 2005–2006 election cycle was just over $1 billion.
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quarterly reports with the General Accounting Office. The bill, which
was opposed by almost every major lobby group in Washington, failed
to pass before the congressional session ended. Lawmakers tried repeat-
edly to reform lobbying laws during the 1970s and 1980s, but no major
legislation was passed until 1995, when Congress enacted the Lobby
Disclosure Act. Though reform-era attempts to modify the lobby system
failed, both the House and the Senate managed to pass fairly stringent
ethics codes in 1977. The provisions focused primarily on financial dis-
closure, outside income, and gifts (Dodd and Schott 1979, 205–210).

House reformers believed that stricter campaign-finance, lobbying,
and ethics laws would constrain the influence of outside interests. They
also pushed for changes to constrict the powers of entrenched committee
chairs, and to empower Congress as an institution. Progressive members
of the House Democratic Caucus—many of whom had been elected in
the 1960s and 1970s—led these reform efforts. By the mid-1970s, the
House had begun to move away from the seniority rule and had changed
the procedures whereby committee and subcommittee chairpersons
were chosen. Once the power of the House’s long-standing committee
chairs was dislodged, newer members began to seek their party leaders’
help in pursuing their political and policy goals (Price 1992). Junior
members thus became more active in their congressional party organiza-
tions and moved to strengthen the power of party leaders. Because the
reforms required caucus approval by secret ballot vote of committee
chairs and party leaders, these positions became more attainable by ju-
nior members than they had been under the seniority system, and ambi-
tious members began to pursue them. As a consequence of the reforms,
the playing field between junior and senior members became more level
and the political environment became more competitive.

While party-line voting remained high on some issues, members
were generally less influenced by the party when casting roll call votes.
Democratic party leaders were handed more power during the 1970s,
but they still lacked the ability to enforce strict party discipline. Mem-
bers were more likely to listen to their constituents and their own in-
stincts than to the party. Democratic leaders in the postreform House
faced a unique challenge: In order to advance the party’s policy agenda,
they had to promote party cohesion in a political atmosphere that in-
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creasingly emphasized individual members over parties (Rohde 1991).
The era’s new breed of lawmaker was more self-centered and more
committed to policy entrepreneurship than to collective action.

Newer members were also enterprising when it came to promoting
themselves; anxious to impress their constituents, these members
sought the help of professional campaign consultants and strategists.
Pollsters, media advisers, policy consultants, and direct mail experts—a
group of specialists collectively known as the elections industry—were
by-products of the 1970s reforms and the new kind of politics they
inspired (Mitchell 1989). Television replaced print and radio as the fa-
vored medium for campaign advertising because as broadcast markets
expanded, candidates found they could reach wider audiences through
television. They also could personalize their campaign messages with
images of themselves and their families—a tactic that appealed to the
era’s self-interested politicians. Running for reelection every two years
and responding to increasingly active constituencies required incum-
bent members to travel home more often. Airfare costs significantly
strained many incumbents’ campaign budgets. As a result of all of these
factors, the average cost of running a campaign increased dramatically
during the 1970s: Mean campaign expenditures by House candidates in
1974 amounted to $53,384; by 1978, mean expenditures were $109,440;
and by 1980, House candidates were spending an average of $153,221
(Malbin 1984, 278). Over the course of six years, campaign expendi-
tures for House candidates had nearly tripled. Gone were the days of
all-volunteer, grassroots campaigns. In order to compete, candidates
needed to raise a lot of money.

As the community of organized interests rapidly expanded, members
actively began to seek out the PAC money many of these groups could
provide. Because PACs could contribute $5,000 per candidate, per elec-
tion, their donations were more attractive than those from individuals,
who in the 1980s could contribute only $1,000 per candidate, per elec-
tion. The campaign finance reforms of the early 1970s authorized PACs
in order to better regulate outside contributions to candidate campaigns.
While this official authorization was intended to constrain the influence
of organized interests, it ultimately advantaged self-interested members
who needed to raise campaign money.
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Attuned to the increasing value that members placed on campaign
contributions, House leaders began helping members raise money
with the expectation that these members would repay the favor by
supporting the party’s agenda. The strategy was mutually beneficial in
that it gave the leaders a new way to promote party cohesion and gave
the members a new way to raise money. Thus the ongoing quest for
campaign funds provided party leaders with a way to balance mem-
bers’ individual goals with the party’s collective goals.

Under the seniority system, one member’s aggressive networking
did not trump another member’s rank. While the reforms made it pos-
sible for more junior members to pursue committee chairs or leader-
ship posts, to do so successfully required building support in the
chamber. Members with leadership aspirations typically pursued a
strategy of building support networks in the chamber, but some also
engaged in member-to-member giving. Ross Baker describes several
cases during the 1970s in which senior members raised money, then
distributed it to their colleagues for the purpose of securing support
for their own leadership bids. The 1976 Majority Whip race set a new
standard in member-to-member contributing in that three of the four
challengers gave campaign money to their colleagues for the express
purpose of winning their support. One of the challengers, California
Democrat Phil Burton, is credited with devising the strategy, which
two of his competitors then copied. Texas Democrat Jim Wright won
the position by one vote (Baker 1989, 24–26). By the end of the 1970s,
House members had begun to redistribute money more strategically.

The Rise of Leadership PACs

In 1978, Representative Paul Rogers (D-FL) retired as chair of the En-
ergy and Commerce Committee’s Subcommittee on Health and the
Environment, sparking an unprecedented battle. Although the House
reforms had made subcommittee chairs elective within committee, the
most senior subcommittee member of the majority party was typically
still recognized as next in line. But in this case, the most senior subcom-
mittee member was Representative David Satterfield (D-VA), a member

24 Campaign Funds and Congressional Party Politics

0813343792 text.qxd  5/28/08  9:52 AM  Page 24



who was so far to the ideological right of his Democratic colleagues
that the caucus refused to consider him for the chair. Richardson Preyer
(D-NC), the next most senior member, announced his candidacy for
the position and was expected to win committee approval easily.

Soon after Preyer declared his intentions, Representative Henry Wax-
man (D-CA), a two-term member who was fourth in seniority on the
subcommittee, announced that he, too, would seek the subcommittee
chair. Waxman actively lobbied his committee colleagues for the posi-
tion and called on his allies in the organized-labor community to lobby
committee members with large working-class constituencies on his
behalf. He also publicly suggested that Preyer’s financial ties to pharma-
ceutical firms and his representation of a tobacco-steeped North Car-
olina district were jurisdictional conflicts of interest that might affect his
ability to be impartial.

Waxman then did something that no member of Congress had ever
before done: He established a leadership PAC and contributed $24,000
to his Energy and Commerce Committee colleagues. After a large num-
ber of last-minute vote switches, Waxman defeated Preyer by a fifteen-
to-twelve vote. “Friends of Henry Waxman,” the first leadership PAC
established by a member of Congress, was considered instrumental in
Waxman’s ascension to the subcommittee chair (Baker 1989, 29–32).

While most Democrats, including Preyer, considered Waxman an
extremely bright and competent member, many were dismayed by how
he had competed for the subcommittee chairmanship. Because mem-
ber-to-member giving had been practiced only by senior members and
party leaders, many members thought Waxman’s adoption of the strat-
egy was disrespectful. Other members accused Waxman of simply buy-
ing the chair. Rules Committee Chair Richard Bolling (D-MO), one of
the House’s lead reformers, angrily denounced Waxman’s appointment
as chair, claiming that “what Waxman did was an institutionalization of
something that I think was pernicious when it was hidden. It was clear,
however, that it was going to be a precedent” (Baker 1989, 31).

Even though the innovation was not widely imitated at first, Wax-
man’s PAC was an early indicator of what would eventually become a
standard strategic tool for enterprising politicians. True to Bolling’s
prediction, Waxman’s leadership PAC set the standard for those who
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aspired to leadership positions or committee chairs, and for the leaders
and chairpersons themselves. In 1988, ten years after Waxman became
the first member of Congress to establish a leadership PAC, there were
45 active leadership PACs affiliated with members of Congress (Wilcox
1990). By 1998, 81 members of Congress had established leadership
PACs, and by 2000, that number had climbed to 141. The growth in
leadership PAC contributions is even more remarkable. In 1978, fewer
than 10 leadership PACs gave political candidates a total of $62,485; in
1988, they contributed a total of $3.7 million; and by 1998, leadership
PAC contributions totaled $11.1 million (see Table 1.2). The prolifera-
tion of leadership PACs in the wake of the reform era suggests that
members began to view leadership positions as increasingly attractive
(Canon 1989), and that they were seeking new ways to ingratiate
themselves with their colleagues.

Leadership PACs were a direct outgrowth of the 1970s House
reforms—a reminder that Congress is a political institution, and that
any new rule or norm is subject to unexpected adaptations and ex-
ploitations. The goal of the reformers was to create a more democratic
institution, where every member had a voice as well as the opportunity
to pursue his or her own policy and political ambitions. Removing ex-
cessive power from the committee chairs was essential to this plan, as
was expanding the authority of the party leaders. The message that
committee chairs would be held accountable became clear in 1975,
when the Democratic Caucus ousted three long-standing chairs who
were considered out of touch with the party. Because the structure of
opportunities available to members gradually changed, so did member
incentives.

When power is centralized in the party leadership, leaders are typi-
cally better able to promote party cohesion. Members have an incentive
to follow leadership directives when leaders determine committee as-
signments and control which bills go to the House floor. However, party
leaders in the postreform era were not altogether successful in enforcing
party discipline. Despite their enhanced powers, leaders rarely punished
members for defying the party or for pushing their own agendas rather
than the party’s. The Democratic leadership’s inability or unwillingness
to exercise strong control over members may have been a reflection of
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the seniority rule’s still generally being followed in the selection of com-
mittee chairs. Respecting seniority even though it was no longer a for-
mal rule suggested that the seniority system was virtually unbreakable
and that the result would be a system in which committee chairs acted
independently and power was decentralized (Polsby, Gallagher, and
Rundquist 1969). But as Norm Ornstein (1981, 374) argues, the mean-
ing and impact of seniority were altered in the postreform Congress.
While seniority still gave members a clear edge in chair races, it by no
means guaranteed total insulation from removal thereafter.

The inability of party leaders to exercise strong authority over mem-
bers was also a sign of the times. Newer members of Congress saw them-
selves as political and policy entrepreneurs first and party members
second. Leadership PACs were part of the broader trend toward greater
member autonomy in that they provided ambitious members with a
way to promote their own self-interests. Member-to-member giving in
the prereform era emphasized party building; politicians like Lyndon
Johnson certainly understood that they would benefit personally by
helping their colleagues, but the contributions they made were more
about securing majority control for the party. Postreform contributors
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Table 1.2 Leadership PAC Growth, 1978–2006

Number of Registered Total Leadership PAC 
Year Leadership PACs Contributions (in dollars)

1978 <10 62,485

1988 45 3.7 million

1998 120 11.1 million

2000 167 16.9 million

2002 201 24.6 million

2004 230 27.9 million

2006 291 41.9 million

Sources: The Center for Responsive Politics, www.crp.org; Ross K. Baker. 1989. The New
Fat Cats. New York: Priority Press; Clyde Wilcox. 1989. Share the Wealth. American
Politics Quarterly 17, no. 4:386–408.

Note: Figures include all leadership PACs registered to federal politicians.
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gave to colleagues more to advance their own personal ambitions than
to build the party.

While the party organizations focused on the collective goal of getting
candidates elected, House members continued to concentrate on their
own individual ambitions. In the decade or so after Henry Waxman es-
tablished Friends of Henry Waxman, most congressional leadership
PACs were formed by liberal Democrats who held safe congressional
seats (Baker 1989, 35). Democrats had presided over the House since
1940, so it is not surprising that they were the first to form leadership
PACs, as they controlled all of the top leadership posts and committee
chairs. Most Democrats who formed leadership PACs followed Wax-
man’s example and used them for the purpose of garnering colleague
support for their own ambitions.

The 1986 House Majority Whip race pitted California Democrat
Tony Coelho against Charles Rangel of New York and W. G. (Bill)
Hefner of North Carolina. Coelho was the early favorite, having raised
tremendous amounts of money for Democratic House candidates dur-
ing his tenure as chair of the DCCC. He was also a member of the Cali-
fornia Democratic delegation, which was populated by a number of
strong fundraisers like Phil Burton and Henry Waxman. Many Califor-
nia Democrats were alumni of the California state legislature, and in
that legislature’s system, party leaders were traditionally chosen for
their ability to raise campaign money for party members (Jacobson
1985–1986, 623). Charles Rangel, one of the leading African-American
House members, was Coelho’s primary competition. Rangel was a well-
respected and well-liked member of the Democratic Caucus who was
supported by the Speaker, as well as by the Congressional Black Caucus.
However, Coelho had one advantage: a leadership PAC. Following the
California precedent, Coelho established the Valley Education Fund
PAC once he had decided to run for Majority Whip. Rangel claimed he
was personally and politically opposed to leadership PACs and refused
to compete with Coelho on those terms. He also suggested that giving
members money was akin to buying votes and claimed he did not want
to embarrass his colleagues by putting them in an awkward position.

As the Whip’s race heated up, Rangel changed his mind and estab-
lished the Committee for the 100th Congress leadership PAC. In doing
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so, Rangel set out to compete with Coelho on a field where Coelho was
virtually unbeatable. Coelho contributed $570,000 to 245 Democratic
House campaigns and Rangel contributed a total of $225,000 to about
100 candidates. Coelho won the Whip’s race by a comfortable margin,
despite some grumbling about the role fundraising had played in the
race’s outcome (Baker 1989, 35–36).

Two years later, Pennsylvania Democrat William Gray established a
new precedent in member-to-member giving when he ran for chair of
the House Democratic Caucus. Running for chair of the House Budget
Committee in 1984, Gray had established a leadership PAC and contrib-
uted $27,000 to 75 Democratic incumbents and challengers. The caucus
selected Gray in a three-way contest for the chair, naming him to a pres-
tigious position from which he could raise even more campaign money
for his colleagues. House rules limit Budget Committee chairs to two
two-year terms, so Gray announced his intention to seek the caucus
chair in 1987, approximately one year before his Budget chair was set to
expire. Mary Rose Oakar of Ohio and Mike Synar of Oklahoma also
declared themselves candidates in the race and, like Gray, began cam-
paigning for the post one year in advance. In the few months after an-
nouncing his candidacy, Gray used excess campaign money that he had
raised as Budget chair to give $35,750 in contributions to his colleagues.
Oakar contributed to five Democrats (at the request of the leadership),
and Synar did not give any campaign money to his colleagues.

As the election drew closer, Gray’s self-promotion campaign became
even more pronounced. In early 1988, he hosted an extravagant dinner
for his colleagues at Occidental, a posh DC restaurant, and used the oc-
casion to promote his candidacy. In addition to enjoying an expensive
dinner, members of the Pennsylvania delegation were singled out and
given $1,000 campaign checks. Just as they were recovering from their
astonishment over the dinner he had hosted, Gray surprised his col-
leagues again: He established a new leadership PAC called the Commit-
tee for Democratic Opportunity and solicited outside contributors to
help him in his quest to become caucus chair. This marked the first
time a member of Congress had actively sought outsider help in a lead-
ership race. Gray also hosted a breakfast meeting for lobbyists and
asked them to contact other Democrats and urge them to support his
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bid. In the end, Gray’s rigorous campaigning paid off, and he was
elected caucus chair. His campaign for the position revealed that in ad-
dition to establishing leadership PACs, members had numerous op-
tions for influencing their colleagues (Baker 1989, 37–40).

William Gray’s strategy of incorporating outside interests into lead-
ership races inaugurated a new tactic for leadership aspirants, which
House Republicans soon adopted. In 1994, after the Republicans won
majority control of the House for the first time in forty years, Republi-
can members were finally in a position to pursue leadership posts and
committee chairs. During the 1970s and 1980s, House Republicans did
not establish leadership PACs at the same rate as House Democrats, but
that equation changed in the 1990s. Republicans who were interested in
one day running for a leadership post or a committee chair now under-
stood the value of helping themselves by helping their colleagues.

When Louisiana Republican Bob Livingston decided to run for the
House Speakership, he knew that winning the early support of his col-
leagues was essential. Speaker Newt Gingrich was expected to step
down in 1999 to launch a bid for the presidency, and Livingston, as
well as House Majority Leader Dick Armey, hoped to succeed him.
Livingston was generally well liked by his colleagues, but he sometimes
clashed with his party’s more conservative members over budgetary
matters. And though his chairing of the House Appropriations Com-
mittee provided him with impressive credentials, the position was gen-
erally not considered a stepping-stone to the Speakership.

Once Livingston had made his Speakership aspirations known, he
established a leadership PAC and named it BOB’s PAC, an acronym for
“Building Our Bases.” In its first year of operation (1998), BOB’s PAC
raked in approximately $1.3 million and doled out $800,000 to Repub-
lican House members and candidates. That same year, Livingston also
contributed $600,000 from his own personal campaign committee to
his party and to Republican candidates. Most of the money raised by
Livingston’s personal campaign committee and his leadership PAC
came courtesy of the businesses he had worked closely with as chair of
the House Appropriations Committee, namely, the oil, insurance, and
defense industries. James Pruitt, vice president of federal government
affairs for Texaco Incorporated and a former Livingston staff member,
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coordinated the K Street fundraising effort for BOB’s PAC.2 In addition
to organizing fundraisers for his former boss, Pruitt worked diligently
to convince his skeptical K Street associates that Livingston could actu-
ally win the Speakership. A number of business executives ultimately
decided to hedge their bets and contributed to Livingston’s personal
campaign committee and his leadership PAC; less than one year after it
was established, BOB’s PAC became one of the wealthiest leadership
PACs in existence. When Gingrich stepped down following the 1998
elections and Livingston was designated front-runner for the Speaker-
ship, BOB’s PAC was flooded with even more contributions from cor-
porate PACs eager to signal their support (Babcock and Marcus 1998).3

Securing the early financial backing of his friends in the corporate
lobbying community was key to Livingston’s strategy of establishing
himself as an influential player who could assist both his party and his
colleagues. “They know Bob helped,” Livingston supporter Ron Packard
(R-CA) said of members who had received contributions from BOB’s
PAC. “And when you go and call and ask, it’s easier to get their commit-
ment.” Explaining the surge of member interest in leadership PACs,
Packard concisely observed that “every key member of Congress has had
one” (Babcock and Marcus 1998).

The 1990s also saw a rise in the number of junior House members es-
tablishing leadership PACs. In 1998, freshman Representative Doug Ose
(R-CA) registered his leadership PAC even before he had been sworn
into office (Glasser and Eilperin 1999). Other members of Ose’s class
followed suit and registered leadership PACs during their first term in
office. Once limited to a fairly small pool of House leaders and leader as-
pirants, leadership PACs had moved into the mainstream of congres-
sional politics by the late 1990s.

The Parties Strike Back

During the 1960s and 1970s, some political scientists claimed that the
parties were in a state of decline, while others argued they were in
a state of transition (Bibby 1981; Conway 1983). As elections became
more candidate-centered and as members of Congress became more
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entrepreneurial, the parties adjusted by providing candidates with a
broad range of campaign services. Recognizing that members are pri-
marily concerned with winning reelection, the party organizations be-
gan offering media support, polling and survey assistance, campaign
training, and targeted fundraising. In other words, the parties figured
out ways to remain relevant in a political system that no longer re-
volved around them. By helping their members secure reelection, the
parties could promote the collective goal of majority status.

Unless a party controls the governing apparatus, it cannot reasonably
expect that its policies will be adopted, and its members cannot effec-
tively pursue their own political ambitions. Members of the majority
party are therefore motivated to maintain control, while members of the
minority party are motivated to gain control. Both actions—maintaining
and gaining—require that members act as a team. Traditionally, the ma-
jority party has had a more difficult time convincing its members to
focus on the collective goal of maintaining majority status because these
members already enjoy the benefits of majority control. They are typi-
cally more interested in using their party’s majority status to pursue their
own personal policy and political goals (Dodd 1986, 94–96). House
Democrats in the 1970s and 1980s rarely worried about losing their ma-
jority status, as their party had controlled the chamber since 1954. The
Republicans’ outlook was quite different; they had been out of power for
so long that it was difficult for them to imagine being in the majority.
Democrats held comfortable margins over the Republicans throughout
the 1970s and 1980s—another factor that contributed to the Republi-
cans’ lack of enthusiasm (see Table 1.3). When there is a realistic oppor-
tunity to win majority control, the minority party usually pulls together
as a team because its members are highly motivated by their desire to
take charge of the chamber. Once the majority party begins to fragment
as members pursue their own political and policy agendas, a unified and
organized minority party can exploit the majority party’s weaknesses
and promote its alternative agenda.

Competition for House seats increased substantially in the 1990s for
a number of reasons. The percentage of incumbents winning with 60
percent or more of the vote dropped from a postwar high of 89 per-
cent in 1988 to 76 percent in 1990, to 66 percent in 1992, then to 65
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percent in 1994. The competitive balance between Democrats and Re-
publicans also shifted, so that in the 1990s, Republicans began to regu-
larly win more seats than they had between 1946 and 1990. Voting
behavior changed as well; the percentage of districts where voters
elected a presidential candidate of one party and a House member of
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Table 1.3 Party Margins in the House, 1965–2007

Congress (Years) # of Democrats # of Republicans

89th (1965–67) 295 140

90th (1967–69) 247 187

91st (1969–71) 243 192

92nd (1971–73) 255 180

93rd  (1973–75) 242 192

94th (1975–77) 291 144

95th (1977–79) 292 143

96th (1979–81) 277 158

97th (1981–83) 242 192

98th (1983–85) 269 166

99th (1985–87) 253 182

100th (1987–89) 258 177

101st (1989–91) 260 175

102nd (1991–93) 267 167

103rd (1993–95) 258 176

104th (1995–97) 204 230

105th (1997–99) 206 228

106th (1999–01) 211 223

107th (2001–03) 212 221

108th (2003–05) 204 229

109th (2005–07) 202 232

110th (2007–09) 233 202

Source: Clerk of the U.S. House of Representatives, www.clerk.house.gov.

Note: Party totals are based on election day results. There are 435 members of the House;
a majority is 218 members.

0813343792 text.qxd  5/28/08  9:52 AM  Page 33



another declined considerably after 1984. Reapportionment after the
1990 census also shifted the electoral dynamics in a number of dis-
tricts, creating more favorable conditions for House Republicans. The
postreform southern realignment led to more ideologically homoge-
neous parties, as many conservative Democrats left their party for the
Republican Party. These changes were apparent in the House, where
Democrats and Republicans fought their political and policy battles in
increasingly partisan terms. Republicans also took advantage of Presi-
dent Bill Clinton’s high unfavorable ratings and successfully chal-
lenged a number of vulnerable Democrats who had been elected in
1992. In addition, twenty-seven House Democrats decided to retire in
1994 and left open many formerly safe seats. Despite all of the evi-
dence to suggest otherwise, the Democrats still believed they would re-
tain majority status in 1994 (Kolodny and Dwyre 1998, 277–279).
Instead, the Republicans finally ended four decades of Democratic
control of the House.

The 1994 elections signaled a new era of electoral competitiveness.
For the next twelve years, Republicans would remain in the majority,
though holding very small margins over the Democrats. Real party
competition was a phenomenon House Democrats and Republicans
had not experienced for decades. This new dynamic dramatically
strengthened the role of the congressional parties in that ambitious
members—onetime independent actors—began turning to their party
organizations for help in pursuing their personal goals (Schlesinger
1991; Kolodny and Dwyre 1998, 278). Enhanced competitiveness en-
ables party leaders to leverage more control over members because a
member’s ability to attain power closely depends on the party’s ability to
maintain majority control. While this is always the case in theory, mem-
bers are much more likely to abide by leadership directives when the
margin between parties is small simply because the parties’ majority/
minority status hangs in the balance every two years.

The CCCs had made fundraising appeals to incumbent members
throughout the 1980s, but most members chose not to contribute for
the good of the whole (Jacobson 1985–1986, 616). The presence of real
electoral competition throughout the 1990s swayed members to see
the value in contributing to and raising money for the congressional
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party campaign committees, as well as in forming leadership PACs and
contributing money to their colleagues. While the collective goal of
majority status drove members to contribute, so did the desire to im-
press their party leaders.

Following their success in 1994, Republican leaders believed that to
maintain majority control, the party needed to continue its vigorous
fundraising efforts. In 1993, the NRCC broke new ground by convincing
members that the party could gain majority status in 1994 if they would
contribute money to the committee and to other candidates. NRCC di-
rectors Bill Paxon and Newt Gingrich reasoned “that the collective goal
of majority status was more valuable to these incumbents than the few
extra thousand dollars” they asked them to contribute (Kolodny and
Dwyre 1998, 289). Gingrich established a formula for “voluntary con-
tributions” by each incumbent; unless they were in financial trouble
themselves, members were expected to contribute (Gimpel 1996, 10).
The strategy was hugely successful: Republican House members do-
nated just under $13 million to Republican candidates and to the
NRCC, and the money was targeted to outside challengers running
against vulnerable Democratic incumbents and to open-seat candidates
(Kolodny and Dwyre 1998, 289). As Gimpel notes, the “1994 campaign
signaled the coming of a Republican revolution both in terms of mes-
sage and money” (1996, 11).

Following the 1994 elections, Republican leaders confronted the
Madisonian dilemma of how to channel individual ambition for the
good of the whole by enforcing party discipline and rewarding mem-
bers who supported the leadership’s agenda. Newt Gingrich believed
that fragmentation was at the root of the Democrats’ defeat and that
strong, centralized leadership was necessary to keep members in line.
By rewarding party loyalty more than longtime service, the leaders dis-
covered that ambitious members would serve the party organization
as they pursued their own political and policy goals. Though members
can demonstrate party loyalty in a number of ways, fundraising and
party-line voting rank high on the list.

The emphasis on party-based fundraising efforts in the House sug-
gests that congressional party organizations again have transformed in
response to changes in the political environment. Robin Kolodny and
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Diane Dwyre contend that because the electoral environment has be-
come so competitive, the parties now act as “orchestrators of electoral ac-
tivities.” In this new environment, the CCCs serve as the “pivotal party
organizational actors” because they coordinate the party-orchestrated
fundraising for congressional races (1998, 278). How ambitious mem-
bers pursue their political and policy goals has also been transformed in
response to changes in the electoral environment. Because the individual
goal of power in the chamber is now inextricably tied to the collective
goal of majority status, members understand that if they want to advance
in the chamber, they must act in service to the parties. Anne Bedlington
and Michael Malbin have documented that House members are now
giving a higher proportion of their personal campaign committee money
to the CCCs rather than to other candidates. They also document the
CCCs’ increased reliance on member contributions as a source of cam-
paign funds (2003, 133–136). In the contemporary Congress, members
who raise money for the party and toe the party line have considerable
opportunities to advance in the House’s power structure (Schickler and
Pearson 2005, 220).

The Money Pit

Just before the House Democrats voted in the 1986 Majority Whip
race between Tony Coelho, Charles Rangel, and W. G. Hefner, Georgia
Democrat Ed Jenkins, a Hefner supporter, urged the Democratic Cau-
cus to recognize that the best Whip was not necessarily the best fund-
raiser (Baker 1989, 37). While money has influenced House leadership
races for at least two decades, its current emphasis is unparalleled.
Leaders and leadership aspirants, however, are not the only ones ex-
pected to contribute for the good of the whole. Under the new rules
for the 2008 election cycle, the DCCC asked rank-and-file members to
contribute $125,000 in dues and to raise an additional $75,000 for the
party. Subcommittee chairpersons must contribute $150,000 in dues
and raise an additional $100,000. Members who sit on the most pow-
erful committees (Appropriations, Ways and Means, Energy and Com-
merce, Financial Services, and Rules) must contribute $200,000 and
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raise an additional $250,000. Subcommittee chairs on power commit-
tees and committee chairs of nonpower committees must contribute
$250,000 and raise $250,000. The five chairs of the power committees
must contribute $500,000 and raise an additional $1 million. House
Majority Leader Steny Hoyer, Majority Whip James Clyburn, and
Democratic Caucus Chair Rahm Emanuel must contribute $800,000
and raise $2.5 million. The four Democrats who serve as part of the
extended leadership must contribute $450,000 and raise $500,000, and
the nine Chief Deputy Whips must contribute $300,000 and raise
$500,000. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi must contribute a staggering
$800,000 and raise an additional $25 million (Hearn 2007a).

While the NRCC does not have a formal dues system like the
DCCC’s, Republican members are strongly encouraged to contribute
through the use of “commitment contracts” and leadership pressure. In
2000, for example, Speaker Dennis Hastert warned Republican mem-
bers that the amount of money they raised for the NRCC would help
determine their committee assignments and rankings in the 107th
Congress (Allen 2000). The NRCC assessments for 2007 required that
members of the leadership contribute $375,000. Ranking members on
power committees were expected to contribute $255,000, while those
on nonpower committees were expected to contribute $205,000. Rank-
ing members on Appropriations subcommittees had to contribute
$205,000, while ranking members on other power subcommittees had
to give $180,000. Ranking members on nonpower committees were ex-
pected to contribute $155,000. Rank-and-file members who sat on
power committees were required to contribute $130,000, while those
who sat on nonpower committees were required to give $110,000.
Freshman members were expected to contribute $60,000. The NRCC
also establishes various fundraising programs (such as the Challenger
Fund, which targets money exclusively to challengers and open-seat
candidates) and tasks members with raising money for those various
efforts (Kucinich 2007; Zeller and Teitelbaum 2007).

Given these substantial financial requirements, party leaders and
leadership aspirants must be committed fundraisers. They must also
have the connections necessary to raise enormous sums of money—an
advantage that only some members enjoy. Nancy Pelosi, a protégé of
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Phil Burton, is a product of the California system, in which party lead-
ers are chosen in part for their fundraising abilities. Since winning
election to Congress in 1987, Pelosi has proven herself a prodigious
fundraiser. In 1998, her leadership PAC, PAC to the Future, was second
in receipt growth among all PACs. In 2000, she contributed more
money to her colleagues than did any other member of the House or
Senate. Her ability to raise money helped propel her to the position of
Minority Whip in 2001, Minority Leader in 2002, and Speaker of the
House in 2006.

Wealthy connections can also jump-start the careers of new mem-
bers. Like Pelosi, Tom Reynolds (R-NY) arrived in Washington in 1998
with a Rolodex of well-placed connections. During his first term in of-
fice, Reynolds impressed party leaders by raising substantial amounts
of money for the party. In 2000, during his second term, he was ap-
pointed to lead the Republican Party’s Battleground 2000 fundraising
campaign. Reynolds’s affluent contacts thus enabled him to win a cov-
eted appointment very early in his congressional career. When Debbie
Wasserman Schultz (D-FL) was elected to the House in 2002, she be-
gan her congressional career by immediately contributing $100,000 in
leftover campaign funds to the DCCC. She was appointed to the Dem-
ocratic Whip organization during her first term and, by her third term,
had been named a Chief Deputy Whip and anointed an Appropria-
tions “cardinal” (the lofty title given to Appropriations subcommittee
chairpersons).

For members who regularly face hotly contested races or lack the
connections needed to raise large amounts of campaign money, party-
based fundraising requirements present a challenge. And when leaders
tie members’ ability to move up the chamber’s power ladder to their
ability and willingness to raise money for the party, members who lack
wealthy connections are at a distinct disadvantage. In an environment
that emphasizes fundraising, how do the parties evaluate the non-
financial contributions that members make to the party? According to
Diane Watson (D-CA), the pressure to raise money prevents members
from focusing on the issues. “For anything up over $100,000, you’ve
got to focus full-time on fundraising. . . . We’re going to have to come
to grips with this some way. I understand to win these national races,
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there’s a cost to it. . . . Money should not be the only driving force”
(Hearn 2007b).

The connection between members’ ability to raise money and their
ability to attain a leadership post, a committee chair, or a seat on a
power committee also raises questions about the level of influence that
outside interests exercise in the choice of leaders and committee ap-
pointees. By supporting some members with sizable contributions,
and not others, outside interests indirectly signal to the rest of the
chamber their own votes of confidence. Members who gain the finan-
cial backing of large campaign donors as candidates for leadership
posts should be able to secure continued support—for both the party
and its members—from these donors once they become leaders. But
what, if anything, do these donors expect in return?

Conclusion

During the reform era, progressive House members pushed for changes
that would redistribute power and democratize the chamber. The re-
formers believed that all Democratic Caucus members should have the
opportunity to participate in the policy process, and to mount chal-
lenges for higher positions in the chamber. However, ambitious law-
makers exploited the reforms for personal advantage and prospered in
the postreform Congress. As a result, today’s system is quite different
from what House reformers in the 1970s envisioned. Although mem-
bers do have the opportunity to participate in the process and vie for
higher positions, the rules of the game have changed. The individual
pursuit of power is inextricably linked to the collective pursuit of ma-
jority control in ways the reformers did not anticipate, and campaign
money has become central to this pursuit. All members are expected to
contribute to satisfy the party’s fundraising goals, as well as their own
intrainstitutional goals. Thus the quest for campaign money has funda-
mentally altered how parties compete for majority control and how
members compete for power. Understanding why this system evolved
requires a consideration of the dynamics that affect the interactions be-
tween self-oriented members and team-oriented parties.
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Notes

1. The following summary of the five party systems is drawn from Shade
(1994, 7–22).

2. Washington’s K Street is home to many of the city’s top lobbying firms.
3. Though he secured the backing of a majority of his Republican col-

leagues, Livingston ultimately never assumed the House Speakership. After it
was disclosed that he had engaged in extramarital affairs, Livingston resigned
from office rather than deny or fight the charges. The Republican Conference
then elected Dennis Hastert of Illinois as Speaker of the House.
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2

Pursuing Ambition in 
a Congressional 

Parties Framework

To understand why a system that encourages House members to redis-
tribute money to each other and to the party campaign committees
evolved requires a consideration of the dynamic relationship between
individual members and the congressional party organizations. Mem-
bers who want to pursue their own political and policy goals must first
join together with other like-minded politicians to form goal-oriented
teams for the purpose of winning elections. In majoritarian institu-
tions like the House, members cannot expect their policies to be
adopted, nor can they successfully pursue their own political goals
unless their party controls the governing apparatus (Downs 1957).
Therefore all House members share the common goal of wanting to
see their party in the majority (Kolodny 1998). As they pursue their
own ambitions, members must act within a party framework because
their personal success depends largely on their party’s ability to either
maintain or gain majority status. To this end, party leaders seek to en-
force strict party discipline, but their ability to structure the political
and policy pursuits of their members depends on factors including
how large the partisan margin is, whether power in the chamber is
centralized or decentralized, whether government is divided or uni-
fied, and the ideological diversity within and between the parties. As
the political environment changes and party frameworks shift, House

41

0813343792 text.qxd  5/28/08  9:52 AM  Page 41



members adjust their goal-seeking behavior. In this chapter, I suggest
that the redistribution of campaign money is best explained by mem-
ber ambitions and the structure of opportunities that shape these am-
bitions. I also argue that in a competitive political environment, the
congressional party organizations can orchestrate the political and
policy pursuits of their ambitious members.

Explaining House Member Behavior 

Following the 1973 publication of Richard Fenno’s Congressmen in
Committees, generations of congressional scholars adhered to the goal-
oriented framework he introduced and explained member behavior via
a set of three goals that all members are presumed to share: reelection,
good public policy, and power in the chamber.1 Members emphasize
different goals at different points in their career, focusing first on secur-
ing reelection, then on sponsoring and passing important policy mea-
sures, and finally on obtaining a powerful committee assignment or
leadership post. When Congressmen in Committees was published, the
seniority rule was still in place and members were generally assumed to
pursue these three goals in order. Member behavior in the postreform
Congress is not nearly as predictable. Some members find it difficult to
move beyond the reelection goal because their districts are highly com-
petitive. Some are content to focus on their policy goals, and others
begin immediately to pursue power in the chamber. Today, members
have access to a structure of opportunities quite different from that
available to members in the prereform Congress.

The rational, goal-oriented perspective of member behavior as-
sumes that lawmakers are utility maximizers; when confronted with
an array of options, they will choose the one that best serves their ob-
jectives (Green and Shapiro 1994, 14). Because reelection is a primary
objective of members, it follows that they will make choices that en-
hance their reelection potential. But whether an abstract goal will in-
fluence a member’s choices or actions is likely to depend on the issue
at hand. As Richard Hall (1996, 77) argues, “The language of members’
goals best implies only the central tendencies” that congressional
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scholars typically ascribe to a random set of choices. Because members
set and define their own goals as they make choices about the various
issues they confront, Hall suggests an analysis of members’ behavior is
better focused on the relative importance they place on specific issues.
The value that members attach to certain policy issues, for example,
does not always reflect reelection goals. A member may support in-
creased funding for cancer research because a close relative or friend
died of cancer, not because her or his constituents feel strongly about
the issue.

The goal-oriented premise also neglects to consider how the struc-
ture of opportunities before members largely determines which policy
goals they can reasonably pursue. For example, “a member may be a
personally committed environmentalist, but if the issues before her
panel involve Social Security cuts or district pork, she is more likely
to behave like a constituency-minded delegate—not because of any
change of conviction but because the agenda of issues evokes a differ-
ent kind of calculation” (Hall 1996, 66). Members who take action on a
particular policy issue are not necessarily pursuing one agenda at the
expense of another; in many cases, pursuing policy is more oppor-
tunistic than premeditated.

If member goals are thus understood both as personal and as moti-
vated by the structure of available opportunities, developing a general
theory about member behavior becomes all the more complicated. An
ideal measurement strategy, according to Richard Hall, “should enable
us to tap into members’ perceptions rather than simply impute inter-
ests to them” and should be “at the level of the member-issue” because
members’ political and policy interests are issue-specific (1996, 77).
Explaining the strategies of members who redistribute money to their
colleagues and the party campaign committees requires a similar theo-
retical approach. Rather than interpret member contribution strate-
gies through a rational, goal-oriented scheme,2 I focus on how the
political environment and the structure of available opportunities
shape members’ political ambitions and thus their political behavior
(Schlesinger 1966). Members define and determine their own ambi-
tions, and they decide which goals to pursue according to the unique
personal, political, and institutional circumstances they encounter.
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Intrainstitutional Ambition

Built into the U.S. political system is the assumption that certain indi-
viduals, driven by their own ambitions, will want to run for elective
office. The Founding Fathers were keenly aware of humans’ selfish ten-
dencies and sought to create a system of government that would diffuse
these inclinations. In his classic study of political careers in the United
States, Joseph Schlesinger (1966) argues that because lawmakers re-
spond primarily to their own political ambitions, how and why legisla-
tors got to be legislators should not be as great a concern as what they
want to be next. By this logic, members act today in terms of the office
they hope to win tomorrow. Schlesinger argues that there are dis-
cernible patterns of officeholding and that these patterns give direction
to members’ distinct political ambitions. He identifies three kinds of
ambition: discrete, static, and progressive. A politician with discrete
ambition wants a particular office for a set period of time; a politician
with static ambition wants to make a long-term career of a particular
office; and a politician with progressive ambition aspires to an office
higher than the one now held (1966, 10). By examining a member’s
current office position and political behavior, one can reasonably make
certain inferences about his or her political ambitions.

Taking their lead from Schlesinger’s seminal work, a number of polit-
ical scientists have examined the role of ambition in politics. While some
of this research has borrowed and applied Schlesinger’s framework in
different political settings, some has sought to build on or supplement
Schlesinger’s theory of ambition.3 For the the discussion here, Rebekah
Herrick and Michael Moore’s examination of intrainstitutional ambi-
tion is most instructive. Herrick and Moore (1993, 765) argue that
Schlesinger’s typology needs to be expanded to account for intrainstitu-
tional ambition. According to Herrick and Moore, lawmakers who have
higher ambitions within their present institutions (for example, a House
committee chair who wants to be Majority Leader) exhibit different
behavior than their colleagues with progressive or static ambition. The
behavior of members with intrainstitutional ambition is likely to dem-
onstrate their commitment to the institution and their loyalty to their
party, whereas members with progressive ambition tend to engage in
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more attention-seeking behavior to gain visibility. The behavior of
members with static ambition falls somewhere between that associated
with intrainstitutional ambition and that associated with progressive
ambition. Herrick and Moore found that members with intrainstitu-
tional ambition are more likely to support the party line on roll call
votes than are members with progressive or static ambition. They are
also more likely to allocate a higher proportion of their staff to their
Washington office, whereas members with progressive or static ambi-
tion tend to allocate more staff to their district offices.

My assumption is that all House members are ambitious, but not
that all members want to hold higher political office.4 Some House
members set their sights on a Senate seat and some decide to pursue a
leadership post within the chamber. Others decide that they can be
more effective legislators in the House if they are outside the leadership
structure. Any approach tying members’ ambition to the desire to hold
higher office overlooks the personal and complex nature of ambition.
Members’ ambitions develop and take form as political circumstances
change and as various opportunities become available or unavailable
(Black 1972). The structure of available opportunities determines
which positions can be pursued and which members can reasonably
compete for the positions. Some members, then, are able to pursue their
ambitions while others are filtered out, at least temporarily. As Gordon
Black argues, the system does not directly cause ambition, but it does
indirectly determine who among the elected will lead (1972, 158).

Schlesinger’s examination of political ambition, as well as many
subsequent studies that adhere to the Schlesinger typology, suggests
that members’ ambitions are shaped by the various offices they may
pursue. Several political scientists have tested this hypothesis, assum-
ing, for example, that the logical next step for an ambitious House
member is a Senate seat or a governorship (Rohde 1979; Hibbing
1986; Maisel et al. 1997). While this approach helps to explain how
particular offices lead members with progressive ambitions to higher
office, it neglects some of the finer contextual details at play. John
Hibbing argues that “Schlesinger’s approach should stress position-
seeking, rather than office-seeking. By not doing so, he misses the fact
that the numerous committee and party positions in the House make
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it possible for the entire gamut of position-seeking behavior to be
demonstrated by just those people Schlesinger classifies as having
static ambition. Progressive behavior can just as easily be displayed by
running for party whip as by running for Senate” (quoted in Herrick
and Moore 1993, 28). This is an important point for two reasons: First,
ambitious politicians who wish to move from one office to a higher of-
fice are likely to first engage in intrainstitutional position seeking; and
second, some ambitious politicians engage in intrainstitutional posi-
tion seeking solely to obtain a higher position within the same institu-
tion. In addition to inaccurately characterizing members who do not
specifically seek higher office as having static ambition, Schlesinger’s
typology treats a rank-and-file member of the House the same as the
Speaker of the House because both hold the same political office—that
of U.S. Representative. This characterization neglects the hierarchy
of positions within institutions and the personal nature of members’
ambitions.

In his book about the rise and fall of former House Speaker Jim
Wright (D-TX), John Barry (1989) explains that to Wright, the posi-
tion of Speaker was in many ways comparable to that of the U.S. presi-
dent. As the constitutional head of the legislative branch, Wright
believed he had the ability to confront a strong president and to domi-
nate a weak one. In other words, he was guided by ambitions that fo-
cused on opportunities within the same office rather than a higher
one. Herrick and Moore’s framework recognizes that opportunities for
advancement exist within the House and that members who choose to
pursue these opportunities typically do so after evaluating their own
personal ambitions, the political context, and the structure of the op-
portunities before them.

Individual versus Collective Goals

Joseph Schlesinger’s claim that politicians act today in terms of the
office they hope to win tomorrow also applies to politicians seeking
higher positions within the same chamber. Politics at the intrainstitu-
tional level is treated as a “game of advancement” that manifests itself
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in what Lawrence Dodd (1977) characterizes as a congressional power
ladder. Climbing the ladder is an option; as Dodd notes, some mem-
bers choose to remain on a lower rung. Importantly, members define
power in accordance with their own ambitions; thus one member may
aim for a particular subcommittee chair while another may not be in-
terested in any position less powerful than the House Speakership
(Brown and Peabody 1992). Few members actively pursue top leader-
ship posts during their legislative careers, and those who do are often
motivated by reasons other than electoral or legislative advantage. As
Lynne Brown and Robert Peabody observe, the factors that lead mem-
bers to pursue leadership positions are “as varied as the personalities,
circumstances, and motives of the individual leaders” (1984, 186).
Among these factors, “personal motivations, the desire to be the cho-
sen one among equals, to be at the center of activity, and with fortune,
to become ‘the elect of the elected’—all figure in the men and women
who place themselves in a potential pool of future leaders” (1984,
183–184).

House members who seek to climb the institutional power ladder
are often frustrated by the tremendous amount of effort required
(Dodd 1977, 1986). But by observing and then emulating the behavior
of those who hold leadership posts, members who aspire to higher
positions may increase their chances of advancing in the chamber. Ac-
cording to Carl Friedrich (1963), political leaders engage in three pri-
mary activities: They initiate by creating a self-image that inspires
others to follow; they maintain by building and promoting a favorable
impression of the established order for which they are responsible; and
they protect by providing their followers with a sense of security. If
leaders successfully perform these tasks, members respond by imitat-
ing, obeying, and acclaiming. The action-response dynamic between
leaders and followers provides the foundation for consensual power
relationships in the chamber. Because the ability to exercise influence
relies in part on shared value preferences, the ability of a leader to in-
fluence colleagues increases as their security (or sense of security) de-
creases. Friedrich uses the example of a politician who needs campaign
funds and claims that the influence of those who can provide such
funds will increase. Like leaders, members who aspire to leadership
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positions must demonstrate their ability to protect their colleagues’
interests—particularly their reelection interests.

One way for leaders and would-be leaders to create a favorable im-
age, protect their colleagues, and build influence in the chamber is to
redistribute campaign money. Members who establish leadership PACs
can use the money they raise to fund their own travel, to host or spon-
sor various events, and to make campaign contributions. Leaders and
leader aspirants can also contribute to candidates and to the party
committees using money from their personal campaign committees.
Because of changes in the electoral environment, including rising cam-
paign costs, outside-interest participation, and redistricting, almost all
House members approach their reelection campaigns with a sense of
uncertainty. In most congressional races, the candidate who raises the
most money wins. But even if members raise more money than their
challengers, they cannot predict or control how much money the op-
posing party and outside interests will spend trying to defeat them. As
electoral security and financial security have become more unpre-
dictable, members have increasingly turned to their leaders for service-
oriented assistance like fundraising. According to one House leader,
giving money to colleagues does not necessarily get leaders votes, but “it
can hurt you if you don’t have it. . . . It’s not necessarily the amounts.
Rather it’s a signal that I can help you” (Brown and Peabody 1992, 359).
To the extent that leaders and leader aspirants can effectively demon-
strate their ability to provide financial assistance, they can exert a cer-
tain amount of influence over those members who need help.

Congressional party organizations are limited by the fact that they
are made up of self-interested individuals (Cox and McCubbins 1993).
Comparing the typical European party system, where party agendas are
created before candidates are even selected, to the American party sys-
tem, where candidates’ interests often drive the agenda, Robin Kolodny
claims that “it is, at times, remarkable that any party feeling exists at all”
in America (1998, 5). Indeed, a “party” in America may represent little
more than a general approach to policy issues rather than a precise set
of principles. By this measure, both lawmakers and voters decide which
party to affiliate with depending on their personal understanding of the
party’s basic approach (Kolodny 1998, 4). Despite these associational
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ambiguities, party members in government tend to have distinct goals
that vary by institution. Kolodny (1998, 5–7) argues that while tradi-
tional political party theory suggests that the goal of party members is
total party control of all facets of government, the party interest within
each governmental institution emphasizes party control of that partic-
ular institution. In other words, House members are interested in max-
imizing the electoral security of other same-party House members,
senators are interested in maximizing the electoral security of their
same-party colleagues, and so on. Despite these variations in focus, all
members of Congress share the primary goal of wanting to serve in the
majority. Whether that goal can be achieved by working with the presi-
dential party or the party in the other chamber is secondary. Self-
interested members want to serve in the majority simply because the
majority party controls and organizes the chamber; while total party
control of the House, the Senate, and the White House is appealing, it is
not essential.

This book treats the congressional parties as frameworks within
which House members must act as they pursue their own political and
policy ambitions. All House members understand that before they can
productively pursue their own intrainstitutional goals, their party
must achieve majority status. Personal ambitions aside, majority party
members have clear political advantages over minority party members
simply because they wield more institutional power. It is logical to as-
sume, then, that all members count among their personal ambitions
power in the form of majority party control. Some members may be
content with majority status alone, while others may perceive majority
status as a first step toward attaining a more powerful position in the
chamber. Majority status thus serves as a least common denominator
where member ambition is concerned.

In order for a party to gain or maintain majority status, its members
must coordinate under a specific set of political concerns and legisla-
tive goals.5 The party can then project an image of political unity and
purpose as it attempts to win public support for its agenda and its can-
didates. While centralizing power in the leadership simplifies the often
difficult task of coordinating the party’s message, self-interested mem-
bers are typically hesitant to relinquish their autonomy. But because
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minority party members are essentially prevented from pursuing their
political and policy ambitions by virtue of their party status, it is in
their immediate interest to focus on winning control of the chamber.
They are therefore more willing to follow leadership directives to en-
dorse and promote the party’s agenda.

Efforts by majority party leaders to centralize power can create pal-
pable tension because majority party members are generally interested
in promoting their own agendas rather than the party’s. Having tem-
porarily put their personal ambitions on the back burner to help the
party gain majority status, majority party members are anxious to fo-
cus on their own pursuits. To reap the more personal benefits of major-
ity status, party members push their leaders to expand the number of
power positions members can vie for and to increase institutional re-
sources such as staff and new technologies (Sinclair 1983). They also
push for increases in the number of committee and subcommittee
seats. Because the committee system provides members with a venue
for publicizing constituent concerns, members seek assignments that
will enhance their political careers. As a result, committees and sub-
committees are typically not microcosms of a diverse chamber, but
clusters of constituency-minded members focused on narrowly defined
interests (Davidson 1981, 101). Access to additional fringe benefits
gives majority party members an edge in their reelection campaigns;
the more power and resources they have, the less likely they are to be
voted out of office. Over time, however, the advantages of increased in-
stitutional power and resources may begin to work against the majority
party. The enhanced benefits that majority members enjoy tend to in-
crease member autonomy. And as majority party members gradually
shift from the party-oriented focus that helped them win control of the
chamber to a self-oriented focus, the party’s capacity to act cohesively is
undercut. Fragmentation of authority between party leaders, commit-
tee chairs, and subcommittee chairs exacerbates these tendencies. The
shift in majority-member goal emphasis can gradually damage the
party’s ability to collectively respond to the public’s policy demands
and political concerns (Sinclair 1983). However, the party may over-
look its declining public approval ratings because its incumbent mem-
bers typically continue to win reelection.
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As the majority party begins to fragment, a well-organized minority
party can begin to centralize power and coordinate its message. The mi-
nority party can then look for opportunities to attack the majority’s per-
formance, highlight its policy failures, and create a sense of crisis. At the
same time, the minority party promotes its alternative agenda, recruits
and finances strong candidates, and pushes for change. If the majority
party refuses to change its structure, to recognize and address public dis-
satisfaction, and to collectively stand up to minority party attacks, it risks
losing its majority status. By virtue of its centralized leadership, strong
organization, and unified efforts, the minority party may then gain con-
trol of the governing apparatus. Unless the new majority party remains
disciplined, it will eventually struggle with the same “self-versus-party”
dilemma that its predecessor faced, and the cycle will begin anew.

Promoting the Party by Rewarding Ambition

The strength that the parties exert over individual party members is
influenced by various factors in the political environment. Organized
interests, institutional reforms, new policy issues, new technologies,
and political events shape the environment in which the member and
the party interact. When party strength wanes, individual members are
encouraged to pursue their own political and policy ambitions. If the
party organization is weak, the consequences of neglecting the party
are few, while the rewards for doing so are potentially high. During the
1960s and 1970s, political change weakened the party organizations.
Independence was rewarded at the voting booth, and candidates re-
acted by touting their individual qualifications and ambitions, rather
than the party’s agenda. In the early 1990s, changes in the political en-
vironment encouraged the resurgence of strong congressional parties.
But in order for the parties to remain strong, member ambitions
needed to be redirected in ways that would benefit the party. The in-
terplay between self-interested members and team-oriented parties
over the past few decades illustrates how these cycles work.

In the first half of the twentieth century, the parties focused almost
exclusively on managing presidential campaigns. At that time, the key to
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preserving a strong party organization was developing and maintaining
strong partisan identification among the voters. Reforms introduced
during the second half of the century, including changes in the rules
regulating state primaries, voting procedures, and campaign finance,
altered party dynamics. The rise of cause-oriented activism in the 1960s
and the surge in interest-group formation and activity also affected the
party organizations. Because organized interests expanded so rapidly
and made specific policy demands, the parties could no longer absorb
them as they had in the past (Reichley 1985). Organized interests of-
fered people an alternative to the parties, as well as the opportunity to
associate with a group that spoke more directly to their particular issue
concerns. The parties seemed unable or unwilling to accommodate the
political concerns of newly active groups, including women, minorities,
and young people; they were also unable to address the economic, so-
cial, and cultural concerns that marked the transition to a postindustrial
society (Cigler 1993, 414). In a political environment that downplays
the role of the parties, independent-minded candidates thrive.

Beginning in the 1970s, the parties had to adjust to a new kind of
House member—one who was more autonomous and less committed
to the party. Member independence was encouraged by shifts in voter
attitudes toward the political parties. As voters became more educated
and more independent, they became less willing to affiliate themselves
with a political party. Members of Congress began to run more
candidate-centered campaigns as they came to realize that being re-
elected did not necessarily hinge on supporting the party line. Increas-
ingly, they portrayed themselves as political free agents, willing to put
their constituents’ concerns first. Rather than turn to their party com-
mittees for campaign support, congressional candidates solicited the
help of PACs and organized interests. PACs were becoming increas-
ingly important in providing candidates with campaign resources, not
only making the parties less important, but also increasing the elec-
toral vulnerability of congressional incumbents, a number of whom
were defeated in the 1978 and 1980 elections. By the early 1980s, PACs
were spending more than the parties on “direct efforts to influence
voter choices among candidates,” including voter registration and get-
out-the-vote drives (Cigler 1993, 420–421). The more money and
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organizational support members of Congress could extract from non-
party groups, the more independent of the party they could be. The
campaign finance reforms of the early 1970s were an attempt to rein in
the influence of organized interests in Washington. One unintended
consequence of these reforms was a massive increase in the number of
registered PACs. The number and variety of sources candidates could
tap for campaign money led to further fragmentation, as the candi-
dates attempted to broaden their appeal across PAC issues.

As voters and lawmakers began to shed their partisan loyalties, and as
organized interests began to play a more important role in electoral pol-
itics, the party committees sought out new ways to remain relevant. De-
spite dramatic changes in the political environment, one constant was
clear: Members of Congress were primarily focused on securing reelec-
tion. With this in mind, the parties began transforming into service or-
ganizations, focused on electing and reelecting candidates, dispensing
technical help including polling, media consulting, advertising, opposi-
tion research, and campaign management. By the late 1970s, the con-
gressional party committees had given up their monopoly on candidate
control and had begun dedicating the bulk of their resources to service
efforts (Aldrich 1995). Allan Cigler argues, “A strong case can be made
that party and campaign reform forced both major parties to come to
terms with the social as well as technological changes that have charac-
terized the late twentieth century; in the end, these reactions saved the
political parties as players in electoral politics, although with diminished
roles” (1993, 421). While the service-vendor arrangement that charac-
terizes contemporary party activities evolved out of the shift toward
candidate and voter independence, it can also be viewed as a predictable
response to a political and electoral system that increasingly emphasizes
money. As service vendors, the congressional party committees have ad-
justed to the “cash economy” of political campaigns and now serve as
quasi financial brokers between candidates and contributors (Maisel
1994). The committees coordinate fundraising efforts for incumbents
and serious challengers, and they also raise and target campaign money.
Despite contributing less money to candidates than do individuals and
groups, the parties have proven far more effective in directing contribu-
tions to those candidates who are most in need (Cigler 1993, 423).
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While congressional party activities have changed significantly in the
postreform era, the parties’ main goals have not. Congressional parties
have continuously sought power in the form of majority control, but the
means they have used either to maintain or to gain control have shifted
in response to changes in the political environment. In addition to
strong leadership and a unified membership, the party that seeks to
maintain or gain majority control needs a great deal of campaign money.

By the early 1990s, the political parties were increasingly focused on
fundraising as a means of maintaining or gaining majority status in
Congress. Changes in the political environment, including shrinking
partisan margins in the House and a consequent rise in partisanship,
increased the strength of the parties. House Republicans believed they
had a realistic chance to win majority control, so beginning in 1992
they willingly unified to challenge the Democrats. Part of the Republi-
can strategy was to fund strong challengers who could beat vulnerable
Democratic incumbents. The Democrats increased their fundraising
efforts as well but did not aggressively organize until after 1994, when
they lost majority control of the House.6 In addition to canvassing out-
side donors, the CCCs began asking incumbent members to contribute
for the good of the whole. These internal fundraising efforts repre-
sented a new strategy initiated primarily by the CCCs. Robin Kolodny
and Diane Dwyre note that throughout the 1990s, the CCCs “made un-
usually proactive efforts to secure House majorities and convince other
party-related actors, such as the national committees, PACs, and sitting
members of Congress, to assist the CCCs in achieving majorities in the
legislature” (1998, 276). Kolodny and Dwyre argue that these party-
based efforts are significant enough in effect to warrant a new party
role descriptor: party as orchestrator of electoral activities. Political en-
trepreneurs and other party-based actors served as the catalysts for this
reorientation, successfully managing to convince incumbents that help-
ing the party would benefit them personally. By working to promote
party goals and convincing their colleagues to do the same, these House
members “saw opportunities for their own advancement” (1998, 276).

In order to sustain this kind of system, House members who work
on behalf of the party must be recognized at the least and rewarded at
the most. Self-oriented members need clear incentives to emphasize
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the party’s goals—particularly when they already enjoy majority sta-
tus. David Canon observes that “when members’ electoral fortunes are
only loosely tied to the party, the task of leadership is greatly compli-
cated. Without control over the ultimate sanction, the party is unable
to prevent each member from paddling his or her own political canoe
in the legislature” (1989, 436). Majority party leaders are well posi-
tioned to establish a system that recognizes and rewards supportive
members simply because their party controls the chamber. As House
members must run for reelection every two years, they tend to greet
promises of future rewards with skepticism and expect their efforts to
be recognized in the near, rather than the distant, future.

After winning majority control in 1994, House Republicans re-
sponded to this collective action challenge by limiting committee and
subcommittee chairs to six-year terms. Republican Party leaders were
also given six-year term limits. This policy effectively provided ambi-
tious Republicans with a realizable goal. In a system where seniority
prevails, junior members have less incentive to serve the party dili-
gently because their efforts will not supplant their ranking. But in a
system where turnover is institutionalized and efforts on behalf of the
party are rewarded, ambitious members recognize that there are real
benefits to be reaped. In 2000 Ken Johnson, then spokesperson for
Representative Billy Tauzin (R-LA), claimed that limiting the terms of
committee chairs “energized things. . . . You bring in new people with
new blood and new ideas. . . . It keeps hope alive that you don’t have to
make Washington a career in order to get ahead in the conference”
(Hirschfield 2000, 2657). The challenge for party leaders, then, is to
structure a system in which ambitious members cannot expect to pur-
sue their own political and policy goals successfully without first help-
ing the party reach its collective goals.

Combating the Problem of Fragmentation:
Battleground 2000 

Battleground 2000, a plan for House Republicans to raise $16 million
to support NRCC efforts in the 2000 elections, illustrates how this kind
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of system works. Republican incumbents who had previously been
merely encouraged to contribute to other members and to the party
were told in no uncertain terms that their fundraising efforts on behalf
of the NRCC would help determine their committee assignments and
rankings in the 107th Congress (which convened in January 2001).
When he announced the Battleground 2000 plan, House Speaker Den-
nis Hastert assured his colleagues that the leadership would keep close
watch on each member’s fundraising progress. Party leaders developed
a sliding fundraising scale, based on members’ leadership standing,
committee membership and rank, and seniority. Individual contribu-
tion thermometers were posted outside the party’s fundraising offices
so that Republican leaders could keep track of House members’ efforts
and members could compare their totals to those of their colleagues. To
make certain that members were staying on target, the leadership cre-
ated a seventeen-member Whip organization to track member progress
and apply pressure if necessary (Allen 2000). Committee chairs were
assigned the task of monitoring the progress of their subcommittee
chairs. Party leaders, according to a spokesperson for a House power
committee chair, made it very clear that “you were at risk of losing your
chairmanship if you did not pull your weight” and make sure your sub-
committee chairs did the same (interview with author 2001).

Several days before the November 7, 2000, deadline for contributing to
the Battleground 2000 effort, Speaker Hastert, accompanied by “a vulner-
able House Republican as a form of encouragement,” met with groups of
members who had not yet contributed. According to one Republican
leadership aide, those who did not give would be held accountable in the
107th Congress: “There definitely will be the gave and the gave-nots”
(Van Dongen 2000). By November 7, 2000, the Battleground 2000 effort
had raised $21 million for the NRCC—an amount that exceeded the
party leadership’s original goal by $5 million. Some of the effort’s most
generous contributors were members who were contending for commit-
tee chairs in the 107th Congress. Campaign committees and leadership
PACs affiliated with twenty-eight potential committee chairs contributed
approximately $3.3 million to the NRCC and to other candidates during
the 2000 election cycle (Bailey 2001). Money clearly mattered in the se-
lection of new committee chairs for the 107th Congress (see chapter 6).
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Just as individual House members found ways to exploit the cam-
paign finance and institutional reforms of the 1970s to serve their own
self-interest, the congressional parties have found ways to channel mem-
ber ambitions in ways that serve the collective interests of the party.
Changes in the political environment—namely, small partisan margins
and increased electoral competition—have permitted this transforma-
tion. Fragmentation is offset by the linking of members’ ability to suc-
cessfully pursue their own ambitions to their ability to help the party
pursue the collective goal of majority status.

Explaining Party Power in the House

The strength of congressional parties and party leaders in the House de-
pends on a number of factors. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, House
Democrats enjoyed large majorities over House Republicans. While
Democratic leaders encouraged party discipline, it was not strictly en-
forced as the party could win floor votes even when some members
crossed party lines. Democratic leaders were also dealing with a large in-
flux of new members who were not inclined to follow partisan directives.
House Republicans, on the other hand, had been in the minority since
1954 and generally viewed majority control as beyond their reach, so, as
Roger Davidson (1981, 108) argues, the seniority system was never a
“burning issue” for House Republicans. Because of the party’s prolonged
minority status, senior posts in the Republicans’ leadership structure
meant less as well. Republican members also tended to retire sooner, so
Republican membership turnover was quicker than that of the Demo-
crats. In this environment, individual Democratic members could focus
on their own political and policy goals because their party’s majority sta-
tus was not at risk and there were almost no consequences for defying
the party. Members who wanted to pursue higher positions in the cham-
ber focused on impressing their colleagues rather than on serving their
party. The political environment, which was in part the product of weak-
ened political parties, institutional reforms that dispersed power in the
House, the rise of organized interests, and the influx of new Democrats,
allowed ambitious members to operate independently in the chamber.
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In the late 1980s and the 1990s, the political environment shifted
dramatically. House Republicans began to chip away at the Democrats’
majority and, in 1994, took control of the chamber for the first time in
four decades. Because the Republican majority was quite narrow and
remained so for the next twelve years, it was very different from the
Democratic majority. The Republican majority was also different in
that there was minimal ideological diversity within the party. Congres-
sional Democrats have tended to be a more diverse party, which can
make coalition building difficult. Real party competition in the House
strengthened the parties as well as the party leaders and contributed to
a highly charged partisan atmosphere. Whereas the Democrats treated
voting the party line as an option during the 1970s and early 1980s,
strict party discipline became essential in the 1990s.

As the dynamics affecting the relationship between House members
and the congressional parties shifted, so did theoretical approaches to
explaining how members and parties interact. As the margins between
House Democrats and Republicans narrowed and electoral competi-
tion increased, the parties-in-decline thesis,7 which was advanced in
the 1970s and 1980s, no longer applied to the congressional party or-
ganizations. The notion that the parties were in a state of transition8

rather than in decline seemed more logical by the mid- to late 1980s,
as congressional parties became increasingly focused on campaign-
related activities. By the early 1990s, the conditional party government
thesis effectively captured the new relationship between House mem-
bers and their parties. In the CPG model, as intraparty preference
agreement and interparty preference conflict increase, members be-
come more willing to grant additional power to their leaders (Aldrich
and Rohde 2001, 275–276). In other words, as the parties become
more ideologically homogeneous, the political and policy divisions be-
tween the parties increase. Party members give their leaders the power
and resources they need to advance the party’s legislative agenda be-
cause the members believe that doing so will benefit them electorally
(Adler 2002, 172–173). Such was the case in 1994: Republican leaders
had recruited a number of strong, like-minded candidates; the Con-
tract with America provided voters with a clear distinction between
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the Republican and Democratic Party agendas; and interparty conflict
was high, due in part to strong Republican opposition to Democratic
president Bill Clinton and his legislative agenda. In addition, the Re-
publicans’ small majority margin significantly intensified the conflict
between the parties. In these circumstances, Republican members will-
ingly supported centralizing power and resources within the party
leadership (Aldrich and Rohde 1997; Adler 2002). Because the political
environment has remained competitive and partisan, member inde-
pendence is no longer encouraged. The House’s power ladder is firmly
planted inside a party framework, and to climb that ladder, ambitious
members have to first demonstrate their party loyalty by fundraising
and voting the party line. By refusing to participate in this game of
give-and-take, members may deny themselves the chance to realize
their personal ambitions. While length of service in the chamber still
matters, equally important is a member’s fundraising proficiency.

Conclusion

The 1970s reforms sought to democratize the House by dispersing
power more evenly throughout the chamber. While removing the se-
niority rule leveled the playing field between junior and senior Demo-
crats, it also increased competition among members hoping to advance
in the chamber. Member-to-member giving was an outgrowth of this
new, more competitive environment. The reforms also strengthened the
party leaders, who began to take full advantage of their new powers dur-
ing the 1980s. As party leaders accrued more control, the congressional
party organizations strengthened. And as the political environment
grew more competitive, fundraising became central to party-building
efforts. By the 1990s, a new political environment and a new round of
institutional reforms had brought self-interested members and strong
congressional parties together in unexpected ways. These cycles demon-
strate that institutional reforms are subject to adaptation, and even ex-
ploitation, over time. They also demonstrate the ongoing tension
between self-interested members and team-oriented parties.
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Notes

1. During the same time frame in which Richard Fenno published Con-
gressmen in Committees (1973) and Home Style (1978), several other congres-
sional scholars also introduced important theoretical frameworks for
understanding member behavior, for example, David Mayhew (1974), John
Kingdon (1973), Morris Fiorina (1977), and Kenneth Shepsle (1978). While
these works are by no means inclusive of all the congressional research pub-
lished during this era, they generally represent the rational, goal-oriented
approach to explaining member behavior.

2. For example, see Clyde Wilcox (1989).
3. For example, see Gordon Black (1972), David Rohde (1979), John Hib-

bing (1986), Linda Fowler and Robert McClure (1989), Thomas Kazee (1994),
Richard Hall and Robert VanHouweling (1995), L. Sandy Maisel (1997),
Wayne Francis and Lawrence Kenny (2000), Alan Ehrenhalt (1991), John
Barry (1989), and Robert Caro (1990).

4. See David Rohde (1979) for an alternative view.
5. The following discussion about the cyclical nature of legislative change

is drawn from Lawrence Dodd (1986, 2001).
6. The DCCC began asking incumbent members to contribute to the com-

mittee in the 1990 elections, but efforts became much more organized after
1994.

7. For example, see David Broder (1971) and William Crotty (1984).
8. For example, see M. Margaret Conway (1983) and John Bibby (1981).
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3

The 1970s Reform Era

The Money Chase Begins

Institutional reform tends to happen in response to changes in the po-
litical environment. When House members act to modify chamber
rules and procedures, the committee system, and the leadership appa-
ratus, they often have multiple and conflicting goals. As a result, re-
forms are imperfect compromises. Scott Adler claims that “because
members of Congress are elected officials with their own political sur-
vival foremost in their strategic calculations, they will oppose any al-
terations in the policymaking process that disrupt their ability to
provide for important constituency needs” (2002, 38). Ambitious re-
form efforts often fail because there are always members who benefit
from the existing arrangements, and they will resist efforts to make
changes. Therefore comprehensive institutional reform requires the
action of a determined majority.

Like most political compromises, reforms are a constant source of
member frustration and institutional tension (Schickler 2001, 3). Given
the political nature of Congress, any rule or reform is subject to adapta-
tion. Shifts in the political environment create opportunities for mem-
bers and parties to exploit institutional arrangements to their own
advantage. As a result, reforms often produce unintended consequences.
During the 1970s, progressive Democrats pursued broad institutional
reforms that would regulate the financing of federal campaigns and
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redistribute power in the House. These reforms helped foster the growth
of member-to-member giving—an unintended consequence with long-
term implications for congressional party politics.

While the specific events that mark a particular period of institu-
tional change may be unique, they tend to emerge from a recurring set
of political conditions. The principal force that sets and keeps the de-
sire for change in motion is member ambition. But before members
can pursue their political and policy ambitions, they must achieve two
subsidiary goals: They must master both the organizational politics of
Congress and the electoral politics of their constituencies. The pursuit
of these two goals generates different levels of organizational and
structural tension, which over time compel members to modify the in-
stitution’s political and policymaking systems (Dodd 1986, 4).

The political landscape of the House was dramatically altered in the
1970s when progressive members pursued institutional reforms that
would democratize the chamber in response to the public’s demand
for greater government accountability. The Vietnam War and Water-
gate had raised public interest (and distrust) in government and had
increased levels of political participation. The interest group commu-
nity, which grew rapidly during the 1970s, further expanded public
participation in the political process and increased the number and
complexity of the issues brought before Congress. Together, these
forces encouraged the emergence of a new, aggressive breed of federal
lawmaker, a growing sense of entitlement among politically active
groups, and a surge in policy activism. The events of the 1970s also
helped create a political environment that promoted the redistribution
of money in the House.

The Rise of the Seniority System

In a 1965 examination of congressional responses to the twentieth
century, Samuel P. Huntington argued that government institutions
that are incapable of adjusting to social change, as well as to new view-
points, needs, and political forces, will eventually face an adaptation
crisis (1965, 7). According to Huntington, Congress faced such a crisis
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in the 1960s because it had not effectively adapted to major changes in
American society over the course of the twentieth century. Rather than
assess transformational shifts and then adjust its responses, Congress
sought to maintain a conventional approach to rapid sociopolitical
changes. As a result, Congress had evolved into a largely ineffectual in-
stitution defined by its insulation from new political forces, its decen-
tralized power structure, and its emphasis on administrative oversight
rather than legislative action.

Because Congress remained isolated from the outside forces that
were generating social and political change, it was ill prepared to re-
spond to emerging national problems and unable to set legislative pri-
orities. Therefore the institutional power and lawmaking function of
Congress declined. Huntington (1965) argues that increasing tenure in
office and the rise of the seniority system were particularly instrumen-
tal in making Congress ripe for change in the 1970s.

Like congressional-term-limits proponents, Huntington suggests
that the longer members serve in Congress, the more isolated they be-
come from the world outside Congress. In 1871, just over 50 percent of
all House members were elected to the House more than once. By 1961,
87 percent of all House members had served more than one term.
Thus, through the twentieth century, the “biennial infusion of new
blood” waned considerably (Huntington 1965, 9). And as more and
more members chose to extend their time in office, Congress became
more insulated.

As tenures in office increased, the role of seniority became more im-
portant. The longer members serve in Congress, the more likely they are
to see value in a seniority-based system. And the more important senior-
ity is in helping members attain desirable committee assignments or
leadership posts, the more electorally appealing long-serving members
become. Though there is some disagreement about when decision mak-
ing by seniority began in Congress (see Polsby et al. 1969, 791), most
accounts point to the 1910 revolt against House Speaker Joe Cannon. At
that time, defiant House members pushed for reforms that would curtail
the Speaker’s powers (particularly his authority to appoint members to
and remove them from committees and committee chairs) and disperse
power throughout the chamber. The revolt against Speaker Cannon led
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to a system that emphasized committee independence and weakened
party leadership. The rise of the seniority rule was perhaps most appar-
ent in the appointment of committee chairs: In the fifty years following
the 1910 revolt, seniority was violated only twice in the selection of com-
mittee chairs (Huntington 1965; Polsby et al. 1969). The House’s strong
committee system, coupled with the use of the seniority rule in naming
committee chairs, resulted in the gradual decentralization of power in
the chamber.

Though many factors contributed to the push for reform in the
1970s, growing dissatisfaction with the seniority rule was most promi-
nent. The Legislative Reorginization Act of 1946, which consolidated
the House committee system into nineteen standing committees and
guaranteed committee staff to each of the standing committees, signif-
icantly strengthened the seniority system. While the internal structures
and processes of the individual committees differed, all committee
chairs exercised the power to organize the subcommittees and staff,
and to control their committee’s agenda (Smith 1989, 20). The act ulti-
mately failed to rectify policymaking inadequacies, but it did further
empower committee chairs. Polsby et al. note that after 1946,

both the discretionary rights of leaders and the rich array of minor

committees disappeared with the ‘streamlining’ of the committee sys-

tem, and thus from 1946 onward, the rule of seniority is virtually never

breached. . . . The House moves after 1947 to a situation where there

exists a full-blown seniority system, in which seniority is the single, au-

tomatic criterion determining the chairmanships of all committees, and

the application of this criterion is not subject to the discretion of any

body short of the relatively inactive full party caucuses. (1969, 807)

The Democrats’ solid majority in the House and their relatively stable
conservative base reinforced both committee power and the seniority
system.

While the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946 was partially re-
sponsible for the government-by-committee arrangement that devel-
oped in its wake, other factors also contributed to the power and status
that committees achieved during this era. The longest-serving members
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of the majority party were conservative southern Democrats, and they
held a disproportionate number of the committee chairs. Because they
controlled the legislative process, and because House norms prevented
junior members from agitating, conservative Democrats were able to
prevent their more liberal colleagues from initiating policy. But by the
late 1960s, the apprenticeship norm, which held that new members
should observe but not participate, had all but disappeared. The charge
to abandon apprenticeship was led by liberal Democrats who were eager
to challenge the power and policies (civil rights, for instance) of the con-
servative majority (Smith 1989, 134–135). As the apprenticeship norm
declined, so did deference to the committees. Pressure to respect com-
mittee policy recommendations had disappeared by the mid-1970s, as
issues became more divisive and as members sought to participate more
actively on the House floor (Smith 1989, 139–141).

The Reform Era

Until they are able to advance up the House’s power ladder, legislators
are typically constrained by the limited resources and opportunities
available to them as rank-and-file members. The most logical way for
ambitious legislators to acquire the resources they need to pursue their
own political and policy goals is to join forces and push for institutional
changes that favor the chamber’s less senior members (Dodd 1977,
1986). Congress is a body of individuals who either have power or want
power; therefore calls for reform are all but constant. However, actually
changing the House’s rules and procedures requires the action of a criti-
cal mass. Gradually, the Democratic Party’s liberal wing began to ex-
pand, and with this expansion came pressure for change. Progressive and
junior Democrats were driven by a shared sense of frustration over their
inability to penetrate the House’s power hierarchy. As Roger Davidson
argues, “One effect of the seniority system was to perpetuate the political
triumphs of the previous generation; when the party’s factional balance
shifted, seniority caused a generation gap between leaders and back-
benchers. Such a gap—in region, district type, ideology, and even age—
lay at the heart of the Democrats’ seniority struggles” (1981, 106).
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By the end of the 1960s, the frustration among progressive and ju-
nior Democrats who were tired of having their policy efforts blocked
by their more senior and conservative colleagues had reached a pinna-
cle. Southern Democrats comprised less than 30 percent of the Demo-
cratic Caucus, yet they held 46 percent of the House’s committee
chairs. In addition, the average committee chair was sixty-six years old
and had almost thirty years of service in the House. The widening gap
between the chamber’s senior and junior Democrats fueled frustration
and resentment because the junior members were virtually powerless
(Davidson 1981, 106). The elections of 1958 and 1964 brought more
liberal Democrats into the House, and as a result, the conservative
wing’s long-standing lock on power was threatened. Fueled by their
growing ranks, reform-minded members began pushing for changes
that would redistribute power within the chamber (Price 1992; Deer-
ing and Smith 1997).

A decade or so before the 1970s reforms were drafted, a group of
liberal House Democrats formed the Democratic Study Group (DSG).
The group organized around a mutual sense of exasperation over their
inability to get policy proposals before the House. The DSG worked to
provide its members with legislative research and support and tried
to coordinate action on its members’ policy proposals via a Whip sys-
tem. Following the election of President Nixon in 1968, the DSG de-
cided to take a more formal approach to pushing its agenda. Though
many ideas for accomplishing this task were considered, the group
determined that its ultimate goal was to make the Democrats who
controlled the chamber—primarily the committee chairpersons—
responsible to the party’s rank-and-file members. At the time, DSG
staff director Richard Conlon claimed, “We are trying to unstack the
deck which we feel has been stacked against the majority for the last
couple of decades” (quoted in Malbin 1974, 1881). In order to discuss
policy issues and to solicit broader support for their reform proposals,
DSG leaders began canvassing other rank-and-file Democrats. Before
long, they discovered that many Democrats lacked knowledge of the
House rules and procedures. The group then decided that unless party
members were educated about the House’s institutional arrangements,
efforts to push reform would be fruitless. Therefore the DSG proposed
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and secured monthly full caucus meetings. The monthly meetings
provided the DSG leaders with the forum they needed to educate their
colleagues and promote their own reform proposals.

After distributing to caucus members a DSG-produced report on the
history of the House seniority system, the DSG leaders suggested that
the caucus create a special committee to study their reform proposals.
In March 1970, an eleven-member Committee on Organization, Study,
and Review (otherwise known as the Hansen Committee, after the
committee’s chair, Julia Hansen of Washington) was formed. One year
later, the Hansen Committee drafted and put forward for full caucus
vote a series of proposals that would provide the framework for the
1970s reforms. While policy goals were the primary motivator of mem-
ber support for the reforms, they certainly were not the only one. Many
members supported the reforms for reasons tied to their own self-
interests (Rohde 1991, 17–19).

While Democrats continued to press forward with various caucus-
related reform proposals, Congress passed the Legislative Reorganiza-
tion Act of 1970, which marked the first bipartisan reform effort of the
era. Most of the act’s provisions were aimed at making the committee
system more efficient and open, but they had no direct policy implica-
tions. Of note were new rules that required recorded teller votes during
the floor amendment process and electronic voting on the House floor.
The recorded teller vote provision was the “common carrier for liberal
Democrats, Republicans, and junior members of both parties,” as it was
designed to increase amending activity on the floor and to unravel
committee control over the legislative process (Schickler 2001, 216).

Provisions of the Legislative Reorganization Act also opened com-
mittee hearings and meetings to the public. Reformers believed that by
opening up the bill-amending and -voting processes, rank-and-file
members would be less likely to support amendments they opposed
but would vote for to satisfy their committee chairs. The reformers also
believed that more “sunshine” would increase public trust in govern-
ment because the public would be able to observe and participate in the
process (Sinclair 1983; Rohde 1991; Deering and Smith 1997). But calls
for a more open process were not entirely altruistic. Open committee
sessions also provided members with a forum for putting themselves
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on public display for their constituents and for organized interests.
Some senior members complained that opening up committee hear-
ings would lead to member grandstanding and hinder the debate nec-
essary to reach compromises. The sunshine reforms also provided
organized interests with more opportunities to participate in the leg-
islative process. By some accounts, open meetings did not increase
citizen participation, but they did increase the overall influence of orga-
nized interests (Schickler 2001, 209–212).

Passing the Legislative Reorganization Act required Democrats and
Republicans to find common ground. House liberals recognized that
they ultimately lacked the votes necessary to push through the reforms
that they wanted the act to include—particularly the recorded teller
votes. In an effort to build support, DSG members began meeting with
Young Turk Republicans who were also interested in reforms that
would increase their influence in the chamber. While senior Republi-
cans often had working relationships with Democratic committee
chairs, junior Republicans lacked connections and access. The two
groups worked to produce a bipartisan package that appealed to mul-
tiple and diverse member interests. Of the ten recommendations, all of
which were aimed at weakening committee chairs and dispersing
power, nine were adopted by the House (Schickler 2001, 215–216).

The Democratic Caucus adopted the Hansen Committee’s first set of
recommendations in 1971. These proposals were designed to loosen the
committee chairs’ excessive hold on power and to distribute power
more widely among party members. Specifically, the reforms limited
the Democrats to holding one subcommittee chair per member; al-
lowed each subcommittee chair to hire one professional staff person;
altered the system for electing committee chairs and committee mem-
bers so that nominations were presented one committee at a time; and
stipulated that a request by ten or more members could initiate debate,
a separate vote, and, in the event of a defeat, a new nomination for
committee chair by the Committee on Committees (the Committee on
Committees was made up of the Democratic members of the Ways and
Means Committee). The provision limiting Democrats to one subcom-
mittee chair immediately opened up at least sixteen subcommittee
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chairs, most of which were then filled by relatively junior liberals (Rohde
1991, 21; Deering and Smith 1997, 36).

The Democratic Caucus continued to chip away at committee
chairs’ power in 1973, with the adoption of the Hansen Committee’s
second set of recommendations. Votes on committee chairs were made
automatic at the beginning of each Congress and could be made secret
if at least 20 percent of caucus members requested a secret ballot. This
rule in particular set the stage for potential challenges to long-standing
committee chairs. The reforms also expanded the Democratic Com-
mittee on Committees to include the Speaker, the Majority Leader, and
the caucus chair; created a twenty-three-member Steering and Policy
Committee; and adopted procedures to open up floor deliberations.

The Hansen Committee’s 1973 recommendations also included a
set of reforms known collectively as the Subcommittee Bill of Rights.
These reforms removed from committee chairs their power to appoint
committee members to subcommittees and to subcommittee chairs;
instead, committee members would bid in order of seniority for open
slots on subcommittees and for subcommittee chairs. Democrats on
the full committee would then vote to approve subcommittee chairs.
Subcommittees were also granted fixed jurisdictions, as well as ade-
quate budgets and staff. The reforms also contained a provision re-
quiring that the full committee refer bills to the subcommittees within
a fixed period of time. Under the old rules, committee chairs could re-
fer bills to whichever subcommittee they chose, or not refer bills to any
subcommittee at all. The Subcommittee Bill of Rights effectively lim-
ited the committee chair’s ability to determine policy outcomes and to
reward or punish committee members for their votes (Sinclair 1983;
Rohde 1991, 22; Deering and Smith 1997, 36–37).

The subcommittee reforms were originally devised by liberal Demo-
crats, who lacked a majority within the caucus; to secure adoption, they
had to develop reforms that had broad appeal. In canvassing the cau-
cus, liberal members determined that opening up subcommittee chairs
appealed to junior caucus members as a whole because the subcommit-
tees had become “more potent power base[s]” (Schickler 2001, 224).
Opposition by some senior liberals who stood to lose subcommittee
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chairs helped convince some conservative Democrats that the reforms
were balanced and worth supporting. According to Eric Schickler, “The
subcommittee changes passed because liberal Democrats had policy
reasons to undercut conservative committee chairmen and found that
they could forge a broad coalition for doing so by simultaneously ap-
pealing to representatives’ power base interests. After all, there were
more than 100 subcommittee chairmen and just 20 full committee
chairmen” (2001, 226).

The Hansen Committee’s efforts in 1973 coincided with a biparti-
san effort in the House to review the structure of the committee sys-
tem. The House Select Committee on Committees, which was chaired
by Missouri Democrat Richard Bolling, generated immediate contro-
versy by proposing the elimination of several standing committees and
the alteration of long-standing committee jurisdictions. Because of
widespread opposition in the chamber, the Democratic Caucus re-
ferred the committee’s proposals to the Hansen Committee for review.
Scott Adler (2002, 145) argues that opponents of the Bolling plan be-
lieved that a referral to the Hansen Committee would effectively kill
the plan, as a majority of the members who sat on the Hansen Com-
mittee publicly opposed the Bolling plan. Caucus members rejected
the Bolling package in an effort to protect both their jurisdictional
power and their district (and thus reelection) interests (Adler 2002,
169–170). In 1974, the House passed the Hansen Committee’s sub-
stitute reform package, which contained almost none of the Bolling
Committee’s original proposals. Committees with more than fifteen
members were required to establish at least four subcommittees, the
number of committee staff was increased, the minority party was
guaranteed at least one-third of the committee’s staff, proxy voting in
committee was banned, and multiple referrals were authorized.

While the Hansen Committee’s substitute reform package was con-
sidered fairly weak, the multiple referral rule, which allowed the
Speaker to refer the same bill to multiple committees, had considerable
implications. Supporters of the rule believed it would enhance the
House’s ability to deal with policy issues that crossed the jurisdictional
lines of several committees. The rule would also support the Demo-
crats’ goal of enhancing the Speaker’s powers. And because major leg-
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islation would be delegated to more committees, multiple referrals
would serve members’ power-base interests by broadening their juris-
dictional claims (Schickler 2001, 201–202).

The Democratic Caucus adopted another set of rule changes in 1974,
as well. The caucus expanded the Ways and Means majority membership
to thirty-seven from twenty-five, gave the Speaker the power to nomi-
nate the Democratic members of the Rules Committee, and required
that Appropriations Committee subcommittee chairs be elected by the
full caucus (Deering and Smith 1997, 36–38). The caucus also trans-
ferred control over member committee assignments to the recently cre-
ated Steering and Policy Committee. The Steering and Policy Committee
was a large, diverse committee by design. Barbara Sinclair (1995) argues
that reformers hoped that this design would prevent any single faction
from controlling the assignment process. However, because of its size
and diversity, the committee found it more difficult to reach consensus,
and the party’s leadership had more difficulty shaping outcomes.

Burdett Loomis observes, “If the [Speaker Sam] Rayburn-era House
artificially retarded members’ growth and development,” the post-
reform House “acted like a hothouse to stimulate career advancement”
(1984, 181). Congressional workloads increased tremendously in the
1960s and 1970s. Steven Smith (1989, 7–8) notes that in the 1950s,
Congress enacted an average of 1,908 pages into law during each two-
year session. This figure increased to 2,439 in the 1960s and to 4,049 in
the 1970s. Floor sessions expanded in hours as the workload increased.
During the 1950s, the House averaged 1,064 hours of floor time during
each two-year session of Congress. Average hours increased to 1,447 in
the 1960s and to 1,695 in the 1970s. Increased workloads forced House
members to restructure their schedules. Most members in the pre-
reform era had done their own legislative research and preparation for
committee hearings and floor debate. But as constituency demands and
policy issues expanded, members began to “committee-hop,” spend less
time on the House floor, and rely more heavily on personal and com-
mittee staff for policy information and voting cues (Davidson 1981,
112–113). All of these changes altered the structure of opportunities
available to junior House members; as a result, the political environ-
ment in the House became more competitive as members looked for
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ways to climb the chamber’s power ladder. Redistributing money to
colleagues would eventually become one strategy for advancement.

Out with the Old and In with the New

In November 1974, right on the heels of the reforms just discussed,
seventy-five new Democrats were elected to the House. They consti-
tuted more than one-quarter of the party’s full membership in the 94th
Congress (1975–1976). Indeed, of the Democrats serving in the 94th
Congress, 44 percent were serving their first, second, or third terms;
that figure rose to 51 percent in the 95th Congress, and to 53 percent in
the 96th Congress (Sinclair 1983, 7). In 1971, the ratio of newcomers
(two terms or fewer) to veterans (ten terms or more) was 1.2 to 1; by
1979, the ratio had more than doubled to 2.5 to 1 (Ornstein 1981, 374).

Aside from marshaling in an unusually large freshman class, the
1974 congressional elections signaled the arrival of a new political era.
Many of the Democrats who were elected to the House in 1974 were
liberal activists who were highly critical of both the chamber’s conser-
vative bias and its rigid institutional norms, which favored senior
members. Most were younger than their senior colleagues, and many
had acquired and honed their political skills during the tumultuous
1960s. While these members embraced the new House reforms, they
did so “as foot soldiers not as generals” (Sinclair 1983, 8). Challenges to
the House’s power structure were well under way when these members
were elected, and many of the approved rule changes were already in
place. Having never worked within the confines of the House’s old in-
stitutional arrangements, these members were not inclined to pa-
tiently learn the legislative ropes before moving to make their mark in
the chamber. They were not accustomed to being deferential, they did
not depend on their party for help in getting elected and reelected,
and they were independent-minded. Then House Speaker Tip O’Neill
said these

Watergate babies were highly sophisticated and talented . . . and inde-

pendent, and they didn’t hesitate to remind you that they were elected
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on their own, often without any help from the Democratic party. They

were not steeped in the old traditions of, you know, by your grace and

favor, Mr. Chairman. Senior House members referred to them as “out-

siders” because they had not come up through the state and local po-

litical systems. They had never “rung doorbells, or driven people to the

polls, or stayed late stuffing envelopes at campaign headquarters.”

(Remini 2006, 446–447)

O’Neill was struck by how many of these newcomers had decided to
run because of Vietnam, Watergate, or environmental issues: “They said
they had no interest in politics until Robert Kennedy ran for office in
1968.” After winning seats in Congress, many immediately began par-
ticipating in the business of both policymaking and self-promotion.
The reforms gave these new members the opportunity to advance their
own interests in ways that would have been impossible just a few years
earlier. In creating a more democratic chamber, the House reformers
had paved the way for their more junior and more aggressive colleagues
to pursue power in the chamber.

The arrival of new House members in 1974 inevitably coincided with
the departure of many of the chamber’s more senior members. During
the 1970s, the rate of voluntary retirements increased by 77 percent
(Hibbing 1993). Between 1969 and 1979 (91st–95th Congresses), 232
members retired from the House; in the prior decade, 194 House mem-
bers had retired. Not only did voluntary retirements replace electoral de-
feat as the primary cause of member turnover in the 1970s, but they also
gathered momentum as the decade went on. The numbers of voluntary
retirements for the five sessions of Congress seated in the 1970s were 35,
44, 47, 51, and 55, respectively (Cooper and West 1981, 84). The unusu-
ally high rate of House retirements throughout the 1970s has been attrib-
uted to a number of factors, including age, changes in the pension system
that made retirement more attractive, political vulnerability, and higher
political ambitions. Joseph Cooper and William West (1981, 85) argue
that “disaffection with House service” was the driving force behind the
growth in voluntary retirements. Too many high costs were associated
with the job, and the rewards had become largely insufficient. John Hib-
bing further describes the surge of House retirements in the 1970s as
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“an explainable aberration caused by demographics and reforms targeted
against senior members already likely to retire” (1993, 70).

The reforms and the large influx of new, more liberal members were
almost certainly unsettling for members who were long accustomed to
institutional predictability. Many were unsure about where they fit into
the new order. This sense of uncertainty was likely reinforced in January
1975, when the 1974 freshmen took the unusual step of inviting pro-
spective committee chairs to address them. The prospective chairs an-
swered questions about legislative matters and responded to various
complaints. Some made good impressions, while others offended the
freshmen by evading questions or being condescending. Soon after these
interviews, the Democratic Caucus voted to unseat three of the cham-
ber’s most senior committee chairs (Rohde 1991, 22–23). This action
put all committee chairs on notice: If they wanted to keep their posts,
they would have to respond to the wishes of the Democratic majority.

The Democratic class of 1974 entered Congress at a time of unparal-
leled change. Many immediately took advantage of the new opportuni-
ties before them and moved quickly into positions of influence.
Between 1955 and 1987, the average number of committee assignments
for each House member grew from 1.2 to over 1.7, and the average
number of subcommittee assignments increased from 1.6 to 3.8. The
expansion of the number and average size of the House subcommittees
also created new opportunities for members (Smith 1989, 9). By 1981,
only 3 of the 44 remaining House Democrats elected in 1974 neither
chaired a subcommittee nor sat on one of the chamber’s power com-
mittees (Loomis 1988, 46). For Democrats elected in 1974, advance-
ment to a position of power was nearly automatic by the fourth term.
These members also benefited from the large number of retirements
coinciding with their arrival in Congress. By the time the Democratic
class of 1964 had reached their fourth terms, they still ranked behind
150 other House Democrats in seniority. When the 44 remaining mem-
bers of the Democratic Class of 1974 began their fourth terms, they
ranked behind only 95 other Democrats (Loomis 1984, 182–184).

While decentralizing power in the House had been a goal of the re-
formers, decentralization brought a new set of challenges. The increase
in committee and subcommittee seats intensified policymaking ineffi-
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ciencies. As members took on more committee and subcommittee as-
signments, their schedules became increasingly difficult to manage.
Committee hearing schedules often overlapped, preventing members
from fully focusing on any one hearing. Committee quorums were dif-
ficult to achieve in the postreform House and many hearings featured
the chair and only one or two other committee members. Of course,
hearings would have been quite difficult to manage if all the commit-
tee members actually attended and participated; many committees had
become too large for substantive discussion and debate.

In addition to expanding the number of committee seats, party leaders
accommodated member preferences in the committee assignment pro-
cess. And because members gravitated toward committees that would
help them pursue their personal ambitions, committee-passed policies
tended to be biased toward the committee members’ interests rather than
impartial. This arrangement also reinforced the long-standing relation-
ships many committee members had with clientele groups that fell under
their committee’s jurisdiction. These biases also led to inefficiencies in
the policymaking process (Davidson 1981, 112–113).

The rise of subcommittee government led to a system with a “surfeit
of chiefs and a shortage of Indians” (Fiorina 1989, 60). Morris Fiorina
suggests that internal democratic reforms have in part led to ineffi-
ciency and “foot dragging” in policymaking, mainly because numerous
subcommittees can—and do—claim jurisdiction over a vast array of
issues. When responsibility for one issue is spread over several commit-
tees, turf battles easily supplant joint efforts because each committee
wants to claim full credit for policy outcomes. Because decentralization
increased the “number and variety of important legislative players in
the House,” individual members were less beholden to any one leader
(Loomis 1988, 25). Rather than abide by leadership directives as a mat-
ter of routine, the House’s newer members tended to think and act in
their own self-interest. Eric Uslaner attributes the late 1970s waning of
“comity on Capitol Hill” to the class of 1974 and suggests that these
members were less committed to “core legislative values such as com-
promise and civility” (quoted in Loomis 1988, 47).

For many House members, decentralized power was something of a
mixed blessing. This was particularly true of Democratic House leaders,
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whose powers in the House were strengthened while their ability to en-
force party discipline was not. Because power was dispersed throughout
the chamber and members were more entrepreneurial, coalition build-
ing became much more challenging. Newer members were less loyal to
the party and very active in both the committee and floor stages of the
policymaking process. Younger members were also less likely to defer to
the committees on policy matters and preferred to “legislate on the
floor” (Sinclair 1981, 392–394). As a result, more members had to be ac-
commodated at more points along the way; committee chairs were less
able to broker compromises in committee; and subcommittee chairs,
who assumed more responsibility for managing legislation on the floor,
were often inexperienced and lacked the political clout needed to be ef-
fective. The number of unanticipated and unfriendly floor amendments
proliferated as members began to view the floor as a place to challenge
committee decisions and to make a name for themselves. As a result, de-
cision making became much more unpredictable, and House politics
became much more fluid (Smith 1989, 9–15).

The number of voting-bloc groups (otherwise known as caucuses)
also began to expand in the postreform House. Before the 1970s, the
only groups of note were the DSG, the liberal Republicans’ Wednesday
Group, the Members of Congress for Peace through Law, and several
informal Republican organizations, most notably the Republican
Study Group (RSG), which had formed as a counterweight to the DSG.
But by the end of the 1970s, there were more than fifty caucuses, which
focused on diverse regional, policy, and political issues. Caucuses
flourished because they offered services that were very useful to mem-
bers, including tailored policy information, voting recommendations,
connections to organized interests, policy proposals, and planning and
mobilizing strategies. Caucus memberships also provided electoral
benefits, as members could tout their affiliations and frequently re-
ceive campaign assistance in return. Many of these caucuses offered
partylike services to their members, yet most operated independently
of the party organizations (Davidson 1981, 128–130).

Despite the many challenges they faced in the postreform House,
committee chairs were not entirely undermined. They still retained
day-to-day control of committee agendas, had access to large staffs,
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and maintained strong political and policy connections. Committee
chairs could also challenge the recommendations of subcommittee
chairs at the full committee level (Smith 1989, 47).

Democratic House leaders also found ways to use their enhanced
powers. Barbara Sinclair (1981, 412) argues that leaders in the post-
reform House followed two major patterns: They became increasingly
oriented to providing services for members, and they involved as many
House Democrats as possible in coalition building. For example, Dem-
ocratic leaders brought many junior members into the leadership on an
ad hoc basis by expanding the Whip system and by increasing their use
of legislative task forces. Put simply, they created more opportunities
for junior members to participate in the leadership structure. The 92nd
Congress (1971–1972) had a total of 24 Democratic leadership posi-
tions. By the 97th Congress (1981–1982), there was a total of 57 Demo-
cratic leadership positions under a restricted definition, and 100 under
an expanded definition including members of the Budget and Steering
and Policy Committees (Loomis 1984, 186). The leadership strategies
were designed to increase the involvement of junior members and to
cope with the heightened procedural and political uncertainties that
the reforms had created.

Political Change and the Rise of
Entrepreneurial House Members

Throughout the 1970s, wholesale political and social change was taking
place outside Congress as well, contributing indirectly to the rise of
member-to-member giving. The civil rights movement of the 1960s
triggered gradual increases in black enfranchisement and also contrib-
uted to party realignment in the South (Price 1992). The women’s
movement grew in strength with the push for an Equal Rights Amend-
ment to the Constitution. Hispanic and Native American organizations
also began promoting their own minority rights agendas. The Vietnam
War and Watergate were particularly instrumental in prompting the
public and federal lawmakers alike to reassess the role of Congress vis-
à-vis the executive. The federal government’s handling of the Vietnam
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War made clear that Congress lacked the power to significantly impact
foreign affairs, and Watergate demonstrated the ease with which the
executive could circumvent congressional oversight and commit nu-
merous illegalities. Watergate also clarified the need for stricter cam-
paign finance laws. Congress faced, as well, criticism for not responding
adequately to growing national problems such as crime, poverty, infla-
tion, unemployment, and environmental degradation. While these
events and issues inspired greater public activism, they also soured the
public’s opinion of government institutions—particularly Congress
(Rieselbach 1977). Public confidence in Congress dropped dramati-
cally; before the 1974 elections, only about one in four persons gave
Congress a positive rating (Loomis 1988).

The public’s unfavorable opinion of Congress contributed in part to
the rise of entrepreneurial politicians. Formerly eschewed by the cham-
ber’s party-bound membership, individualistic behavior became accept-
able in the 1970s, and House members who exhibited such behavior
tended to be favored electorally. Burdett Loomis (1988, 22) argues that
“societal fragmentation affects politicians through partisan dealignment
and decomposition” and notes that very few members who entered Con-
gress in the 1970s came from strong party backgrounds. Between 1961
and 1968, House Democrats had an average party unity score of 79.3,
and House Republicans had an average score of 80.5. Between 1969 and
1976, the average party unity score for House Democrats was 71.8, and
for House Republicans, it was 73.91 (Sinclair 1981, 180). Roger Davidson
(1981, 107) notes that grassroots party organizations had declined in
many districts and no longer sponsored candidate and member careers.
Therefore, in many cases, politicians became entrepreneurs out of neces-
sity and relied on their own resources to build support networks in their
districts. The new House members were also not inclined to hold the in-
stitution of Congress in high regard. While spending time with House
members in their home districts during the 1970s, Richard Fenno (1978)
documented the then-surprising frequency with which members en-
gaged in Congress-bashing. Today, running for Congress by running
against it is nearly the norm, but in the 1970s, the strategy was unusual.

The 1970s trend toward individualistic behavior in the House can be
explained partially by the parallel expansion of social movements and
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the interest group community. As the economy grew and became in-
creasingly diversified, and as communication and information tech-
nologies became more advanced, policy issues became more specialized.
The surge in interest group growth and activity led to an increasingly
crowded legislative agenda. In the early 1970s, about 20 percent of all
national nonprofit organizations were headquartered in Washington.
Groups including the Antinuclear Campaign for Safe Energy and the
National Welfare Rights Organization had a major impact on the Dem-
ocratic Party, while the Pro-Life Impact Committee and the Moral Ma-
jority wielded strong influence on the Republican Party (Cigler 1993,
418). During the decade, more nonprofits opened DC offices, and by the
early 1980s, about 30 percent of all nonprofit U.S. organizations were
based in the city (see Figure 3.1). At the same time, corporations and
state and local governments were also expanding their presence in
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Washington (Smith 1989, 7). The number and diversity of these groups,
along with their general unwillingness to let the parties do their bidding,
encouraged members to form “factional allegiances” (Davidson 1981,
130). Organized interests sought out members who could help them
achieve their policy goals in Congress, and their criteria had less to do
with members’ party affiliation than with members’ policy expertise and
committee assignments. Sunshine reforms opened committee meetings
and hearings to the public and increased the presence and participation
of organized interests. As a result, House members were under more
pressure to respond to the requests of outside groups that had committee-
based interests. In return for their help, these organized interests could
offer members access to policy information, as well as organizational
and financial campaign assistance.

As House members expanded their entrepreneurial activities, they
sought out new resources for self-promotion. Congressional staffs grew
at record rates throughout the 1970s (see Table 3.1). The cap on personal
staff allotments in the House increased from ten in 1965 to eighteen in
1975.2 Most of the personal staff persons hired in the 1970s were
brought on board to help House members with constituency-related
services. Increases in committee and subcommittee staff also helped
members manage their legislative responsibilities. By the late 1970s,
many subcommittee staffs were as large as full committee staffs had
been in the 1960s (see Table 3.2). Committee staff also shifted away from
the nonpartisan model of the 1950s and 1960s and moved to a system
where staff were hired by and worked for the chair of the committee or
the ranking member. All House members were also granted expanded
access to the services provided by the Congressional Research Service,
the General Accounting Office, and other congressional support units.
These support agencies grew during the 1970s as well; between 1970 and
1976, the Congressional Research Service’s staff grew from 332 to 806
(see Table 3.3). Enhanced staff and research services helped members
prepare legislation, floor amendments, and points of debate, as well as
publicize and solicit support for their actions. A 1975 study estimated
that 63 percent of the Congressional Research Service’s staff and 71 per-
cent of its budget were devoted to assisting members of Congress with
policy analysis and research (Malbin 1981, 140–144; Smith 1989, 10).
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Member offices also benefited from the addition of modern con-
veniences like Wide-Area Telecommunications Service (WATS) lines
(which provided offices with free long-distance calling), computers,
and automated communication systems (Loomis 1988). Members trav-
eled back to their districts more frequently and kept in constant touch
with their constituents through personal appearances, newsletters,
mailings, and staff outreach. All of these institutional benefits helped
members gain visibility in their districts and put them at an electoral
advantage (Hernnson 1998). However, these benefits also contributed
to gradual fragmentation. As members consolidated power and in-
creased their autonomy, they relied less on their parties.
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Table 3.1 Staffs of Members of the House, 1891–1999

Employees Employees
Year in the House Year in the House

1891 n.a. 1984 7,385

1914 n.a. 1985 7,528

1930 870 1986 7,920

1935 870 1987 7,584

1947 1,440 1988 7,564

1957 2,441 1989 7,569

1967 4,055 1990 7,496

1972 5,280 1991 7,278

1976 6,939 1992 7,597

1977 6,942 1993 7,400

1978 6,944 1994 7,390

1979 7,067 1995 7,186

1980 7,371 1996 7,288

1981 7,487 1997 7,282

1982 7,511 1998 7,269

1983 7,606 1999 7,216

Source: Norman Ornstein, Thomas E. Mann, and Michael J. Malbin. 1999. Vital Statistics
on Congress. Washington, DC: American Enterprise Institute.

Note: The totals are of full-time employees; n.a. = not available.
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The Money Chase Begins

Campaign finance reform in the 1970s also contributed to the rise of
individualism and political competitiveness in the House. As noted in
chapter 1, the number of registered PACs grew rapidly following the
1974 passage of the FECA amendments, and PAC contributions to
congressional candidates mushroomed. By encouraging PAC forma-
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Table 3.2 Staffs of House Standing Committees, 1891–1999

Employees Employees
Year in the House Year in the House

1891 62 1981 1,843

1914 105 1982 1,839

1930 112 1983 1,970

1935 122 1984 1,944

1947 167 1985 2,009

1950 246 1986 1,954

1955 329 1987 2,024

1960 440 1988 1,976

1965 571 1989 1,986

1970 702 1990 1,993

1971 729 1991 2,201

1972 817 1992 2,178

1973 878 1993 2,118

1974 1,107 1994 2,046

1975 1,460 1995 1,246

1976 1,680 1996 1,177

1977 1,776 1997 1,250

1978 1,844 1998 1,305

1979 1,909 1999 1,238

1980 1,917

Source: Norman Ornstein, Thomas E. Mann, and Michael J. Malbin. 1999. Vital Statistics
on Congress. Washington, DC: American Enterprise Institute.

Note: The totals are of full-time employees.
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tion, the reforms shifted the balance between the political parties and
organized interests, inadvertently decreasing the role the parties played
in providing campaign assistance to candidates (Cigler 1993, 419). The
reforms made candidates responsible for reporting their campaign
contributions and expenditures to the FEC, and candidates’ campaign
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Table 3.3 Increases in Support Agency Staff, 1946–1979

Congressional General Congressional Office of
Library of Research Accounting Budget Technology

Year Congress Service onlya Officeb Office Assessment

1946 14,219

1947 1,898 160 10,695

1950 1,973 161 7,876

1955 2,459 166 5,776

1960 2,779 183 5,074

1965 3,390 231 4,278

1970 3,848 332 4,704

1971 3,963 386 4,718

1972 4,135 479 4,742

1973 4,375 596 4,908

1974 4,504 687 5,270 10

1975 4,649 741 4,905 193 54

1976 4,880 806 5,391 203 103

1977 5,075 789 5,315 201 139

1978 5,231 818 5,476 203 164

1979 5,390 847 5,303 207 145

Source: Michael J. Malbin. 1981. Delegation, Deliberation, and the New Role of
Congressional Staff. In The New Congress, Ed. Thomas E. Mann and Norman Ornstein,
134–177. Washington, DC: American Enterprise Institute.

aLegislative Reference Service through 1970. The totals reflect the number of Library of
Congress employees who worked for the Congressional Research Service, which is a part
of the library.

bBefore 1950, the GAO was responsible for auditing all individual federal transactions
and keeping a record of them; 1950 legislation transferred these responsibilities to the
executive branch. The staff reductions through 1965 resulted from this change.
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documents became a matter of public record. The new provisions sub-
jected candidate campaign finances to the scrutiny of the public, the
media, and campaign opponents and made the members fully respon-
sible for any discrepancies or illegalities (Loomis 1988; Rieselbach
1995). As a result, members who chose to accept potentially controver-
sial donations had to respond to their critics.

Campaign finance reform also increased the financial autonomy of
the congressional campaign committees (CCCs). During the 1960s and
early 1970s, the CCCs operated behind the scenes and focused mainly
on channeling earmarked funds to individual members. In addition to
acting as conduits for major contributors, the committees arranged for
campaign speakers to make district appearances and help candidates
raise money. The 1971 FECA and the 1974 amendments did not have
much impact on the CCCs, requiring only that they disclose contribu-
tions and inform candidates of the new reporting requirements. When
the U.S. Supreme Court determined that congressional spending limits,
as set forth in the 1974 FECA amendments, were unconstitutional, the
CCCs—particularly the Republican committees—were newly moti-
vated to raise more money for their candidates. Representative Guy
Vander Jagt, who became chair of the NRCC in 1974, asked President
Gerald Ford to sign a fundraising letter for the committee’s efforts in
the 1976 House elections; this marked the beginning of the NRCC’s
direct-mail solicitation efforts. The DCCC and the NRCC provided ba-
sic services to their candidates in 1976, including resource materials,
challenger voting records, and campaign seminars. The NRCC stepped
up its efforts for the 1978 midterm elections and raised $14.1 million,
enough to engage in more aggressive candidate recruitment and to pro-
vide early support for its most vulnerable candidates. The DCCC raised
$2.8 million and concentrated its support on first- and second-term
incumbents. House Republicans picked up fifteen seats in 1978, but
the Democrats maintained a healthy majority and worried little about
the Republicans’ strong financial showing (Kolodny 1998, 126–136).

As the CCCs honed their campaign operations, nonparty money
continued to flow into political campaigns. Self-oriented House mem-
bers began to hire campaign professionals to help them convey their
unique message and image to voters. Under the guidance of these pro-
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fessionals, campaigns became much more sophisticated and made
heavy use of television, radio, public opinion polls, and direct mail.
These new technologies and services were well suited to candidate-
centered campaigns because they could be purchased directly by the
candidates and their campaign teams. Candidates were afforded greater
flexibility in assembling campaign organizations that fit their individ-
ual needs without having to request help from their party organizations
(Herrnson 1998).

To pay for the services these professionals provided, House members
had to devote increasing amounts of time to raising money. They began
to solicit donations more actively from PACs, which can contribute
more money to candidates than can individual donors. By 1978, PAC
contributions made up almost one-third of House members’ total
campaign funds whereas contributions from the party committees
amounted to only 7 percent (Cigler 1993, 420). The tremendous rise in
PAC activity in the wake of campaign finance reform illustrates how
political actors (in this case, members, parties, and PACs) can exploit
reforms in ways that advance their own agenda. While the reforms were
in part intended to curtail the influence of organized interests, they ar-
guably increased their power in electoral politics.

Given the remarkable degree to which campaign fundraising activi-
ties were emphasized during the 1970s, John Wright (2000) suggests that
the House reforms were primarily driven by the Democrats’ desire to
raise money. In marked contrast to most scholarly accounts of the 1970s
congressional reforms, Wright argues that the reforms were consistent
with the electoral ambitions of the House’s Democratic members. Dem-
ocrats, according to Wright, implemented the reforms “as a way to ac-
commodate and appeal to organized interests whose financial resources
were essential to the maintenance of their majority status” (2000, 221).
While Democratic and Republican House members were equally subject
to the increasing cost of running for office, Republican members bene-
fited from party-sponsored direct-mail fundraising efforts and from the
growing number of nonlabor PACs. At the same time, campaign con-
tributions from labor PACs, which tended to favor Democratic mem-
bers, waned considerably (Jacobson 1984). As the number of registered
PACs increased over the 1970s, a distinct pattern developed: Nonlabor
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PACs, which contributed more money than labor PACs, gave more to
members of committees with jurisdiction over their policy issues. Two of
these three trends in campaign financing—individual contributions via
direct-mail solicitations and contributions by the expanding number of
nonlabor PACs—clearly favored the Republicans. To tap into the cam-
paign funds that nonlabor PACs could provide, the Democrats had to
expand their “presence and participation” on committees of key interest
to nonlabor PACs. Wright (2000, 222–225) argues that the Democrats
found it necessary to reform the committee system and redistribute
power throughout the chamber in order to ensure that Democrats—
particularly electorally vulnerable members—would receive PAC contri-
butions. This strategy would increase the party’s chance of maintaining
its majority standing.

While the need to restrict campaign spending and strengthen the
reporting requirements is frequently cited as the primary reason be-
hind the 1971 and 1974 FECA provisions, a growing concern among
Democrats that they were losing the money chase to Republicans
also helped fuel congressional support for the act. Following Hubert
Humphrey’s failed bid for the presidency in 1968, the Democratic
Party was more than $6 million in debt. Democrats had long relied on
their ability to raise money through party networks in urban centers,
but as Congress entered a period of reform, Democratic leaders began
to fear that the party’s old fundraising connections would not support
the new crop of candidates. Meanwhile, the Republican Party was suc-
cessfully building up its party coffers, mainly through extensive direct-
mail campaigns. Although the FECA’s intent was to rein in spiraling
campaign costs for all political candidates, the Democratic Party,
which lagged far behind the Republicans in fundraising, stood to ben-
efit more from the act’s passage (Sorauf 1992).

Though it is difficult to determine precisely the degree to which
growing campaign costs contributed to the push for congressional re-
form in the 1970s, it is clear that the increasing cost of running for office
began to weigh heavily on the minds of House members. The increased
number of voluntary retirements throughout the 1970s has been at-
tributed, in part, to a shifting political environment that included grow-
ing campaign costs (Hibbing 1993). As their electoral independence
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increased over the 1970s, members became increasingly concerned
about keeping their campaign coffers full, both to ward off potential
challengers and to have money readily available come election season.
Fundraising was a constant focus, especially of newer members, who
lacked the name recognition and influence necessary to attract broad fi-
nancial support. While the decentralization of power in the House
helped to level the playing field between junior and senior members, the
chamber’s more senior members remained at a clear advantage when it
came to fundraising: They had been in office long enough to earn the
visibility and political clout that campaign donors find appealing.

As members began to direct more of their attention to fundraising,
House leaders began focusing on ways to help members achieve reelec-
tion. Campaign money had become the most sought-after commodity
on Capitol Hill, and House leaders were able to rake it in better than
most of their colleagues. By helping members raise campaign funds,
they could expect that, in return, those members would support the
leadership’s agenda. According to David Rohde, “Members knew that if
they wanted leadership help, they had to help the leadership” (1991,
91). This arrangement also provided House leaders with a way to pro-
mote their own self-interests. They were interested not only in control-
ling the legislative agenda, but also in maintaining their leadership
posts or advancing up the leadership ladder. While successfully pro-
moting and passing policy is one way to demonstrate leadership
prowess, another way is to raise surplus campaign money—enough to
contribute to more needy colleagues. Member-to-member contribu-
tions in the 1970s gradually became more structured and more deliber-
ate in form as the chamber’s political climate changed. The atmosphere
was more competitive and the political stakes were higher for members
who aspired to committee chairs or other leadership posts. The 1976
race for House Majority Leader illustrates how both political connec-
tions and campaign money can aid leadership candidates.

Once it became clear that Tip O’Neill would be elected House
Speaker in January 1977, he involved himself in the race for Majority
Leader, reasoning that his job would be less difficult if he actually liked
his second-in-command. O’Neill did not like any of the three candi-
dates who had thrown their hats in the ring: Phil Burton of California,
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Richard Bolling of Missouri, and Majority Whip John McFall. O’Neill
did not trust Burton and thought he was “crazy” and a “revolutionary.”
He thought that Bolling was much too aloof and that McFall was a
good candidate but did not have the votes to win. So he decided to find
a better candidate. O’Neill asked his close ally Dan Rostenkowski, chair
of the Ways and Means Committee, to find someone who could beat
Burton (who was leading the race at the time), and Rostenkowski sug-
gested Jim Wright of Texas. Wright, a well-respected orator and floor
manager, agreed to run for the post and began working with Ros-
tenkowski to rack up supporters, both in and outside the House. Bur-
ton was the first of the Whip candidates to make contributions to other
House members; once it became clear that support for his candidacy
was tied to these contributions, Wright and Bolling began assisting
their colleagues with campaign money. By the time the Democratic
Caucus convened in January 1977 to choose its leaders, the bitterness
between the Majority Leader candidates was almost unbearable. McFall
was knocked out on the first ballot, and Bolling finished last on the sec-
ond ballot. The third ballot pitted Wright against Burton, and Wright
won on a hotly contested 148–147 vote. In the end, O’Neill got his way
and rewarded Dan Rostenkowski with the post of Deputy Whip (Re-
mini 2006, 450–451). Although Wright won the race, Burton was cred-
ited with establishing the new precedent of contributing money to
colleagues in expectation of their support (Baker 1989).

Member support for party leaders became progressively important
in the allocation of committee assignments in the postreform House
(Rohde 1991). The reforms gave Democratic leaders a weighted pres-
ence on the party’s Steering and Policy Committee, so members who
wanted seats on specific committees had to demonstrate their support
for the leadership. By the late 1970s, party leaders were bringing party
vote scorecards to Steering and Policy Committee meetings so that
they could weigh members’ committee requests against their support
for the party. Over the next few years, leaders continued to play a more
active role in guiding committee assignments. They made clear that
loyalty was a criterion (Sinclair 1995).

At the same time, some leaders began using campaign money to en-
courage members’ political support. By making contributions to their
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colleagues’ campaign committees, leaders could more easily round up
member support for the party’s agenda and for their own leadership
goals. The strategy was mutually beneficial: Members could raise cam-
paign money while demonstrating support for the leaders, who, among
other things, controlled their committee assignments and scheduled
their bills for floor action. What had once been considered a friendly
gesture thus took on the air of a quid pro quo.

Before long, ambitious members took a cue from their leaders and
also began spreading the wealth. In the postreform House, members
who were interested in moving up the chamber’s power ladder focused
on building colleague support rather than years of service. As de-
scribed in chapter 1, this strategy was aptly demonstrated by Henry
Waxman, a two-term Democrat from California who in 1979 secured
the chair of the Health and Environment Subcommittee of the Energy
and Commerce Committee. Waxman won the subcommittee chair
after distributing campaign contributions from his leadership PAC to
many of his Energy and Commerce Committee colleagues. Waxman’s
victory signaled a dramatic shift in House norms; seniority, along with
policy and political expertise gained through long service, was no
longer a leadership prerequisite (Sinclair 1983).

Conclusion

The House reforms of the 1970s helped to create a political environment
that fostered the growth of member-to-member giving. While campaign
finance reforms regulated the raising and spending of funds, they also
encouraged PAC formation. And while institutional reforms weakened
the seniority rule and redistributed power in the chamber, they also en-
couraged self-oriented, entrepreneurial members to use the new system
for personal gain. Reforms are “imperfect compromises” that inevitably
have unexpected consequences. During the 1970s, member-to-member
giving was one such consequence. Though House members (namely,
leaders) had redistributed money to their colleagues for decades, they
did so for the purpose of helping colleagues in need. The 1970s marked
the first time House members redistributed money for the purpose of
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“buying” colleague support. This postreform strategy continued in the
1980s. But as party leaders began to exercise more control over the
chamber, and as the congressional parties became more cohesive, new
strategies for redistributing campaign money emerged.

Notes

1. A member’s party unity score is the percentage of the times the member
voted with a majority of her or his party in roll call votes pitting a majority of
Democrats against a majority of Republicans.

2. Personal staff work in members’ Washington and district offices.
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4

The 1980s

New Directions in Campaign Funding

When California Representative Tony Coelho took over the Democratic
Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC) in 1981, things were not
looking up for House Democrats. Ronald Reagan had just won the pres-
idential election by a landslide, and Republicans had just taken control
of the Senate for the first time in twenty-six years and had picked up
thirty-three seats in the House. Indeed, the 1980 elections brought Re-
publicans within twenty-six seats of majority control of the House. The
National Republican Congressional Committee (NRCC), chaired by
Michigan Representative Guy Vander Jagt, was raising millions of dollars
through direct-mail solicitations while the DCCC was languishing in
debt. First elected in 1978, Coelho was a Hill staff veteran and well
schooled in the California fundraising tradition. His decision to build a
war chest that would rival the Republicans’ was welcomed by his col-
leagues, but his decision to solicit campaign funds from nontraditional
sources—mainly corporate—was less popular. Coelho also took the ex-
traordinary step of telling incumbent members from safe districts not to
expect campaign assistance from the DCCC. Under the leadership of
Representative James Corman, Coelho’s predecessor at the DCCC, the
committee had directed contributions to incumbent members whether
they needed the help or not. But Coelho established a new standard for
the DCCC; in addition to turning the committee into a state-of-the-art
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campaign machine, he turned the committee chair post into a formal
part of the House’s leadership structure (Babson 1994; Kolodny 1998).

The decade following the 1970s House reforms saw major changes
in how the parties competed for majority control. The national party or-
ganizations, and particularly the congressional campaign committees
(CCCs), expanded their candidate-oriented services and began to con-
centrate on fundraising as a means of maintaining or gaining majority
control. Money emerged “as the first and most essential element in po-
litical party activity and effectiveness in the 1980s” (Adamany 1984,
105). At the same time, the parties became more ideologically polarized
in Congress. Democrats continued to expand the leadership structure
and enhance the powers of their leaders. Texas Democrat Jim Wright’s
election to the Speakership of the House in 1987 marked a new era in
aggressive leadership. Wright took the lead in setting the chamber’s leg-
islative agenda, used his organizational powers to exert influence over
the Democratic Caucus, and used the House rules to protect his party’s
agenda. House Republicans were unified in frustration over their mi-
nority status, but they disagreed about how to challenge the majority.
The more traditional Republicans believed that party members should
seek to participate in the legislative process and build records that would
appeal to voters. The new conservatives, who tended to be much more
assertive, thought that the party should confront and challenge the
Democrats, to show voters where they stood on the issues (Rohde 1991).

Changes in the party’s electoral and governing strategies affected how
House members redistributed money to their colleagues. While leader-
ship PACs were established by some Republicans during the 1980s, most
were operated by Democratic members who either held leadership posi-
tions or had leadership aspirations. As House leaders were granted more
power, leadership posts became more attractive. And because seniority
was no longer the sole criterion in determining which members would
become leaders, the leadership races became much more competitive.
While members vying for leadership posts still emphasized their experi-
ence, skill, and policy expertise, many also highlighted their fundraising
abilities: “Campaigning and raising money is a traditional role for leaders
and senior members . . . but in the 1980s, leadership elections suddenly
looked like bidding wars as members eager to move up handed out cam-
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paign funds” (Alston 1991, 2763). More members were giving out more
money in the 1980s than in the 1970s, but not all of them were leaders or
leadership aspirants. According to Minnesota Democrat Martin Olav
Sabo, “All of us in the majority have benefits from being in the majority.”
Giving money to colleagues, in Sabo’s view, was an “obligation” because it
would help Democrats get elected and maintain the Democratic major-
ity (Alston 1991, 2763). Member contribution strategies in the 1980s em-
phasized both personal goals and collective party goals.

Party Campaign Strategies in the 1980s

David Adamany claims that “the story of political parties in 1980 was a
tale of one party that has been successfully making the transition to the
‘cash economy of the new . . . politics’ and of its rival that has not” (1984,
75). During the 1979–1980 campaign, the Republican national party
raised $130.3 million while the Democratic Party raised approximately
$23 million.1 The vast disparity between the two parties reflected the
Republicans’ advanced fundraising techniques, which centered on mass
direct-mail and small-donor solicitation programs that generated 70
percent of the party’s 1980 election cycle receipts. The Republicans had
been building their small-donor roster since 1964, when supporters of
Barry Goldwater began mailing contributions to the party. In 1977, the
Republican National Committee (RNC) claimed a list of 350,000 con-
tributors, and by 1980, the list had expanded to over 1.2 million contrib-
utors, who gave between $25 and $30 on average. The Republicans also
increased their large-contributor base: The Eagles Program, which so-
licited contributions of $10,000, grew from 198 donors in 1975 to 865
donors in 1980, and the Victory 80 program, which also solicited large
contributions, raised $1 million in 1980. Republicans also benefited
from fundraising dinners and from PAC-sponsored breakfast and lunch
policy briefings. The national party committees avoided soliciting cam-
paign contributions from PACs and instead encouraged them to con-
tribute directly to Republican candidates (Adamany 1984, 76).

Former Senator Bill Brock was named chair of the RNC in 1977 and
is credited with reviving the party organization. Brock believed that
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modernizing the national Republican Party committees was the key to
electoral success, and he focused on raising the money needed to real-
ize this goal. He envisioned the national party committees as political
action groups that would offer financial, technical, and campaign-
planning assistance to other Republican Party groups, particularly
those at the state and local levels. By 1979, the RNC had expanded its
financial assistance to local and state candidates, extended its mass
direct-mail fundraising programs, and initiated a number of technical
assistance programs (Adamany 1984, 78–79).

The NRCC, which began to operate independently of the RNC in
the late 1970s, followed the model Brock had established for the na-
tional committee. During the 1979–1980 election cycle, it raised $28.6
million, most of which came from a contributor base of about 300,000
donors who gave an average of $23. The committee also established a
Republican Congressional Leadership Council, made up of about 400
members who were invited to participate in special briefings with the
Republican leadership in exchange for contributions of $2,500 each.
During the 1980 election cycle, the NRCC’s fundraising efforts made it
possible for the committee to support a number of campaign activities,
including candidate recruitment, party worker training, voter mobi-
lization, research support for candidates, polling and media assistance,
and campaign fund contributions. NRCC chair Guy Vander Jagt helped
to persuade over 100 Republicans to run for House seats in 1980 and
targeted 138 potentially competitive districts for technical and financial
assistance (Conway 1983, 6–10).

While the Republicans were raising unprecedented amounts of cam-
paign money, the Democrats were struggling to pay off debts. In 1968,
the party absorbed $9.3 million in debts from Hubert Humphrey’s pres-
idential campaign and from Eugene McCarthy’s and Robert Kennedy’s
primary challenges. By 1976, the party had reduced its debt to about
$2.5 million by negotiating a lower debt payment rate and by staging a
series of telethons and mass mailings. However, the new campaign fi-
nance laws made it illegal for the parties to borrow large sums of money;
as a result, Democrats were unable to obtain start-up funds for more
debt reduction programs. John White, who was named Democratic Na-
tional Committee (DNC) chair in 1977, vowed to pull the party out of
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debt and began by slashing the committee’s operating budget by $3 mil-
lion over three years. For the 1980 election cycle, the DNC raised just
over $15 million and ended 1980 with about $1 million in debts. Most of
the money the party raised had come from fundraising events and from
moderate to large donors; small-donor contributions totaled just $2.5
million (Adamany 1984, 77).

The DCCC raised approximately $2 million in the 1980 election cycle
but did not engage in any small-donor or mass direct-mail solicitations.
Unlike the NRCC, the DCCC did solicit PAC contributions. The com-
mittee also relied on transfers from the Democratic House and Senate
Council, a separate fundraising committee that maintained a list of
donors who gave at least $1,500 each in exchange for newsletters, con-
gressional briefings, and private dinners. In addition to lackluster
fundraising, the DCCC suffered from the effects of incumbency. Demo-
cratic incumbents had access to organizational and funding support, and
they used this access to benefit themselves; money was not a problem for
Democratic incumbents, but it was for Democratic challengers. PACs
opted to give directly to incumbents rather than to the DCCC or to chal-
lengers. Democratic incumbents also had staff resources, which weak-
ened the need for party-provided field services and put Democratic
challengers at a disadvantage (Adamany 1984, 78–87). Heading into the
1980 elections, many House Democrats did not realize that they were
unprepared for tough campaigns. It simply had not occurred to them
that the Republicans could pose a threat to their majority status. As they
consolidated power and autonomy, House Democrats had become more
disconnected from their party, and it drifted toward fragmentation.

In 1981 a U.S. Supreme Court decision clarifying FECA’s provisions
on coordinated expenditures allowed the CCCs to become more active
in financing House candidates following the 1980 elections. Coordi-
nated expenditures pay for campaign activities initiated by the party
committees, with the candidates’ knowledge and approval. FECA al-
lowed the national party committees and the state party committees to
make coordinated expenditures on behalf of congressional candidates,
expenditures that were intended to strengthen the parties by allowing
them to determine and pay for the activities or services that they
thought would best benefit a candidate’s campaign.2 For House and
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Senate candidates, the problem was that the national party committees
were focused primarily on helping presidential candidates, and the
state parties were interested in helping candidates for state-level office.
In addition, enforcement of the disclosure laws and limits on con-
tributions had made fundraising more difficult for congressional can-
didates. Before the 1981 Court decision, the law prohibited the CCCs
from making coordinated expenditures, preventing them from offering
much in the way of assistance.

The Court’s 1981 ruling held that the national party committees and
state party committees could designate other committees as agents and
allow them to make coordinated expenditures on the party committees’
behalf (Federal Election Commission v. Democratic Senatorial Campaign
Committee et al.). “In finding these agency agreements to be legal, the
Court led the way for the CCCs to increase their financial involvement
in congressional campaigning” (Kolodny 1998, 141). As a result of the
Court’s decision, the CCCs achieved greater financial autonomy and
operational independence. It was not difficult for the CCCs to convince
the national and state party committees to enter into these agency
agreements as they did not have time for or interest in congressional
campaigns. Coordinated expenditures gave the CCCs the ability to help
incumbents deal with contribution limits and the financial demands of
new campaign technologies. In addition, the ability to make such ex-
penditures forced the CCCs to set funding priorities: Now that the
committees could legally provide more than direct contributions, more
candidates expected to reap the benefits (Kolodny 1998, 136–143).

After the 1980 elections, the House campaign committees deter-
mined that their incumbent candidates needed to understand and use
new campaign technologies and that more attention needed to be
directed to attractive outside challengers. While the DCCC sought to
recruit strong challengers for open-seat and competitive races, the Re-
publicans focused even more heavily on this task as they were trying
to gain majority status. Tony Coelho’s main duty as DCCC chair was to
protect incumbents, but he also wanted to recoup some of the losses
House Democrats had suffered in 1980 by helping strong challengers
for seats currently held by Republicans. His strategy was twofold: He
would increase the Democrats’ majority and he would show senior in-
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cumbents the value of learning new campaign techniques. Coelho also
decided that marginality would be the determining factor in whether
incumbents received financial assistance from the committee (Kolodny
1998, 146–148).

Recruiting and financing strong challengers was particularly impor-
tant to Republicans. Until the early 1980s, the NRCC’s policy was to
give the maximum allowable contribution to each incumbent, but
to forgo coordinated expenditures. But in 1982, the committee was
flush with money—a fact that did not go unnoticed by electorally in-
secure incumbents. Believing (rightfully) that the NRCC’s mission was
to support incumbents, these members requested additional financial
assistance. Vander Jagt knew that the NRCC could not afford to pro-
vide coordinated expenditures to all Republican incumbents and still
have the money to support challengers for competitive seats, so he cre-
ated an Incumbent Review Panel. The panel, which consisted of three
incumbent members, the NRCC chair, and the NRCC executive direc-
tor, heard requests from members who wanted full coordinated expen-
ditures. The panel then determined whether the requests were genuine
or frivolous and awarded money accordingly. Strong consideration
was given to whether members had attempted to use new technologies
and whether they had truly exhausted their fundraising potential;
these announced criteria required members to think carefully about
whether to make a request of the panel (Kolodny 1998, 148–149).

The parties always want to maximize their number of seats, and in
the abstract, they do not care which candidates win, only that as many
as possible do. However, individual candidates, of course, care tremen-
dously who wins. In the early 1980s, these clashing perspectives caused
conflict between the CCCs and incumbent members over how cam-
paign resources should be distributed. Most incumbents did not face
strong challengers, so any redistribution of campaign resources from
stronger to weaker candidates would come almost entirely at the ex-
pense of incumbents (Jacobson 1985–1986, 604–605). Thus the CCCs
faced the daunting task of convincing their members to look beyond
their individual campaigns and consider the good of the whole.

Although the DCCC did not establish a formal review panel, Coelho
considered the merits of incumbent requests using criteria similar to
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those of the NRCC. Accustomed to getting what they wanted from the
DCCC, Democratic incumbents were displeased by Coelho’s “need-
based” approach to awarding funds. But during Coelho’s tenure, the
DCCC became competitive again. Robin Kolodny notes that “when the
CCCs were less money oriented, they would not have been able to con-
front Republican and Democratic incumbents in such an abrupt man-
ner. Instead, as campaigning changed . . . incumbents learned that it is in
their best interests to be led by the CCC’s technological expertise” (1998,
155). Coelho formed close alliances with business PACs, constantly re-
minding them that the Democrats controlled the legislative process in
the House (Kolodny 1998, 149–150). He understood that many of these
PACs leaned toward the Republican Party, but he advised them “not to
let your ideology get in the way of your business judgment” (Sabato
1990, 199). In 1986, Coelho used his successful chair post at the DCCC
to launch a winning bid for the position of House Majority Whip. Rep-
resentative W. G. Hefner, one of Coelho’s opponents in the Whip race,
observed, “Money, whether we like it or not, is a pretty powerful tool.”
Coelho’s other opponent, Representative Charles Rangel, noted that
Coelho “was the man who signed the checks” (Canon 1989, 427). When
the Democratic leadership decided to make the DCCC chair an official
leadership post, Coelho’s aggressive fundraising style was legitimized.

Both parties gained greater financial and organizational strength dur-
ing the 1982 election cycle. The NRCC’s staff grew to eighty-four, while
the DCCC maintained a much smaller staff of thirty-two. Republicans
continued to reach out to small contributors, reportedly contacting
more than 40 million households and expanding their active contribu-
tor list to approximately 2 million. Republican House candidates re-
ceived $4.6 million in party contributions and an additional $5.3 million
in coordinated expenditures during the 1982 cycle—$4.2 million over
the 1980 funding levels. The national party also funded preelection re-
search, gave legal assistance to the state parties for their district appor-
tionment efforts, and paid for national advertising campaigns attacking
the Democratic Party leadership. To mobilize support for President
Ronald Reagan’s tax and budget plans and to put pressure on the Demo-
cratic members of Congress, Republicans also undertook grassroots
efforts (Adamany 1984, 96–99). The party’s ability to offer financial and
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campaign resources helped it recruit strong candidates for the 1982
campaign. In addition to providing campaign assistance to candidates,
the NRCC worked to persuade 225 PACs to make the maximum contri-
bution to forty Republican candidates (Conway 1983, 7).

As a result of the Republican Party’s superior fundraising and organi-
zational efforts, Democrats were not expected to fare well in the 1982
elections. Although the Democratic Party had made modest improve-
ments over its 1980 fundraising levels, it managed only to pay off the debt
it had been carrying since 1968. The Democrats had also developed a
successful direct-mail program and claimed a contributor list of 220,000.
In 1982, party contributions to Democratic House candidates totaled $1
million, and coordinated expenditures amounted to $689,000. While
Democrats funded their House candidates at much lower levels than the
Republicans, the party’s 1982 candidate contributions were an improve-
ment over its 1980 numbers. The Democrats also undertook a national
advertising campaign, but their $1-million budget was considerably
lower than what the Republicans spent. Also, although the party invested
in candidate recruitment and campaign assistance, its efforts did not
match those of the Republicans. Despite the party’s comparatively weak
financial and organizational performance in 1982, Democrats held on at
the polls, and the Republicans lost twenty-six House seats, in part be-
cause the party was blamed for the nation’s failing economy (Adamany
1984, 96–101). Because many Democratic incumbents were still in shock
over the party’s losses in 1980, they had focused on raising as much
money as possible for their own campaigns. According to Martin Franks,
then director of the DCCC,“Panic is not too strong a word to describe it.
Even people who were traditionally safe went out and really raised
money in Washington and around the country in a way that they haven’t
before” (Jacobson 1985–1986, 615). When election day arrived, many of
these incumbents had large amounts of unspent funds in their campaign
accounts.

While these excess funds might have helped some of the party’s
promising challengers, the Democrats had no system in place for en-
couraging the redistribution of campaign money. By the summer of
1982, Democratic incumbents had raised on average seven times as
much money as Democratic challengers (Jacobson 1985–1986, 615).
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By the mid-1980s, the CCCs had moved out of government build-
ings and into permanent nongovernment offices, built up their staffs,
diversified their functions, and raised increasing amounts of money.
The committees began providing services that rivaled those offered by
professional consultants, including “campaign management, commu-
nications, fundraising, and some traditional local party activities”
(Herrnson 1988, 81). Both the DCCC and the NRCC furnished their
candidates with lists of campaign managers, media consultants, poll-
sters, and direct-mail specialists. The committees also began to pur-
chase blocks of campaign services from consultants and either gave
them to candidates as in-kind contributions or sold them to candidates
at well below their market value. Both CCCs also provided media ad-
vertising and fundraising assistance as direct services to their candi-
dates. They taught incumbents how to run competitive campaigns and
how to use new campaign technologies, and they provided newly
elected members with extensive orientation services. During the 1970s,
members had relied heavily on nonparty contributions (namely, from
PACs) to pay for these kinds of services, which were offered only by
professional campaign consultants. But as the campaign services of-
fered by the CCCs became more sophisticated, members came to ex-
pect the committees to assist them in their reelection efforts. These new
pressures created tension between the CCC chairs, who wanted to focus
on the collective goal of winning majorities, and the incumbent mem-
bers, who wanted “free” campaign assistance.

Paul Herrnson (1988, 30–44) argues that by the mid-1980s, the
national party committees (including the CCCs) had taken on a new
role, as intermediaries between candidates and campaign resources.
While the CCCs had long channeled contributions to candidates (see
Kolodny 1998), they became major brokers between the PAC commu-
nity and political candidates during the 1980s. Both parties helped
PACs direct contributions to particular campaigns and helped candi-
dates solicit funds from potential PAC donors (Cigler 1993, 424). Al-
though the NRCC’s PAC division was larger and more elaborate than
the DCCC’s, both parties were able to direct large amounts of PAC
money to their candidates throughout the 1980s (Herrnson 1986,
592–594). Indeed, the CCCs seemed to turn the “PAC threat” of the
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1970s to their advantage, changing a conflictual relationship into a
generally cooperative one. One disadvantage of these alliances was that
the parties risked becoming “creatures of the PACs, serving primarily
as a conduit for their funds” (Conway 1983, 15). These newly formed
alliances did not altogether alleviate the tensions between parties and
PACs; some PACs continued to “jealously guard their independence”
and others continued to compete directly with the national parties.
Tensions between closely aligned PACs and parties also continued to
crop up, particularly when the party’s broad, diversified message
clashed with the PACs’ more narrow agenda (Cigler 1993, 424).

In 1986 and 1988, the reelection rate for House incumbents was 98
percent, which suggested that fewer and fewer outside challengers were
able to raise the amount of money needed to run competitive cam-
paigns (Jackson 1990, 5). The original mission of the CCCs was to pur-
sue majority status; for the Democrats, this meant primarily protecting
marginal incumbents, and for the Republicans, it meant protecting at-
risk incumbents and supporting strong challengers. But because of the
changes in how campaigns were financed and run, the CCCs found that
all of their incumbent candidates expected considerable assistance
(Kolodny 1998). Gary Jacobson (1985–1986, 611) suggested that the
CCCs were not free to pursue the party’s collective interests because
they were controlled by members of Congress who were expected to
take care of their colleagues. In 1982, for example, the Democrats con-
tributed nearly one-third of their funds to incumbents who won with
more than 70 percent of the vote. Jacobson argues that from the party’s
perspective, this money was “almost completely wasted,” especially be-
cause 1982 was a year when Democrats should have been on the offen-
sive, going after seats held by marginal Republicans. Republicans
contributed 13 percent of their funds to incumbents who won with
more than 70 percent of the vote in 1982—less than the Democrats, but
still wasted money. This collective action dilemma is particularly diffi-
cult for the minority party, which must choose between supporting
incumbents and pursuing majorities.

Members who value independence from the party organization
must consider the financial retribution they may face if they choose not
to support the policies or programs preferred by those who control the
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CCCs (Conway 1983, 15). While the CCCs did not routinely punish
disloyal members in the 1980s, they did begin to reward loyalty in the
1990s. However, the rewards dispensed had more to do with power in
the chamber than with financial support.

The Resurgence of
Strong Leaders and Party Cohesion

Major changes in House electoral activity during the 1980s were ac-
companied by changes within the congressional party organizations.
These transformations contributed to an increased emphasis on cam-
paign money, and to the growth of member-to-member and member-
to-party giving.

Factional divisions within the Democratic Party were a major cause
of the 1970s House reforms. Southern conservatives routinely voted in
opposition to the party during the 1960s, when social welfare issues,
civil rights, and the Vietnam War regularly topped the policy agenda.
Their party opposition scores remained high until the 92nd Congress
(1971–1972), when the proportion of southern Democrats who sup-
ported the party’s agenda began to increase. Changes in electoral coali-
tions during the 1970s allowed southern Democrats to vote with their
northern colleagues without fear of retribution at the polls. As more
black voters joined the Democratic Party and as more conservative
members and voters left, the party gradually shifted to a more liberal
position. Conservative Democrats became increasingly frustrated by
their lack of influence and began to pressure the House leadership to
accommodate their views. Following the 1980 elections, the Demo-
crats had a much smaller majority (243–192), and Speaker O’Neill rec-
ognized that he could not afford to ignore his party’s conservatives,
who numbered somewhere between 30 and 40 members. He agreed to
add 3 conservatives to the Steering and Policy Committee, and to ap-
point several others to the chamber’s power committees. Only a few
southern Democrats lost to Republicans in the 1982 and 1984 elec-
tions; some of the electoral threat that these members might have felt
was thus reduced, and collaboration between conservative and liberal
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Democrats became more common. All of these changes helped to
minimize the differences between the party’s southern conservatives
and liberal northerners (Rohde 1991, 45–48).

Other factions within the Democratic Party included the neoliberals,
the traditional liberals, and the deficit hawks. Most of the neoliberals
were elected in 1974 and 1978 and were more supportive of strong de-
fense programs and alternative economic policies than were the tradi-
tional liberals. Many deemed social welfare programs inefficient and
forced significant compromises within the party on budgetary policy.
These members also were quite ambitious; a number of them success-
fully sought leadership positions and higher office (Rohde 1991, 48–49).

The traditional liberals dominated legislative outcomes in the House
through the mid-1970s, but they lost some of their power after the 1980
elections and as economic pressures put a damper on the big government
initiatives they favored. Liberal also became a politicized term during the
1980s, and many Democrats—especially marginal members—avoided
the label. But as ideological homogeneity increased within the caucus
during the 1980s, liberals found the balance of party opinion tipped in
their favor.

The Democratic class of 1982 contained a number of deficit hawks.
Many of these members held liberal positions on other issues but saw
reducing the deficit as the way to afford new programs. Their entry into
the party made the deficit an even more salient issue for the Democrats.
And because they tended to be liberal on other issues, these members
also provided the votes needed to block President Reagan’s agenda
(Rohde 1991, 45–50).

Throughout the 1980s, factional change within the Democratic
Party, together with shifts in the political environment, provided the
basis for greater Democratic cohesion. David Rohde’s (1991, 50–58) de-
tailed analysis of party unity scores from the 1950s through the 1980s
reveals a considerable increase in Democratic Party unity and cohesion
in the postreform House. Rohde attributes most of this increase to ma-
jor declines in factional divisions among Democrats in the postreform
years. While Democratic House members certainly did not unite on
everything, they did display a greater homogeneity on policy matters
that enabled the development of a party position on a range of issues.
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In addition, “the 1980s political environment, especially the deficit,
made free-lance policy entrepreneurship, as practiced in the 1970s,
much less feasible for moderates and liberals” (Sinclair 1992, 659). The
policy divisions between President Reagan and House Democrats were
extensive, and huge budget deficits made it difficult for Democrats to
pass legislation that they found acceptable. Most of the battles centered
on budget resolutions and omnibus measures that addressed major
policy priorities for the Democrats. Passing these bills required Demo-
cratic leaders to tightly coordinate the legislative agenda and enforce
strict party loyalty.

House Republicans were not as fractious as House Democrats
throughout the 1960s and 1970s, but there were divisions within the
party. The traditional conservatives were the largest and longest-standing
faction within the party. They opposed most Democratic policy initia-
tives and often worked with Democratic conservatives to oppose the lib-
eral majority. The Republican conservatives shared President Reagan’s
strict conservative views and pressured Republican leaders to advocate a
more limited role for the government domestically and a strong defense
effort to counter the Soviet Union. During the late 1970s, a more activist
faction of the conservative wing had formed. This group, which was
started by thirty-five members of the class of 1978, did not conflict much
with the party’s senior conservatives over policy matters; rather, disagree-
ments between the two groups centered on what goals the party should
pursue and what tactics it should use. The new conservatives believed
that their senior colleagues had settled for minority status. They, by con-
trast, wanted to move Republicans into the majority and pushed for a
much more activist approach. In 1983, a small group of neoconservatives
formed the Conservative Opportunity Society (COS) and named Geor-
gia Representative Newt Gingrich chair. Members of the COS aggres-
sively challenged the majority and used tactics designed to provoke the
Democratic leadership. While conservatives dominated the House Re-
publicans, a significant number of moderates and even a few liberals also
populated the party. These two factions saw themselves as the counter-
weights to the party’s conservatives, and they pushed for a more moder-
ate agenda, which they believed would broaden the Republicans’ electoral
base (Rohde 1991, 120–126).
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Until the 1980s, party unity scores for House Republicans had fol-
lowed a pattern of decline and resurgence that was similar to House
Democrats’ scores. Throughout the Reagan years, as Democratic cohe-
sion increased, party unity scores for House Republicans returned to a
level comparable to that of the 1960s. Cohesion remained strong, but
it did not approach the levels that Democrats achieved in the mid- and
late 1980s. While House Republicans were not as internally divided as
the Democrats, they also did not experience the same increase in ho-
mogeneity (Rohde 1991, 125–127).

As Democratic cohesion intensified during the 1980s, strong House
leadership emerged. Barbara Sinclair (1992, 658) argues that changes
during the 1980s reduced the costs of strong leadership and allowed
Democratic leaders to be more active and decisive in organizing the
party and the chamber, in setting the House agenda, and in shaping leg-
islative outcomes. The 1970s reforms increased the vulnerability of
legislation on the House floor, and constraints in the 1980s—including
divided government and huge budget deficits—made enacting legisla-
tion even more difficult. Policy entrepreneurship was much less feasible
in this environment, especially for members promoting costly new pro-
grams. Democratic leaders had the resources to shape legislative out-
comes (for example, control over the Rules Committee and the floor
schedule) but needed their members to show restraint in pursuing their
personal agendas and instead support the party’s collective agenda.
This task was made easier as the party grew more homogeneous. When
party leadership agendas conflict with members’ reelection goals,
members resist strong leadership, but by the late 1980s, no significant
segment of the Democratic majority had to worry about the leader-
ship’s agenda interfering with their reelection goals. The potential costs
of strong leadership decreased as battles between committees and
Democratic Party factions grew rare, as major legislation split Demo-
crats and Republicans rather than northern and southern Democrats,
and as the political environment decreased opportunities for freelance
entrepreneurship (Sinclair 1992, 674).

One consequence of greater cohesion among House Democrats was
increased pressure on party leaders to share the views and policy posi-
tions of the majority of caucus members. Members began calling caucus
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meetings by petition for the purpose of pushing specific issue positions
and pressuring party leaders to move majority-backed bills. House
Democrats also began to pressure their leaders to expand the leadership
structure to accommodate the various positions within the party.
Speaker O’Neill acquiesced and appointed a six-member Speaker’s Cabi-
net to provide policy advice to the leadership and the major committee
chairs. Then, in 1985, the caucus adopted a rule making the party Whip
an elective rather than appointive post; the intent was to give the caucus
control over the choice of a leader who would speak for the party and
who might one day rise to the Speakership. In 1986, Representative Tony
Coelho became the first elected party Whip. The caucus also began to
play a more active role in controlling committee chair appointments and
member committee assignments (Rohde 1991, 69–77). Despite the frag-
mentation of authority throughout the caucus, the party was cohesive.

The Democratic Whip system became more elaborate and Whips
became more prestigious during the 1980s. Democratic leaders ex-
panded the number of appointed Whips as the number of decision
points in the legislative process grew. The leadership chose Whips who
would represent different factions within the caucus and assigned them
the tasks of gathering vote information and persuading colleagues to
support the party line. The prestige of Whips was enhanced when the
Whip and Deputy Whips were placed on the Steering and Policy Com-
mittee and when the Whip’s office was given more staff and a higher
budget. In 1981, the Democratic Whip organization included 18 per-
cent of the Democratic Caucus members, and by 1989, 40 percent of
the caucus members were part of the Whip organization.

The Democrats also greatly expanded their task force operation dur-
ing the 1980s; task forces were organized around ongoing issues as well
as particular bills. With so many members participating in the process
of informing and persuading, House Democrats were able to push their
agenda quite efficiently (Rohde 1991, 84–88). Expanding the Whip sys-
tem was also part of the Democrats’ “strategy of inclusion.” By allowing
more members to participate in the process, leaders extended their re-
sources and gave independent-minded members a chance to shape pol-
icy (Sinclair 1983). As a result of the expanding leadership structure,
the operating funds allocated to House leadership offices grew tremen-
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dously during the 1980s: from $482,850 in 1968, to $2,343,225 in 1974,
to $6,755,468 in 1986 (Canon 1989, 431).

The revival of a strong House Speakership in the late 1980s high-
lighted the Democrats’ party-building efforts. While Tip O’Neill had
begun strengthening the Speakership, Jim Wright’s leadership in the
100th Congress (1987–1988) set a new, aggressive tone in the House. As
Democrats bonded over their policy preferences and their opposition
to President Reagan’s agenda, they came to see strong leadership as
necessary. Although Democrats had increased the Speaker’s powers
through a series of rules changes in the 1970s and 1980s, Wright was
the first Speaker to take full advantage of the office’s enhanced re-
sources. Changes in the political environment—particularly greater
party cohesion—allowed Wright to exercise power with the support of
his party. O’Neill had elevated the public profile of the Speakership, but
Wright pushed his powers to levels not seen since Joe Cannon’s turn-
of-the-century reign. Wright set the legislative agenda and did not
hesitate to intervene in the committee and rules processes. He also
threatened retribution (and made good on his threats) when members
were uncooperative. Under Wright’s Speakership, the House became
much more partisan; by virtually shutting Republicans out of the pro-
cess, he provoked their intense opposition (Schickler 2001, 238–242).
Anger and resentment rose to new levels; Wyoming representative Dick
Cheney angrily proclaimed that Wright “will do anything he can to win
at any price, including ignoring the rules, bending rules, writing rules,
denying the House the opportunity to work its will. It brings disrespect
to the House itself. There’s no comity left. Why should you, if you are a
Republican, and given the way Republicans are treated, think of a Dem-
ocrat as a colleague? They aren’t colleagues” (Remini 2006, 473–474).

Wright’s aggressive leadership style served to galvanize House Repub-
licans around activist tactics. Pennsylvania Republican Bob Walker,
a member of Newt Gingrich’s COS, claimed that Wright “really became a
catalyst for bringing the whole Republican party over to our [Gingrich’s]
side” (Remini 2006, 473). According to Eric Schickler, the “COS gave or-
ganizational form to the so-called bombthrower wing of the Republican
party” (2001, 242). Its members were not content to work quietly within
the system; they preferred to obstruct business and publicize Democratic

107The Resurgence of Strong Leaders and Party Cohesion

0813343792 text.qxd  5/28/08  9:53 AM  Page 107



misdeeds. As Republicans grew more frustrated by Democratic mistreat-
ment, their support for the confrontational tactics that the COS pro-
moted increased. Republicans were particularly resentful of the majority
party’s use of special rules. Mississippi Representative Trent Lott charged
that “the Democratic leadership . . . now has set a formula for these
rules: the restrictiveness of a rule is in direct relation to the importance
of the legislation it makes in order” (Rohde 1991, 133). Because rules are
approved by majority vote, Democratic cohesion kept the Republicans
from having any impact once the rules reached the House floor. Republi-
cans came to believe that their only course of action was to publicize the
sharp increase in restrictive and closed rules. They organized media
events and provided the text of prepared speeches, along with statistical
evidence, to the media and congressional scholars. During the late 1980s,
the Republican Conference also passed a series of centralizing reforms
designed to make Republican members who were in positions of power
more accountable to the party. The House Republicans also adopted
rules that gave Republican leaders more influence over the conference.
These reforms were modeled on the DSG-sponsored reforms of the
1970s; Republicans believed that centralizing power had helped the
Democrats gain control over the legislative agenda, and they wanted to
achieve the same control (Rohde 1991, 132–138).

Television coverage of the House was central to the Republican
protest movement. COS members were the first to take advantage of
C-SPAN, which allowed them to speak directly to their constituents
and to the public at large. They used the Congress “largely as a prop to
frame issues for the media” and to draw attention to themselves and the
conservative agenda (Schickler 2001, 244). Robert Remini observes that
C-SPAN was especially useful for Newt Gingrich: “I figured it out,” Gin-
grich declared, “if I could start making speeches on C-SPAN, then I
would reach a dramatically bigger audience than people who flew five
hundred miles to speak to a Kiwanis club” (2006, 463). Gingrich and
the other COS members would take one-minute jabs at the Democrats
in the morning and give longer “Special Order” speeches in the evening.
All of these speeches were designed to provoke the Democrats—
especially the leadership—into confrontation, preferably in front of the
television cameras. By 1986, many House Republicans were looking to
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Newt Gingrich to provide the party’s plan of action rather than to Mi-
nority Leader Bob Michel, who was uncomfortable with the neoconser-
vatives’ confrontational style (Remini 2006, 470).

Newt Gingrich believed that Republicans essentially needed to de-
stroy the system that the Democrats had created and build a new one
from scratch (Evans and Oleszek 1997). By drawing attention to Demo-
cratic abuses, Republicans could claim the high ground and win major-
ity control. The COS also believed that a strong conservative platform
was the key to winning majority control, and they worked to build coali-
tional support for their ideas. Many senior Republicans disapproved of
the COS’s tactics and feared that such an aggressive strategy would
backfire. But times were changing, and in 1989, Newt Gingrich was
elected Republican Whip. Soon after winning the Whip post, Gingrich
toured the country, calling Jim Wright a crook and demanding an inves-
tigation into Wright’s personal finances. He then filed charges against
Wright with the House Ethics Committee, claiming that Wright had vi-
olated the House’s gift and income rules. The committee investigated
and charged Wright with violating House rules in sixty-nine separate
instances, mostly involving a sweetheart deal with the publishers of his
book, Reflections of a Public Man. The Republicans accused Wright of
even more ethics violations, and the Democrats, worried about public
opinion, began to back away from the Speaker. Abandoned by many
members of his own party, Wright resigned his seat and, in an emo-
tional floor speech, urged that members of both parties “resolve to bring
this period of mindless cannibalism to an end” (Remini 2006, 474–476).
Wright was replaced by Washington representative Tom Foley.

As the Wright scandal unfolded, Majority Whip Tony Coelho an-
nounced that he would resign rather than face an investigation into some
questionable financial transactions that were first reported in Newsweek
magazine. He was replaced by Representative Bill Gray in June 1989.

Patterns of Member-to-Member Giving

During the 1980s, the CCCs greatly expanded their campaign fund-
raising efforts and began offering their candidates more campaign
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resources and services. The congressional leaders were extended more
power by their parties as policy disputes became more heated and as the
political environment grew more partisan. Democrats also expanded
their leadership structure, offering more caucus members a role in shap-
ing policy outcomes. These dynamics afforded ambitious members not
only more opportunities but also the means to use them. Redistributing
campaign money to colleagues was one strategy members could use to
build support for their ambitious pursuits.

Seniority was no longer the sole criterion in determining which mem-
bers would become leaders, but both parties still tended to “promote
from within.” David Canon argues that a leadership structure that pro-
motes from within “is more likely to recruit ambitious, high-quality
members . . . because the thankless task of party whipping or floor cover-
age may have some payoff. A [member] who is elected majority leader
without ‘serving time’ in a lower leadership position undermines mem-
bers’ incentive to sacrifice other options for a position that has no power
and little prestige” (1989, 434). In the House Democratic Whip system,
for example, the expectation was that members who served as Whips
would have a leg up to leadership. This expectation, in turn, influenced
the type of member who wanted to become part of the Whip structure.
Leadership systems with clearly delineated lines of advancement are more
likely to turn out leaders who have demonstrated their commitment to
the party. According to Speaker Jim Wright, leadership ladders produce
“people who understand the institution and the problems, and who have
seen Congress grapple with things, succeed and fail” (Canon 1989, 435).

Members want leaders who can help them achieve their individual
and collective goals. They want leaders to support their efforts to at-
tain committee assignments, bring bills to the floor, attract campaign
resources, and provide institutional perks that will help them get re-
elected. Members also want either to maintain or to gain majority
party status, and they expect that their leaders will support that goal by
effectively promoting the party’s agenda and building party cohesion.
The challenge for leadership aspirants is to convey to their colleagues
their ability to handle these tasks.

In several leadership races in the 1980s, the candidates were part of
the leadership system and hoped to advance further up the ladder. For
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many of these challengers, giving campaign money to colleagues was an
important way to demonstrate commitment to both the party and its
members. Clyde Wilcox (1989, 400) found that, increasingly, during the
early 1980s, members of Congress began to use their leadership PACs
and personal campaign committees in their pursuit of party leadership
posts. Contributions were directed primarily to incumbents and to
challengers, rather than to the CCCs. This strategy allowed House
members to decide which candidates needed financial help, as well as
which candidates might help them achieve their own leadership goals.
In 1988, twenty-seven House members (seventeen Democrats and ten
Republicans) had registered leadership PACs with the Federal Elections
Commission. While this number represents a small percentage of the
chamber, the amount of money these PACs distributed was not incon-
sequential. Although relatively few House members had established
leadership PACs, nearly half of all members of Congress contributed
money to their colleagues. During the 1984 election cycle, for example,
House Democrats gave $623,700 out of their leadership PACs and
$593,103 out of their personal campaign committees. House Republi-
cans gave $290,897 out of their leadership PACs and $306,934 out of
their personal campaign committees (Wilcox 1989, 390).3 In 1986,
House Democrats collected $935,897 from leadership PACs, while their
Republican counterparts collected $95,049. Perhaps more important
than the amount of money that was redistributed in the 1980s is the
precedent that such transactions set. Member-to-member giving had
become the norm by the late 1980s and played a significant role in sev-
eral leadership races. With the exception of Clyde Wilcox (1989) and
Ross Baker (1989), scholars did not focus on the redistribution of cam-
paign money during the 1980s; most detailed accounts of member-to-
member giving come from congressional journalists, who began to pay
more attention to these transactions in the 1980s.4

When Representative Charles Rangel ran for Majority Whip in 1986,
he established a leadership PAC solely to support his campaign for the
post. “I would never have any other reason for a PAC,” he said. Rangel
claimed that he did not want to be “thrown into the money-raising
market,” but that the nature of the competition forced him to do just
that. His main challenger was DCCC Chair Tony Coelho, who not only
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outraised Rangel but also won the race. Coelho contributed $570,000 to
his colleagues—more than double what Rangel contributed—and gave
to twice as many candidates. Rangel initially doubted that his campaign
for the Majority Whip post would benefit much from setting up a lead-
ership PAC because he was running against one of the chamber’s most
prolific fundraisers. Representative Martin Sabo and Representative
Norm Mineta, two other Whip candidates, had also contributed money
to their Democratic colleagues; if Rangel opted out of the “money-
raising market,” he risked appearing unwilling or—even worse—unable
to raise and distribute campaign funds. In 1984, Rangel had contributed
a relatively small amount of money from his personal campaign com-
mittee, and 74 percent of his contributions went to black candidates.
His 1986 contributions went to a much larger and much more diverse
group of Democratic candidates. Coelho and Sabo contributed to can-
didates across the party’s ideological spectrum as well (Benenson 1986;
Wilcox 1989).5

Rangel was also running from outside the official leadership system,
whereas Coelho was running from within. At Coelho ’s insistence, the
Democratic leadership had made the DCCC chair part of the leader-
ship structure, so he had a leg up the ladder in his Whip campaign.

Tip O’Neill’s retirement as Speaker in 1987 allowed two other “insid-
ers” to move up the leadership ladder. Jim Wright moved from Majority
Leader to Speaker and Tom Foley moved from Majority Whip to Major-
ity Leader. Although neither faced competition, both contributed money
to their Democratic colleagues nonetheless. Wright gave through his
leadership PAC and his campaign committee, and Foley gave through
two campaign committees. Both favored incumbent candidates and con-
tributed across a range of ideologies. In 1988, Representative William
Gray campaigned for the Democratic Caucus chair from his position as
chair of the House Budget Committee. The Budget Committee chair is
an elected post with a two-year term limit, so it is part of the official lead-
ership structure. Gray was no stranger to the money game; in 1984, when
he ran for the Budget Committee chair, he had established a leadership
PAC and contributed $27,000 to seventy-five of his colleagues. After an-
nouncing his candidacy for the caucus chair, Gray distributed just over
$35,000 to his colleagues, using money left over from his committee chair
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race. He then formed a new leadership PAC and began to actively solicit
money and support from lobbyists and other outside interests for his
campaign for caucus chair—a new strategy in House leadership races. A
letter mailed by Gray’s leadership PAC to potential contributors said, “If
you believe as I do that we should encourage new and creative leadership
within the Democratic Party, then I need your active help. I need to raise
funds to pursue this new challenge. I would appreciate your sending me a
check for $500 to $1,000 so that I can begin to build the active support
within the Democratic members of Congress to win this key leadership
position” (Kenworthy 1988, A9). The implication, of course, was that
Gray would use the money to make donations to other Democratic can-
didates in an attempt to build support for his caucus chair bid. Though
Gray insisted that his fundraising efforts had nothing to do with the cau-
cus race and were consistent with his previous work to build a strong ma-
jority, his rigorous campaign efforts enabled him to shower his colleagues
with contributions and to secure the caucus chair. Representative Mary
Rose Oakar, one of Gray’s challengers in the caucus chair race, said of
Gray’s fundraising efforts,“I think it sets an unfortunate precedent. It’s an
internal race, and you ought to be able to do it without money and lob-
byists. To my knowledge, they don’t vote [for caucus chair]” (Kenworthy
1988, A9).

Clyde Wilcox (1989) suggests that member contributions can be
viewed as a form of instrumental behavior, where members give for the
purpose of achieving their individual goals.6 He also suggests that con-
tributions can be viewed as a form of noninstrumental behavior: Mem-
bers may respond to solicitations from colleagues or may be pressured
by the leadership to give. Majority party leaders tend to give a higher
proportion of their contributions to incumbents because they want to
maintain the party’s majority status. And because they must build coali-
tions to move legislation through the chamber, majority party leaders
also tend to contribute across a wider ideological spectrum. One month
before the 1984 elections, Speaker Tip O’Neill’s leadership PAC gave
$500 each to forty-eight Democratic House candidates, including a few
outside challengers. As Speaker, O’Neill was obviously not looking to
move up the House’s leadership ladder, but he was interested in helping
Democratic candidates who needed help and in fostering support for
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the party’s agenda. Democratic leaders who were attempting to climb
the leadership ladder in the 1980s took a similar approach and directed
their contributions to a broad range of their incumbent colleagues. This
strategy served the collective goal of helping to maintain the party’s ma-
jority status and the individual goal of building support in the chamber
for one’s personal goals.7

While Democratic members who aspired to leadership posts during
the 1980s tended to contribute to a broad range of incumbents, Demo-
crats who were interested in maximizing their influence on House com-
mittees tended to use different contribution strategies. Clyde Wilcox
(1989, 397) found that during the 1984 election cycle, fifteen House
Democrats gave significant portions of their overall contributions to
members of specific committees, and that nine of these fifteen members
were committee or subcommittee chairs. In many cases, these contribu-
tions went to committee colleagues who were in close races. But need
was certainly not the decisive factor in every case. Representative Dan
Rostenkowski, chair of the House Ways and Means Committee, gave to
thirteen incumbents on his committee, ten of whom won reelection
with more than 60 percent of the vote. Rostenkowski’s leadership PAC,
America’s Leaders Fund, contributed a total of $38,000 in 1984 but then
raised more than $700,000 for the 1986 election cycle. Representative
Stephen Solarz gave close to $10,000 to eleven of his House Foreign
Affairs Committee colleagues, most of whom sat on his subcommittee
and held safe seats. Representative Henry Waxman contributed nearly
$37,000 to his House Energy and Commerce Committee colleagues, al-
most all of which went to members of the subcommittee he chaired.
Waxman’s Energy and Commerce colleagues, Representatives Meldon
Levine and Howard Berman, also contributed several thousand dollars
to their committee colleagues, as did Representative Ed Markey, who
contributed to half the members who sat on the Energy and Commerce
subcommittee that he chaired. In 1986, Democratic Representatives
Marvin Leath and Les Aspin contributed over $100,000 to their col-
leagues before their contest to chair the House Armed Services Commit-
tee. After Aspin was named chair, Representative Charles Bennett, who
was third in seniority on the committee and had also challenged for the
chair, attributed his defeat to the contributions made by his rivals.
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“When I went around and talked to members, asking them to support
me, they would tell me that they had been helped financially by Mr. As-
pin or Mr. Leath,” said Bennett. “One implied that it would all be recti-
fied if I contributed to him too” (Wilcox 1990, 178). According to Wilcox
(1989, 398), most of these members explained their contributions as
part of their chair responsibilities. However, a committee staff person
claimed that chairs contributed to members of their own panels to pre-
empt challenges and to collect chits that they could call in at a later date.

House leaders, committee and subcommittee chairs, and leadership
aspirants help themselves by helping their colleagues. During the 1980s,
members could comply with the collective goal of majority status by
giving to their colleagues and still pursue their personal goals by select-
ing which incumbents to support. The contribution strategies of com-
mittee and subcommittee chairs provide a good example of how this
approach works. Members—particularly those outside the leadership
system—may also choose to direct their contributions to incumbents
who share a similar ideological view. In his examination of member-to-
member giving in the 1984 election, Wilcox (1989) found that ideology
played a major role in determining contributions. For example, Repre-
sentative Henry Hyde (R-IL) contributed almost exclusively to anti-
abortion candidates, and Representative Ed Markey (R-MA) received
contributions primarily from members who were active in the nuclear
freeze movement or in the fight against Contra aid, both issues in
which Markey was heavily involved. During the 1986 election cycle,
Representative Jack Kemp’s (R-NY) leadership PAC, Campaign for
Prosperity, targeted conservative Republicans who demonstrated
“growth-oriented thinking” (Benenson 1986).

While some member-to-member contributions can be understood
in terms of the donor’s personal goals, others are less clear-cut. Wilcox
(1989, 404) found that in 1984, over half of incumbent contributors
gave to three or fewer candidates and gave less than $2,000. For these
contributors, giving seemed to be less about the pursuit of personal
goals and more about supporting candidates in need, geographic col-
leagues, or friends in the chamber. Small contributors directed about
one-third of their money to candidates from their home states and also
gave to open-seat candidates and incumbents in close races. Indeed,
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most of the contributions that House members gave in 1984 went to
a short list of about seventy-five candidates who were in close races.
Special-election candidates also received a high proportion of member
contributions, as did freshman members.

By the late 1980s, contribution patterns showed that recycling cam-
paign money had become “the practice of the many as opposed to an ag-
gressive few looking to secure a present or future in the leadership”
(Alston 1991, 2763). While giving by leadership PACs declined in 1989,
contributions by personal campaign committees increased. The 1989 de-
partures of Representatives Jim Wright and Tony Coelho, two of the
House’s most prominent fundraisers, took more than $905,000 out of the
system. But when leadership PACs slacked off, rank-and-file members
picked up by making large numbers of small contributions from their
campaign committees. By 1989, more members had more money to give
and got asked for it more often. Members found that by raising excess
campaign money, they could offer help to their colleagues in need and si-
multaneously build goodwill and possible support for their own ambi-
tions. Incumbents who ran in 1989–1990 had more than twice as much
in leftover campaign funds as incumbents who ran in 1983–1984. Giving
some of these funds away “has almost become a question of loyalty to
your party,” said Minnesota Republican Vin Weber (Alston 1991, 2763).

Party leaders routinely began to request that safe incumbents help
their colleagues in close races. At the same time, members who needed
help were less reluctant to ask their colleagues for money. Representative
Henry Waxman (D-CA) claimed that such requests had become stan-
dard. “You see a colleague in trouble, we all want to help out,” he said
(Alston 1991, 2763). Waxman contributed more than $152,000 to Dem-
ocratic candidates in the 1989–1990 election cycle, more than two-thirds
of it through his leadership PAC. Indeed, members with excess cash on
hand demonstrated a new willingness to spread the wealth. In 1982, at
least thirty-two House Democrats had more than $100,000 in leftover
campaign funds, amounting to a total of more than $6.3 million. But the
party had no system in place to encourage the redistribution of surplus
funds. The DCCC asked a number of financially secure Democrats to
donate money for the good of the whole, but only two members—Gillis
Long of Louisiana and Charles Schumer of New York—responded
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favorably. “One of the most depressing things,” according to one Demo-
cratic Party fundraiser,“was the absence of selflessness out there” (Jacob-
son 1985–1986, 615–617). By the late 1980s, attitudes had changed.
When Massachusetts Democrat John Olver ran for a House seat in a
1989 special election, forty-three Democratic incumbents contributed a
total of $23,750 from their personal campaign committees, and five in-
cumbents contributed a total of $19,500 from their leadership PACs.
When Olver won his race, he returned the favor by contributing $500 to
Arizona Democrat Ed Pastor, who also won a House seat in a 1989 spe-
cial election (Alston 1991).

Not all House members wanted to give money to their colleagues.
Some, like Representative David Drier (R-CA), were willing to help
promising challengers and open-seat candidates but believed that in-
cumbents were in a position to take care of themselves. Virginia Demo-
crat Jim Olin took the position that his campaign contributions were
from people who had given to him, and that his then giving money to
other candidates would violate the spirit of his donors’ contributions.
Some members resolved this dilemma by establishing leadership PACs.
When Representative Vin Weber was elected to a junior post in the Re-
publican leadership, he felt obligated to do more for the party but did
not want to upset the contributors who had given to his campaign. By
establishing a leadership PAC, Weber was able to raise money from
contributors who shared his desire to help Republican candidates. Like-
wise, when Representative Charles Rangel established a leadership PAC
to support his bid for Majority Whip, he made certain that potential
donors knew how their contributions would be used: “You bet your life,
the contributors have to know that money is going to go to somebody
they might not even know” (Benenson 1986; see also Alston 1991).

Partisan Politics Heats Up

The 1991 Whip race tapped into widespread discontent within the
Democratic Caucus over the makeup of the House leadership. The
Whip is the leadership’s connection to the rank and file and had be-
come a stepping-stone to the Speakership: Tom Foley, Tip O’Neill, and
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Carl Albert had all served as Whip before becoming Speaker. Majority
Whip William Gray’s decision to step down from a leadership post he
had fought so hard to win stunned many of his colleagues; sudden de-
partures were rare for House leaders, as moving up the leadership ladder
required long-term commitment. But Gray was less traditional and
more in step with the highly ambitious, restless members who were in-
creasingly populating the House.

Shortly after Gray announced that he would step down from the
Majority Whip post, Michigan Representative David Bonior contrib-
uted $21,000 from his personal campaign committee to twenty-one
House Democrats. Bonior, who was the Democrats’ chief Deputy
Whip, and Maryland representative Steny Hoyer, the Democratic Cau-
cus chair, were the two main contenders in the race to succeed Gray.
Hoyer gave $53,000 to Democratic candidates during the 1989–1990
election cycle, while Bonior, who feared a tough reelection race, col-
lected just over $53,000 from his colleagues. If money were the sole cri-
terion, Hoyer would have won the race, but he did not. Bonior, who had
run against Gray for Whip in 1989 and lost on a 134–97 vote, had the
early edge. After receiving vague indications that Gray might run for
the Senate or leave Congress altogether, Bonior began to actively lobby
his colleagues. Hoyer chose not to campaign for the position until Gray
had made his intentions clear. When Gray announced his resignation,
Bonior was counting votes while Hoyer’s team was holding its first or-
ganizational meeting. In the end, Hoyer conceded that Bonior’s early
efforts had paid off (Alston 1991; Hook 1991).

Gray’s departure came just two years after the resignations of Jim
Wright and Tony Coelho; between 1986 and 1991, there was more turn-
over in House leadership than in the prior fifteen years. These changes
made it increasingly difficult for Democrats to forge a common party
identity, especially as various factions within the party—particularly
women, African-Americans, and southern conservatives—began pushing
for representation in the leadership ranks (Hook 1991).

The turn of the decade was tumultuous for the DCCC as well. Re-
ports of lingering debt, fundraising difficulties, high staff turnover,
internal strife, and a financial surge at the NRCC greatly concerned the
Democratic Caucus. Former Speaker Jim Wright’s acrimonious, drawn-
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out departure seriously impaired the committee’s fundraising abilities;
in August 1989, the committee’s debt stood at $1.6 million. DCCC Chair
Beryl Anthony argued that the focus on the committee’s debt was mis-
placed. According to Anthony, the committee had invested heavily in
candidates during the 1988 campaign and had also paid for new com-
puter equipment that would enhance the party’s direct-mail operation.
Despite criticisms of how the DCCC was being managed, Democratic
House leaders committed themselves to active fundraising on behalf of
the committee and urged their colleagues with excess campaign cash to
spread the wealth. The 1990 elections were crucial as they were expected
to set the tone for the more critical postredistricting elections in 1992
(Kenworthy 1989). Anthony stepped down from the DCCC chair after
the 1990 elections and was replaced by Representative Vic Fazio, a Cali-
fornia Democrat with extensive fundraising experience.

House Republicans in 1990 were facing their own intraparty battle
over who would lead the NRCC into the crucial 1992 elections. Represen-
tative Guy Vander Jagt, who was in his eighth term as NRCC chair, was
facing a challenge from Representative Don Sundquist. Unlike DCCC
chairs, who were appointed by the party’s top House leader, NRCC chairs
were elected by a vote of the Republican Conference. Until 1990, NRCC
chair elections took place only if the position was vacated. Sundquist’s
challenge was widely interpreted as protest against Vander Jagt’s decision
not to support President Bush’s budget. Minority Leader Bob Michel and
Minority Whip Newt Gingrich both supported Vander Jagt, who won on
a 98–66 vote. While the vote was not close, a sizable number of Republi-
can members did vote against Vander Jagt, indicating widespread displea-
sure with the NRCC’s leadership. As chair, Vander Jagt had decided to
eliminate automatic contributions to incumbents. Republicans had not
picked up seats in recent elections, and according to Vander Jagt, the gen-
eral consensus was that it was time for change. In 1992, Representative
Bill Paxon replaced Vander Jagt as chair of the NRCC. Following Paxon’s
election, the committee changed its bylaws and made its chair an ap-
pointee of the House Republican leader (Kolodny 1998, 187).

After taking over the DCCC chair in 1990, Vic Fazio began a campaign
to convince his Democratic colleagues to contribute $5,000 apiece to the
committee. The DCCC had been left with a $2.1-million debt following
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the 1990 elections and Fazio believed that securing contributions from
House members would encourage outside contributors to donate. Eight
months into the 1992 election cycle, the DCCC had collected $735,000
from over one hundred House Democrats, a sum that surpassed by far
the previous record for member fundraising. Fazio’s strategy was to con-
stantly remind his colleagues of what was at stake in 1992. “I’ve put a
good bit of time in putting the fear of God into people. I’m a pain,” he
said (Kenworthy 1991, A17). Fazio believed the practice should be insti-
tutionalized and hinted that members looking for choice committee as-
signments and other institutional perks could be judged on whether they
contributed to the DCCC. “I personally would like to think it would be-
come a factor. I don’t think we can ask people to make this sacrifice and
totally ignore it. It is one way of determining how much effort you are
willing to make for the greater whole, the sort of thing that moves people
up in committees and the leadership” (Alston 1991, 2763; see also Ken-
worthy 1991). Writing about the Democrats in 1982, Gary Jacobson
claimed that there was an “absence of any tradition of mutual aid among
Democratic candidates” (1985–1986, 623), which made it difficult for
them to redistribute campaign money. By 1991, it seemed that the Dem-
ocrats were beginning to establish such a tradition. Jacobson also noted
that members might eventually find it possible—and even profitable—to
win influence among their colleagues by helping to finance their cam-
paigns. As the decade progressed, this strategy began to take shape.

Following the 1990 elections, the NRCC was about $5 million in debt.
Despite the shortfall, the committee was reluctant to engage in non-
traditional fundraising efforts. “We very seldom go to our members and
we’ve never gone to them with a general appeal,” said Tom Cole, execu-
tive director of the NRCC. “We believe that the party exists to elect can-
didates, not that members exist to fund the party. You pay a price for
that sort of thing” (Kenworthy 1991, A17). Under the leadership of Bill
Paxon, the NRCC would eventually decide to “pay the price” and ask
members to contribute for the good of the whole.

In 1991, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) released a re-
port revealing that 325 sitting and former members of the House had
overdrawn on their House bank accounts but had not paid any penalty
fines for issuing bad checks. The Republicans moved to exploit the issue,
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demanding an investigation by the House Ethics Committee. Democrats
ignored the Republican outcry, claiming that no federal funds were in-
volved and no crime had been committed. But the Republicans persisted
and took to the House floor; with the C-SPAN cameras rolling, they de-
manded to know who was responsible for issuing the overdrafts. Speaker
Foley faced mounting criticism; some members began demanding his
resignation. As the attacks grew bitterly partisan, Minority Leader Bob
Michel decided it was time for him to leave the House. Michel had always
been inclined to work out differences with the other side and felt that the
House no longer supported moderate politicians. When Michel left at
the end of the 103rd Congress (December 1992), he was joined by many
of his colleagues. The 1992 elections produced the largest turnover in
forty years: 44 House members were defeated in the primaries or the gen-
eral election, and over 100 new members were elected; 77 members who
had been named in the House bank scandal had been defeated or had re-
tired. The Republicans gained 9 seats, but the Democrats retained control
with a 258–176 margin (Remini 2006, 479–480).

Conclusion

During the 1980s and early 1990s, the House moved firmly away from
committee and subcommittee government toward conditional party
government. House leaders were given expanded powers, and they
were increasingly willing to use the institutional tools at their disposal.
The Democrats grew more cohesive during the 1980s, while the Re-
publicans gradually united over their inability to participate in the leg-
islative process. Fiercely partisan leaders like Jim Wright and Newt
Gingrich, who were polarizing forces in the chamber, drove the parties
even further apart. The 1994 Republican revolution would do little to
curb these trends.

The political environment that had advanced the growth of member-
to-member giving in the 1970s changed during the 1980s, but in ways
that continued to encourage the redistribution of money. Although the
1970s reforms had strengthened party leaders, they did not take full
advantage of their new powers until the 1980s. The political environment
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during the 1980s encouraged strong leadership, and as a result, leadership
races became more competitive. During the 1980s, member-to-member
giving became a common strategy in leadership races. At the same time,
more rank-and-file members—encouraged by their party leaders—gave
to colleagues in need for the good of the whole. The patterns of member-
to-member giving witnessed during the 1970s and 1980s took an entirely
new shape during the 1990s and dramatically changed the way House
members pursued power and the parties pursued majority control.

Notes

1. The following discussion on the 1980 elections is drawn from David
Adamany (1984, 75–87).

2. The law sets restrictions on how much money the parties can spend, per
candidate, in coordinated expenditures.

3. Though Wilcox’s 1989 study focuses on the 1984 election cycle, he also
examined data from the 1980, 1982, and 1986 election cycles to isolate trends
and consider changes in the political environment. The data reported from the
1984 cycle in this study are broadly representative of the 1980–1986 period.

4. A number of other scholars have written about leadership PACs, but
mainly within the context of larger studies on campaign finance or congres-
sional politics. For example, see Herrnson (1998), Rohde (1991), Brown and
Peabody (1992), Sorauf (1984, 1992), Sabato (1984), Corrado (1992), and Alex-
ander (1984).

5. See chapter 1 for a more detailed discussion of this race. There were ini-
tially six candidates for the position of Majority Whip: Coelho, Rangel, Sabo,
Mineta, Alexander, and Hefner. Coelho and Rangel were considered the top
contenders.

6. As explained in chapter 2, Wilcox explores instrumental giving in terms
of members’ reelection, policy, and power goals. This study does not assign
specific goals to members and instead assumes that members’ goals reflect
their personal ambitions. As the structure of opportunity before members
changes, members adjust their goals accordingly.

7. Minority leaders tend to direct more of their contributions to promising
challengers because gaining majority status requires them to expand the
party’s numbers in the House. This strategy will be discussed in greater detail
in chapter 5.
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5

A Republican Revolution in
Politics and Money

The Gingrich Era

Following the 1992 elections, newly installed NRCC Chair Bill Paxon
began an aggressive effort to restructure the committee’s fundraising
operations. As part of this plan, he directed incumbent members to
contribute money out of their own campaign funds to help Republi-
can challengers who were running in 1994. Paxon and his close ally
Newt Gingrich reasoned “that the collective goal of majority status was
more valuable to these incumbents than the few extra thousand dol-
lars” they were asked to contribute (Kolodny and Dwyre 1998, 289).
Gingrich organized teams that determined each member’s fundraising
capacity, then established a formula for “voluntary contributions” by
each incumbent. Unless members were in financial trouble themselves,
they were expected to contribute. The strategy was hugely successful.
Tony Blankley, Gingrich’s press secretary, claimed that “many had
never raised money before, except for their own campaigns. One
member said, ‘I don’t know how to do that.’ Newt said, ‘I’ll teach you.’
And they sent him over to the RNC. The member came back a while
later and excitedly said, ‘I just raised $50,000 over at the RNC!’ As
more members saw we had a chance of winning [the majority] more
of them pitched in on the fundraising effort” (Gimpel 1996, 10–11).
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Indeed, over one hundred House Republicans contributed a total of $1
million to the NRCC during the 1994 election cycle. This was a major
increase from 1992, when only twelve members had agreed to help the
NRCC and had raised less than $50,000 in total. The NRCC also suc-
cessfully convinced members to raise money for the committee’s Vic-
tory Accounts, which benefited Republican candidates in House
members’ home states.

In addition to helping the NRCC meet its collective fundraising
goals, House Republicans engaged in more personal redistribution ef-
forts in 1994. Republican incumbents donated $0.4 million to each
other and $2 million to outside challengers and open-seat candidates.
This sum was $1.7 million more than House Republicans had redistrib-
uted in 1992 (Bedlington and Malbin 2003).1 Republicans also initiated
a “buddy system” and “adopt a candidate” programs that matched non-
incumbent candidates with Republican House leaders and other influ-
ential members to raise campaign money (Herrnson 1996). Republican
incumbents also campaigned aggressively for challengers and open-seat
candidates. This was the first time many of these members had cam-
paigned for a candidate other than themselves. Representative Bob In-
glis (R-SC) explained how he “went into [Democratic incumbent] John
Spratt’s [neighboring] district and toured around with our candidate.
This violated a long-standing rule of comity in South Carolina politics
but this rule needed to be broken so we broke it” (Gimpel 1996, 11).

Republican efforts to build a sustainable fundraising operation were
long in the making. A decade or so before the 1994 Republican revolu-
tion, Newt Gingrich had begun to actively recruit and raise money for
Republicans under the auspices of GOPAC, his political action commit-
tee. GOPAC invested a great deal of time and money in helping Republi-
cans run for local and state office. Gingrich believed that helping these
candidates early in their careers would pay off several years down the
road, when they could run for federal office as experienced politicians.
In addition to raising money and training candidates, GOPAC distrib-
uted copies of House Republican floor speeches, along with audiotapes
that were designed to “teach a generation of activists how to think and
talk about political strategy” (Pitney 1996, 20). During the 1980s, the
NRCC played a secondary role to GOPAC in a number of House races.
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But in 1994, the Republicans’ electoral strategy successfully combined
the NRCC’s fundraising efforts with GOPAC’s candidate support ser-
vices, and Gingrich’s long-term fundraising and candidate investment
goals finally paid off.

The 1994 elections “signaled the coming of a Republican revolution
both in terms of message and money” (Gimpel 1996, 11). The Republi-
cans’ efforts to win a majority in the House were the most ambitious
and comprehensive ever undertaken (Kolodny and Dwyre 1998, 289).
Using an expansion strategy, House Republicans invested heavily in
challengers and open-seat candidates. House Democrats, by contrast,
assumed a maintenance strategy and devoted more campaign money
and resources to defending incumbents. Democratic House leaders
made campaign appearances and helped nonincumbent candidates
raise money, but there were no organized efforts in 1994 to help party
candidates more broadly. Many rank-and-file members did not believe
their majority was at risk and chose not to give to the DCCC or to other
candidates. Still, some House Democrats did contribute, giving $0.6
million to the DCCC, slightly more than the $0.5 million they had con-
tributed to the committee in 1992. They also contributed $2.9 million
directly to Democratic House candidates, $1.8 million of which went to
House incumbents. This marked a $1-million increase over what Dem-
ocrats had redistributed in 1992 (Bedlington and Malbin 2003). How-
ever, Democratic member-to-candidate redistribution was limited.
Leadership PACs affiliated with Majority Leader Richard Gephardt
(D-MO), Oversight Committee Chair Charlie Rose (D-NC), and DCCC
Chair Vic Fazio (D-CA) contributed more than $1.6 million of the $2.9
million that Democrats redistributed in 1994 (Herrnson 1996).

During the 1990s, the amount of money that House members gave
to each other, and especially to the CCCs, skyrocketed. After taking
majority control in 1995, House Republicans centralized control in the
leadership and significantly enhanced the Speaker’s powers. They held
a twelve-seat margin over the Democrats, and competition between
the parties was fierce. The Republicans had to stay unified to pass their
policy agenda, so the leaders enforced strict party discipline. The polit-
ical environment during the 1990s generally inhibited Republican
members from acting as independent operators because their ability to
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pursue their own ambitions was so closely tied to their party’s ability
to maintain the House majority. Even so, self-oriented members typi-
cally need incentives to promote the party’s collective goals. Party lead-
ers discovered that by linking members’ ability to advance in the
chamber to their willingness to help the party pursue its collective
goals, they could channel members’ entrepreneurial tendencies in ways
that would benefit the party. And because the Republican House lead-
ers generally controlled the means by which their members advanced,
they emphasized party loyalty in the form of fundraising. In this sys-
tem, the party benefits as members pursue their own ambitions. By
1996, the Democrats were following the Republicans’ example. They
had formalized their party-based fundraising programs and had also
begun to link Democratic members’ ability to advance in the chamber
to their willingness to raise money for the party.

The Contract with America

Although the Republicans’ remarkable fundraising efforts in 1994 were
central to their electoral success, they were widely overlooked. In the af-
termath of the 1994 elections, most of the focus was on a public cam-
paign agenda known as the Contract with America. On September 27,
1994, approximately three hundred Republican incumbents and chal-
lengers gathered on the steps of the U.S. Capitol and endorsed the Con-
tract with America, a ten-point platform that became the campaign
centerpiece for many of the party’s House candidates. The Contract
represented a major turning point for the CCCs. In the two decades be-
fore the 1994 elections, the NRCC had focused on providing highly so-
phisticated campaign services to Republican House candidates. But in
1994, the committee realized that the only form of campaign assistance
that clearly influenced electoral success was money. The committee also
realized that its long-standing practice of providing incumbents with
campaign services would not move the party into the majority. Fund-
raising thus became the NRCC’s primary focus, and the committee di-
rected its money to competitive challengers and open-seat candidates.
The Contract with America, a campaign platform that would bring
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media attention—and hopefully campaign money—to the party and its
candidates, was a part of the committee’s fundraising plan. The NRCC’s
articulation of a national legislative agenda marked a departure from
the more traditional view that House elections are local and best run
race by race (Kolodny 1998, 197–198). The strategy also marked the first
time a party’s legislative agenda was used as a campaign tool to secure
majority control of the House.

The Contract was developed primarily by Newt Gingrich, Bill Paxon,
and Republican National Committee Chair Haley Barbour. Gingrich
believed that a Republican House majority could enact a historic pro-
gram, akin to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal agenda,
and he pushed for the creation of legislative proposals that Republican
candidates could promote. In 1993 and 1994, the Republican House
leadership surveyed incumbents and challengers about what issues and
common principles they thought were most important. Once the re-
sults had been tabulated, incumbents and challengers were surveyed
about which items should be included in the Contract. When a final list
was determined, working groups of members and staff drafted legisla-
tive proposals using information from focus group studies that the
NRCC and RNC had conducted to determine the public’s reaction to
certain phrases and concepts (see Table 5.1). Thus welfare reform was
named the “Personal Responsibility Act,” and a proposal to cut the cap-
ital gains tax and weaken environmental regulations was named the
“Job Creation and Wage Enhancement Act.” All House Republicans
were invited to join the working groups and participate in drafting the
Contract, but younger, activist members were more involved in the
process than were senior members (Kolodny and Dwyre 1998, 280; Sin-
clair 1999, 429–431).

Republican candidates used the Contract in accordance with their
own electoral needs. Most senior House Republicans made little use of
the Contract, or they ignored it altogether. Robin Kolodny (1998, 204)
argues that many of these members believed that the Republicans were
unlikely to win a House majority in 1994, so they saw no need to pro-
mote the Contract. Neither did they believe that endorsement of the
Contract would promote their reelection. Because nonincumbent can-
didates did not have legislative or service records to run on, they were
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much more receptive to using the Contract as a source of campaign is-
sue themes. While the Contract espoused a national legislative agenda,
most of the candidates emphasized (and localized) just a few specific
items that resonated in their districts. The media paid little attention
to the Contract, but many of the Republicans newly elected to the
House in 1994 credited the Contract with helping them win (Kolodny
1998, 204–205).
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Table 5.1 Elements in the Republican Contract with America

Title Bill Focus of Legislation

Congressional 
Accountability Act

Line-Item Veto Act

Taking Back Our Streets Act

Personal Responsibility Act

Unfunded Mandate 
Reform Act

American Dream 
Restoration Act

National Security 
Restoration Act

Senior Citizens’ Equity Act

Job Creation/Wage 
Enhancement Act

Common Sense Legal 
Reforms Act

Family Reinforcement Act

Balanced Budget Amendment

Citizen Legislature Act

Citizen Legislature Act

Application of
antidiscrimination laws 
to Congress

Enhancement of the president’s
recision authority

Crime control

Welfare reform

Reduction of the burden of
federal mandates on states

Tax code reform

Defense/military procurement

Social Security reform

Deregulation and tax code 
reform

Product-liability and tort reform

Child support and adoption

Balanced budget

Term limits, 12 years for 
House members

Term limits, 6 years for House
members

H.R. 1

H.R. 2

H.R. 3

H.R. 4

H.R. 5

H.R. 6

H.R. 7

H.R. 8

H.R. 9

H.R. 10

H.R. 11

H.J. Res 1

H.J. Res 2

H.J. Res 3

Source: James G. Gimpel. 1996. Fulfilling the Contract: The First 100 Days. Boston: Allyn
& Bacon.
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The 1994 Republican Revolution

All Republican incumbents were reelected in 1994 and 34 Democratic
incumbents were defeated. Republicans won 39 of the 52 open seats, in-
cluding 21 of the 31 open seats that Democrats had previously held. Of
the 73 newly elected House Republicans, 33 were direct beneficiaries of
GOPAC efforts; most others were indirectly influenced by GOPAC’s
activities. Almost all of the incoming freshmen had received contribu-
tions or other types of campaign assistance from all the incumbent Re-
publicans in House leadership races, as well as from many rank-and-file
members (Koopman 1996, 51–52). Speaker Tom Foley became the first
sitting Speaker to be defeated in an election since 1862. Representative
Dan Rostenkowski, chair of the Ways and Means Committee, and Rep-
resentative Jack Brooks, chair of the Judiciary Committee, were also
defeated. The 104th Congress, which convened in January 1995, com-
prised 230 Republicans, 204 Democrats, and 1 Independent. For the first
time in forty years, Republicans had gained majority control of the
House, and Newt Gingrich was hailed as “the wizard who had engi-
neered this extraordinary victory.” Republicans had also captured con-
trol of the Senate, 53 to 47 (Remini 2006, 482).

Almost all Republican House members, with the exception of Gin-
grich and his closest allies, were stunned by the election results (Kolodny
1996, 319). A senior Republican, who expressed the reaction of most of
his colleagues, said,“I didn’t believe it on election night. I had no remote
belief or hope that we would make gains like that. On election night,
when I saw 25 I was surprised; then 30; then 35 and my heart skipped a
beat; then we were at 40, the magic number, I rubbed my eyes and I told
people that I wouldn’t believe it until I got up the next morning and
read it in black and white.” Even optimistic freshmen were shocked. “I
never dreamed I would serve in the majority,” said one newly elected Re-
publican. “I don’t care what those leaders say, they didn’t know we were
going to win either. If they had, they would have known what to teach us
at orientation” (Gimpel 1996, 15). Despite the almost universal procla-
mations of disbelief, preelection evidence suggested that the Democratic
majority was unraveling. For example, the number of Democrats defect-
ing on House rules had increased substantially in 1993. Democratic
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members had denied their leaders the votes needed to continue funding
the Select Committee on Narcotics and the Select Committee on
Hunger, Aging, and Children, Youth and Families. Conservative Demo-
crats had defeated a number of special rules to consider legislation in the
103rd Congress, and members had also filed discharge petitions to by-
pass the Rules Committee’s attempts to block certain bills. House Dem-
ocrats were more frequently choosing to pursue their own agendas
rather than the party leadership’s agenda. As Democratic unity splin-
tered, the leadership’s ability to exercise procedural control and enforce
party discipline had declined (Schickler and Rich 1997, 1371–1372).

While the Republicans’ superior fundraising, the Contract with Amer-
ica, and a frayed Democratic majority were major factors in the 1994
elections, several other explanations help clarify why the Democrats suf-
fered such a dramatic defeat. In 1994, Democratic president Bill Clinton’s
approval ratings were dismal. While Clinton’s record of passing legisla-
tion was impressive, questions about his character and honesty were re-
inforced by the Whitewater investigation and the resignations of several
key administration appointees. The president’s unpopularity did not
bode well for congressional Democrats, who were already dealing with a
hostile electorate. Surveys by the Gallup organization in early 1994
showed that only 18 percent of respondents expressed “a great deal” of
confidence in Congress. Republicans capitalized on the general disgust
voters felt toward Washington by emphasizing their message of change.
Republicans also aggressively pursued the forty-five seats that Democrats
had won with less than 55 percent of the vote in the 1992 elections.
Twenty-seven Democrats retired in 1994, leaving open a number of seats
in districts that had leaned Republican in the 1988 and 1992 presidential
elections. For the first time in decades, Democrats had also left more seats
uncontested than the Republicans. As Figures 5.1 and 5.2 indicate, Dem-
ocratic incumbents outspent Republican incumbents, but Republican
challengers outspent Democratic challengers. Republicans were much
more successful in targeting their money to competitive races. They were
also successful in recruiting quality candidates to run in 1994. Almost
half of the Republican challengers had prior political experience, and
many came from business-oriented backgrounds—an advantage in a
year when outsiders were favored (Gimpel 1996, 2–11). And the political
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environment in 1994 allowed an organized and fully mobilized opposi-
tion to exploit Democratic weaknesses and push for change.

The new Republican majority was extraordinarily homogeneous. The
seventy-three newly elected members were “true believers,” deeply com-
mitted to balancing the budget and reducing the size and scope of gov-
ernment. John Shadegg, a newly elected member from Arizona, said,
“The freshmen aren’t interested in coming here to be reasonable and to
settle for what they can get. They don’t want to go along to get along.”
Matt Salmon, another freshman member from Arizona, said, “This is an
ideological class . . . that really believes we were sent here to make a dif-
ference” (Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998, 562). Most new members were
aggressively anti-politics-as-usual; they were not interested in learning
about House norms. Sophomore members were ideologically similar to
the freshmen, and, together, they made up over half of the Republican
Conference membership. Many of the party’s senior conservatives were
thrilled by the chance to finally move conservative policy. And most Re-
publican moderates strongly supported acting on the Contract because
they believed the party had to deliver on its campaign promises in order
to maintain the majority (Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998, 562; Sinclair
1999, 434).

On January 4, 1995, Newt Gingrich was chosen as Speaker of the
House. Cheering Republicans filled the House gallery, and visitors
packed the Capitol Building to witness the momentous event. Outgoing
Democratic Speaker Richard Gephardt handed the gavel to Gingrich
and said, “With resignation but with resolve, I hereby end 40 years of
Democratic rule of the House. You are now my Speaker. Let the great
debate begin” (Remini 2006, 483). Dick Armey (R-TX) was elected Ma-
jority Leader, and another Texan, Tom DeLay, was elected Majority
Whip. DeLay was challenged by Bob Walker (R-PA) and Bill McCollum
(R-FL), but he won the Majority Whip post with 119 votes to Walker’s
80 and McCollum’s 28, even though Walker and McCollum were more
senior than DeLay. All three Majority Whip candidates had contributed
money to Republican candidates and the NRCC during the 1994 cam-
paign. DeLay, a Gingrich ally, had firmly established himself as an ag-
gressive conservative with a large network of conservative contacts. He
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also proved himself to be a prolific fundraiser, who worked hard to con-
nect his wealthy business contacts with the NRCC. While the top three
leadership posts went to southern conservatives, the position of Repub-
lican Conference chair went to John Boehner, a conservative two-term
member from Ohio. Susan Molinari (R-NY), a moderate and the wife
of NRCC Chair Bill Paxon, won the position of conference vice chair.
The Republican leadership team reflected Gingrich’s preference for ac-
tive, energetic members (Gimpel 1996, 33).

The New Republican Majority 
and Institutional Reform

Comprehensive institutional change is most likely to occur when a
party gains majority status after having spent an extended period of
time in the minority (Schickler 2001). Like the progressive wing of the
Democratic Party in the 1970s, conservative Republicans believed they
could improve their chances of moving their policy agenda forward by
changing the rules and centralizing power in the leadership. Eager to
take charge, the Republicans opened the 104th Congress with a mara-
thon fourteen-and-a-half-hour session. Newt Gingrich was anxious
to change the House rules and brought a broad set of institutional
reforms to the House floor immediately. Republicans voted to adopt
the changes, and on January 5, 1995, the House began to operate un-
der a new set of rules. Just as the 1970s reforms had emboldened lib-
eral House Democrats, the 1995 reforms encouraged conservative
Republicans to actively pursue their agenda.

As fundraising has become more central to securing majority con-
trol, congressional reform has taken on a more partisan tone and has
become more reflective of members’ campaign finance concerns (Adler
2002). Following their success in the 1994 elections, Republican leaders
believed that if the Republicans were to maintain majority control, the
party and its members needed to keep up their vigorous fundraising
efforts. Newt Gingrich lauded GOPAC and the NRCC for their fund-
raising and sought out ways to institutionalize party-based fundraising.
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The 1995 institutional reforms were an essential part of this strategy
because, as discussed later, they effectively advanced the collective
fundraising goals that had propelled the party to victory in 1994.

Because some of the House reforms simultaneously promoted party
goals and rewarded individual members, they provided Republican
House leaders with a way to manage the tensions that surface when in-
dividually oriented members are expected to advance party goals. Of
particular importance were the six-year term limit placed on committee
and subcommittee chairs and the enhanced power the leadership was
given in the chair selection and committee appointment process. Com-
mittee chair selection was at Gingrich’s discretion, and his main goal
was to select chairs who shared his basic philosophy. Because chairs
were given the power to appoint their subcommittee chairs and hire
committee staff, Gingrich was careful to appoint loyalists. Bill Archer
(R-TX), who was named chair of Ways and Means, said that Gingrich
understood and trusted that he was “going to be part of the leadership,
and not a maverick” (Wolf 1995). For the most part, seniority ruled.
However, Gingrich bypassed seniority in three crucial instances. In
naming Robert Livingston (R-LA) chair of the Appropriations Com-
mittee, Gingrich passed over four more senior committee members.
Representative John Myers (R-IN), the highest-ranking Republican on
the committee, was “not considered the right person to initiate the huge
budget cuts favored by Republicans” (Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998,
549). Indeed, all Republicans who were appointed to the Appropria-
tions Committee were required to sign a letter agreeing to cut the
budget in accordance with Gingrich’s wishes. Gingrich also ignored se-
niority in appointing Thomas Bliley (R-VA) chair of the Energy and
Commerce Committee, and Henry Hyde (R-IL) chair of the Judiciary
Committee (Foerstel 1994; Salant 1994). In both of these cases, the
ranking member was Carlos Moorhead (R-CA), who didn’t “project the
right image,” according to a committee staff person.“He’s not an activist
and we need an activist person” (Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998, 550).
Aside from John Kasich, who was named chair of the Budget Commit-
tee, and Bob Walker, who was named chair of the Technology and Com-
petitiveness Committee, Representatives Livingston, Bliley, and Hyde
were the only newly appointed chairs to have contributed money to
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other candidates during the 1994 election cycle. Of the five, Livingston
was by far the biggest contributor, giving $140,900. All except four of
the newly appointed chairs had contributed to the NRCC during the
1994 cycle. Gerald Solomon of New York, who was named chair of the
powerful Rules Committee, had contributed $65,000—substantially
more than the other chairs.

A staff person for Majority Leader Dick Armey explained that the de-
cision to appoint party loyalists was strategic, and it “ended up sending a
very clear signal that you don’t just rely on seniority; you’ve got to prove
yourself as someone willing to pursue . . . our agenda” (Owens 1997,
250). These appointments were the most significant departures from
seniority since the Democrats had deposed three committee chairs in
1974. While freshman “insurgents” had been behind the 1974 ouster, Re-
publican leaders were clearly responsible for the 1994 decisions (Aldrich
and Rohde 1997–1998, 550).

When some members opposed the new rule that allowed committee
chairs to appoint subcommittee chairs and hire committee staff, Gin-
grich argued that committee chairs needed to have full control over
their panels. However, committee chairs were required to consult with
Gingrich before they named their subcommittee chairs—an “under-
standing” that sometimes placed the chairs in an awkward position.
Representative William Clinger (R-PA), chair of the Government Re-
form and Oversight Committee, appointed two freshman members to
subcommittee chairs, at the behest of Gingrich. Following the Speaker’s
directives required Clinger to pass over two considerably more senior
committee members (Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998, 552). Committee
hearing schedules were also expected to reflect the leadership’s legisla-
tive priorities. Gingrich and Armey monitored the committees’ activi-
ties, and their staff members met twice weekly with committee staff to
ensure that the committees would comply with the leadership’s orders.
When one committee chair told Gingrich that he would not be able to
meet a leadership-imposed hearing deadline, Gingrich warned him, “If
you can’t do it, I will find someone who will.” The strict central control
exercised by party leaders prompted Judiciary chair Henry Hyde to
complain, “I’m really a sub-chairman. . . . I am a transmission belt for
the leadership” (Owens 1997, 254).
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The new rules prohibited members from serving as chair or ranking
member on more than one committee or subcommittee and from
serving on more than two full committees and four subcommittees.
The Speaker’s power to make multiple referrals was eliminated, but the
power to make sequential and split referrals was retained. Sequential
referrals send a bill to more than one committee sequentially, in an or-
der determined by the Speaker. Split referrals send parts of a whole bill
to the committees that have jurisdiction over the issues in the bill’s
separate parts. Gingrich was also granted the power to set committee
reporting deadlines, a power that prevented committee chairs from
sitting on bills they opposed. In addition, proxy voting in committee
was eliminated; Representative Bob Walker (R-PA) claimed that re-
moving the committee chair’s ability to vote for absent same-party
committee members would “cut down on the number of powerful lit-
tle fiefdoms” because it would prevent chairs from controlling com-
mittee vote outcomes (Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998, 551). Removing
committee chairs’ power to control vote outcomes was one way to pre-
vent the fragmentation of authority.

Committee assignments were approved by a process that weighted
the votes of Gingrich and Armey more heavily than the votes of other
Steering Committee members. Gingrich cast five of the committee’s
thirty votes, and Armey cast two. Many freshmen who were known to
support the leadership’s agenda were placed on power committees
(Salant 1994; Gimpel 1996): Three freshmen were placed on the Steering
and Policy Committee, seven on Appropriations, eight on Commerce,
and three on Ways and Means. Gingrich also appointed one freshman
member and two sophomores to the Rules Committee. By placing loyal
newcomers on these committees, Gingrich could ensure that he would
have support in important places. Freshman members responded to this
treatment by following Gingrich’s lead on policy. A DCCC analysis of
floor voting during the first hundred days of the 104th Congress found
that average support for the party leadership’s position among Republi-
can freshmen was 97 percent. As freshman member Sam Brownback
(R-KS) put it, “Basically [Gingrich] is using us to institute the revolu-
tion” (Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998, 563–564). At the same time, Gin-
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grich made certain that the freshmen he had handpicked would receive
assistance in the form of campaign contributions from the well-funded
groups that lobby these committees. By term-limiting the chairs, Gin-
grich also ensured that the freshmen he placed on key committees
would have the opportunity to move up the committee ladder at a rea-
sonably quick pace. And because serving on a power committee makes
the task of raising money for the party and its candidates easier, Gin-
grich’s loyalists enjoyed a further career boost.2 Term limits also guaran-
teed that a constant stream of ambitious members would compete for
chairs by demonstrating their party loyalty. Members who wanted to
move up the House’s power ladder understood that supporting the lead-
ership’s agenda and raising money for the party were key to this move.

Cutbacks in the committee system also made it easier for the Re-
publican Party and its candidates to raise money. By eliminating three
standing committees—District of Columbia, Merchant Marine and
Fisheries, and Post Office and Civil Service—and thirty-one subcom-
mittees, the Republicans cut a total of 484 committee and subcommit-
tee seats. In doing so, they eliminated several forums that had served
traditionally Democratic interests, and they narrowed the number of
“contribution outlets” for outside donors.3 According to Represen-
tative Bob Walker (R-PA), “The proliferation of committees and sub-
committees has been a detriment to the legislative process” (Aldrich
and Rohde 1997–1998, 551).

Republicans who favored reducing the number of committees and
subcommittees wanted to prevent the committees from becoming in-
dependent power centers. By reducing committee staff by one-third
and effectively eliminating many of the House caucuses by defunding
them, the reforms also narrowed the number of information sources
available to members. As a result, congressional committees relied more
heavily on lobbyists when drafting legislation (Oppenheimer 1997,
381). The 1995 institutional reforms affected the redistribution of
money in the House both directly and indirectly. Moreover, Republican
leaders—particularly Newt Gingrich—pursued leadership strategies
that emphasized collective party goals, including fundraising for the
party and its candidates.
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New Majority Leadership Strategies

Republicans pledged to bring all Contract items to a vote within the
first hundred days of the 104th Congress. Gingrich, like Democratic
leaders in the postreform era, believed that leading the House required
a “strategy of inclusion.” By involving Republican House members in
the policy process, Gingrich hoped that they would support the leader-
ship’s goals (Sinclair 1999, 429). Gingrich established five task forces at
the beginning of the 104th Congress to work on parts of the Contract,
as well as several others to address hot-button issues like immigration.
By March, the number of task forces had expanded to fifteen. Tony
Blankley, Gingrich’s spokesperson, said that Gingrich saw task forces
“as a device for finessing some institutional obstacles to decision-
making” (Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998, 552). Task forces also pro-
vided Gingrich with a way to involve the party’s junior members in
developing legislation, working out compromises, and formulating
strategy. That Gingrich sometimes used task forces to press committees
to pass legislation conforming to the leadership’s positions did not sit
well with some committee staff members. One staff member said:

The committees ought to be our task forces. The committee system in

the House of Representatives was established . . . to develop expertise;

to have members, based on their committee assignments, focus on spe-

cific issues; to utilize that area of expertise and for the people who are

on other committees to rely on those committee members, because

they’ve heard the testimony, they’ve been at the hearing, they’ve read

the bills, they’ve participated in the mark up. And to sort of ignore all of

that is to undermine the committee system, which is really the under-

mining of the legislative process. (Owens 1997, 262)

Gingrich worked hard to keep members in the policy and political
loop. The Republican Conference met weekly, as did the extended
party leadership. He met regularly with various party subgroups, in-
cluding the freshman class, sophomore members, state delegations,
and numerous single-issue and ideological groups. Part of Gingrich’s
strategy of inclusion was to make sure that all Republican members
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were frequently consulted and kept informed. He wanted all members
to share in the action and feel that they were part of a team (Sinclair
1999, 430).

Gingrich built up the leadership’s press operation and emphasized
publicizing the party’s message. He granted countless interviews, held
daily press briefings, and insisted that each committee hire a press sec-
retary. The leadership’s communication team developed daily messages
that members highlighted in one-minute floor speeches. Members were
also advised about how to discuss various issues—which words and
phrases to emphasize, and which messages to promote. Tremendous
effort went into shaping the public’s perception of the Republicans’
policy agenda (Maraniss and Weisskopf 1996).

Another leadership strategy involved the Rules Committee. Because
the majority party dominates the Rules Committee, it determines how
legislation is brought to the floor. The majority can use the rules to
structure floor debate and prevent certain amendments from being of-
fered. Essentially, controlling the rules allows a cohesive majority party
to pass the bills it wants to pass. When the Republicans were in the mi-
nority, they had complained bitterly about the Democrats’ tendency to
bring legislation to the floor under closed rules, which prevented the
Republicans from offering amendments and restricted their ability to
participate in the policy process. During the 1994 campaign, Republi-
cans pledged that they would open up the rules process if they won
control of the House. After the elections, they reiterated this pledge
and promised to bring all Contract items to the floor under open
rules. Gerald Solomon (R-NY), the chair designate of the Rules Com-
mittee, proclaimed, “The liberal Democrat leadership was so liberal
and far to the left they couldn’t afford to let bills come to the floor un-
der open rules because their own conservative Democrats would have
sided with the Republicans. . . . We don’t have that situation. We are
not factionalized in our party.” Solomon declared that he would grant
open rules (allowing all germane amendments) on 75 percent of the
bills that the Rules Committee would consider in 1995 (Aldrich and
Rohde 1997–1998, 555).

Before long, it became clear that promising to bring all Contract
items up for a floor vote within the first hundred days of the session
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and promising to consider all Contract items under open rules were at
odds. When the first Contract bill came to the floor under an open
rule, 168 amendments were offered. The House considered the bill for
five days, then set it aside. Majority Whip Tom DeLay accused the
Democrats of deliberately holding the bill up, and Gerald Solomon
threatened to impose restrictive rules if the Democrats did not cooper-
ate. Claiming that they had promised a more open debate (as opposed
to a totally open debate), the Republican leadership, working with the
Rules Committee, eventually began to bring legislation to the floor un-
der more restrictive rules. Despite their campaign promises, the Re-
publicans proved willing to use the Rules Committee to control the
floor debate and advance their legislative agenda (Aldrich and Rohde
1997–1998, 555).

Newt Gingrich and his leadership team were remarkably influential
in shaping and managing legislation in the 104th Congress. The Repub-
lican members were willing to grant their leaders extraordinary power
because they believed that doing so would ensure the passage of com-
prehensive policy change and help the party maintain its majority con-
trol. Party leaders controlled the agenda, determined legislative content,
and kept committee chairs in line. If a chair could not get a bill out of
committee, the leadership bypassed the committee. And if a committee
reported out legislation that was unacceptable to the majority, the lead-
ership revised the bill’s language before sending it to the floor. Republi-
can leaders also used the appropriations process to move members’
policy objectives forward. The House Appropriations Committee pro-
vides funding for bills passed by the chamber’s authorizing committees.
For example, the House Armed Services Committee passes a bill that
authorizes a certain level of funding for the Department of Defense,
and the House Appropriations Committee’s Subcommittee on Defense
then considers the Armed Services Committee’s authorizing bill and
passes a bill to fund the Department of Defense. Sometimes the autho-
rizers and the appropriators agree on funding levels, but often they
disagree. Appropriations bills are not supposed to contain policy direc-
tives, but because the authorizing process tends to be much more cum-
bersome than the appropriating process, appropriators regularly insert
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policy directives in their bills’ report language. In 1995, if Republican
leaders did not get what they wanted in the authorizing bills, they asked
the appropriators to insert language in the must-pass appropriations
bills. Some senior Republican appropriators disapproved of this tactic
but succumbed to leadership pressure (Sinclair 1999, 435–436). They
had, after all, signed a “contract” at the beginning of the 104th Congress
agreeing to support the leadership’s funding goals.

Republicans relied on their Whip system to mobilize votes on im-
portant party measures. Majority Whip Tom DeLay’s team consisted of
a Chief Deputy Whip, thirteen Deputy Whips, and thirty-nine Assistant
Whips. Before a bill was scheduled for floor action, the Whips con-
tacted every Republican Conference member to determine if the party
had a majority. If a majority had not been secured, a vote was not
scheduled until the Whips could persuade enough members to vote
with the leadership to make a majority. During the 104th Congress, the
Whips’ job was made easier by the presence of an ideologically homo-
geneous majority and by the pressure members felt to deliver on the
Contract. Republicans remained extremely unified on the Contract; on
average, fewer than five members defected from the party on each Con-
tract item vote. During 1995, Republicans on average supported their
party 91 percent of the time on all party-line votes4 (Sinclair 1997, 439).
A number of factors contributed to Republican unity, including pent-
up frustration at serving in the minority and growing support for Gin-
grich’s hard-line partisan approach. Republicans developed a “strong
team spirit” and a willingness to trust in and defer to the leaders who
had gotten them into the majority.

In addition to encouraging a strong team spirit on policy matters,
Republican House leaders promoted electoral team spirit. Republican
House members were encouraged to establish leadership PACs so they
could raise money to help party candidates facing competitive races.
One Republican member’s chief of staff said that his boss had estab-
lished a leadership PAC after he was named a committee chair. “One of
the things the House leadership asked him to do was to establish a lead-
ership PAC to help support other Republican candidates. The leader-
ship suggested to a variety of members—many members—that they
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establish leadership PACs as a way of raising additional funds to help
Republicans.” The director of another Republican member’s leadership
PAC said there was “pressure from the leadership” on all members to
make contributions. He attributed this pressure to the rising cost of
campaigning, and to the fact that “Republicans are much more orga-
nized than ever before.” The chief of staff for a junior, up-and-coming
Republican member said that his boss had not been pressured by the
leadership to set up a PAC. Rather, he had gone to the Speaker and
asked whether he should establish one: “The Speaker said, ‘Yes, you
really should,’ and so he did. But he was never pushed to do it. Mem-
bers are absolutely asked to give money to other members and that was
another reason he decided to set up a PAC. It was really taking a toll on
his personal campaign account to keep giving out of that” (interviews
with author 2001).

After taking control of the House in 1995, the Republicans refined
the conditional-party-government model that had characterized leg-
islative organization and member behavior since the late 1980s. John
Aldrich and David Rohde (1997–1998, 558) argue that conditional
party government requires the majority party to have sufficient agree-
ment on its goals and to empower party leaders with the resources they
need to achieve those goals. To build a stronger, more cohesive majority
party, House Republicans voluntarily adopted rules that removed some
of their independence from the party and enhanced the leadership’s
power and control over the chamber.

The Republicans distinguished themselves ideologically from the
Democrats and consistently referred to their policy agenda as a “pro-
found transformation” and their takeover as a “revolution.” In 1994, dis-
proportionately more moderate Democrats lost elections or retired, and
disproportionately more conservative Republicans won election. As a re-
sult, one of the major stipulations of conditional party government—
intraparty homogeneity and interparty division—was strengthened
(Aldrich and Rohde 1997–1998, 557–558; 2001). Republican opposition
to President Bill Clinton’s policy agenda further strengthened this con-
dition. The intensity of this opposition became evident when House Re-
publicans and President Clinton engaged in a bitter, protracted battle
over the federal budget.
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Trouble in the Ranks

Members will agree to empower their leaders only if they support their
leaders’ goals (Rohde 1991). After Republicans won majority control
of the House in 1994, they almost universally embraced Newt Gin-
grich’s vision for the new majority and they achieved an exceptionally
high level of party unity in 1995, as they rallied around the Contract
and other high-profile policy issues. Gingrich’s strategy of inclusion
brought House Republicans together and made them feel like part of a
team. The political environment supported this approach to gover-
nance: Partisan margins were small, and most Republicans believed
they had been mandated to pass the policies on which they had cam-
paigned. In the budget battles of 1995 and 1996, this cohesiveness was
put to the test. Newt Gingrich discovered that a unified majority’s will-
ingness to cede power to the leadership was not automatic, and that it
depended on the issue and politics at hand.

In 1995, House Republicans and President Clinton clashed over the
annual spending bills. Determined to make good on their promise to
balance the budget, the House Republicans proposed a budget that
slashed hundreds of federal programs. Clinton staunchly opposed the
Republican budget. When no compromise was reached, he vetoed a
stopgap spending bill, effectively shutting down most federal govern-
ment offices on November 13, 1995. Almost eight thousand federal
workers were ordered to stay home. Gingrich welcomed the shutdown.
He argued that if the only way Republicans could demonstrate “that we
were really going to balance the budget” was by closing the government,
then so be it. Otherwise, “you never would have gotten Clinton and his
staff to realize how deadly serious we were” (Remini 2006, 486).

A week later, Gingrich had decided that some compromise was nec-
essary. President Clinton had managed to persuade an outraged public
that the Republicans were responsible for the government shutdown,
and a negotiated truce between Clinton and House Republicans sent
government employees back to work on November 20. Congress passed
a continuing resolution to keep the federal government running
through December 15, and the president and House Republicans tried
once again to negotiate. When they failed to reach a compromise, the
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government shutdown once again—this time for twenty-one days. In
early January 1996, Gingrich realized that the public’s opinion of the
Republicans was plummeting and ordered the Republican Conference
to end the shutdown. The House passed a series of funding bills soon
after, government reopened, and Clinton emerged victorious (Smith
and Gamm 2001).

What had made it possible for Gingrich to consolidate power—
namely, an ideologically fervent followership—now made it difficult for
him to lead. While Gingrich viewed the budget compromise as a neces-
sary means to an imperfect end of restoring the Republicans’ reputation,
many House Republicans saw it as a betrayal of their principles. Junior
members—particularly the freshmen—remained staunchly committed
to the strategy of forcing Clinton to accept their demands. They were
angered by Gingrich’s willingness to negotiate. A top Clinton adviser
said the freshmen had become “Newt’s Frankenstein monster—and my
new best friend. The more they dug in, the better off we were” (Zelizer
2006, 258). Divisions within the party, which had earlier been sup-
pressed by a postelection sense of excitement and mandate, began to
emerge, and the budget battle caused many House Republicans to re-
evaluate their policy goals in light of their constituencies rather than
their party. Given the diversity of the constituencies these members rep-
resented, party unity began to splinter. Republican defections on party
bills became more common in 1996, as did factional challenges to the
leadership. To pass legislation, Republican leaders had to seek compro-
mise within the party. They also reached out to vulnerable members and
helped them secure pork for their districts.

This less aggressive leadership style, combined with enormous
amounts of campaign money, helped the Republicans hold on to their
House majority in 1996 (Sinclair 1999, 441–442), although the Republi-
can majority fell to 227 (from 230) despite the party’s active fundraising
efforts. While the budget battle had damaged Gingrich’s reputation
within the conference, Republican leaders still managed to promote
electoral party unity. House Republicans were determined to hold on to
the majority they had claimed two years earlier. For the 1996 elections,
Republican incumbents donated $4.9 million to House candidates and
$4.1 million to the NRCC. House Republicans were also required to
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contribute to the Incumbent Support Fund, a separate NRCC account
used to assist electorally vulnerable incumbents. The NRCC revived the
1994 Victory Accounts, which encouraged members to raise money for
the committee in their home states. Speaker Gingrich appeared at events
in most Republican candidates’ districts and was credited with raising at
least $65 million for the NRCC, the RNC, the state party committees,
individual candidates, and himself (Kolodny and Dwyre 1998, 285–290;
Bedlington and Malbin 2003).

Gingrich remained Speaker but faced growing criticism. House Dem-
ocrats, led by Minority Whip David Bonior (D-MI), accused Gingrich
of violating House ethics rules when he accepted a $4.5-million book
advance from a publishing company. A House Ethics Committee’s inves-
tigation forced Gingrich to return the money. The committee also in-
vestigated charges that Gingrich had violated campaign finance laws,
and that his televised town hall meetings and a college course that he
had taught between 1993 and 1995 had been financed by tax-deductible
contributions diverted from his leadership PAC. Suddenly, Gingrich was
subject to the same hostile tactics that he had pioneered to bring down
former Democratic Speaker Jim Wright (Zelizer 2006).

While the Republicans were learning how to be a majority party,
House Democrats adjusted to life in the minority. After the 1994 elec-
tions, the Democrats supported strengthening their leaders’ powers, even
though it meant relinquishing some member independence. They elected
an aggressive Minority Leader, Richard Gephardt (D-MO), and strength-
ened his powers. The Democratic Caucus voted to strip Charlie Rose
(D-NC) of his ranking-member seat on the Oversight Committee after
he unsuccessfully challenged Gephardt for the party’s top leadership post.
Conservative Democrats angrily denounced the caucus’s decision to vote
in a slate of liberal leaders, and Gene Taylor, a conservative Democrat
from Mississippi, described the decision as “the height of idiocy” (Cassata
1994). Gephardt responded to intraparty complaints about the need to
diversify the party’s upper ranks by expanding the leadership to include
posts for conservatives, women, and minorities. Planning for their even-
tual return to majority status, House Democrats approved new rules
abolishing committee chairs’ power to appoint and fire committee staff
and to hold subcommittee ranking positions while serving as chair. The
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caucus rejected a bid to follow the Republicans’ lead and impose term
limits on committee chairs and ranking members (Owens 1997, 271).

In 1996, House Democrats ran on a Families First agenda, a modest,
twenty-one-point response to the Republicans’ Contract with Amer-
ica. Democratic House leaders did not ask their members to endorse
the agenda, claiming that the voters disapproved of party mandates.
Instead, the leaders focused on promoting a positive view of the Dem-
ocrats and their ideas. Unsurprisingly, the Families First agenda did
not have much impact on the elections. Most Democratic House can-
didates chose to attack Gingrich and the House Republicans rather
than promote their party’s agenda.

President Clinton helped the DCCC raise millions of dollars in 1996
and also directed the DNC to give the DCCC an additional $2 million.
House Democrats were newly motivated to raise money for the party
and its candidates in 1996. Promoting the goal of regaining majority
control, Minority Leader Richard Gephardt pressured Democratic
House members to give for the good of the whole. Gephardt even an-
nounced member contributions at Democratic Caucus meetings to
shame those who had not yet given. In 1996, Democratic incumbents
contributed over $3 million to House candidates and $1.3 million to the
DCCC. Some Democrats handed over as much as $50,000 to the DCCC
(Kolodny and Dwyre 1998, 285–290; Bedlington and Malbin 2003).

Democratic leaders also encouraged their members to establish
leadership PACs (or use their already established leadership PACs) to
regain majority control. A spokesperson for one Democratic member
said that her boss had established a leadership PAC “in order to raise
money in hopes of taking back the majority.” Explaining his decision
to establish a leadership PAC, one Democratic House member said,
“Some of us use them to contribute to competitive races and not just
to solidify our positions with our colleagues.” Another member’s chief
of staff said that his boss simply “wanted to be able to help other can-
didates.” One House Democrat said that he had “established his PAC
when we were still in the majority and now it’s to help us get back in
the majority” (interviews with author 2001).

Both parties greatly expanded their use of soft money during the
1996 elections. Soft money, also referred to as nonfederal money, was
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not subject to FECA rules on the size and source of contributions be-
cause it was raised and spent by the parties to support party-building
activities. (Funds raised and spent in accordance with FECA regula-
tions are known as hard money.) For example, the party committees
used soft money to pay for building improvements and overhead. But
in 1996, they began to use soft money to pay for issue advertising.
While issue ads do not explicitly call for the election or defeat of a can-
didate, they typically carry a clear political message. Soft money also
funded voter registration campaigns and get-out-the-vote drives.

On the heels of the protracted budget battle between President
Clinton and House Republicans, and the 1996 election, the House
grew increasingly partisan. Gingrich exercised caution in pushing pol-
icy because he knew he lacked support within his own party, where
there was little consensus on policy goals and strategy, and members
were much more likely to go their own way. By the summer of 1997,
the Speaker was considered so ineffective that several top party leaders
cooperated with a small group of neoconservatives and plotted to
overthrow Gingrich. The plan was reported in the press, and Gingrich
managed to avert the “coup” attempt. However, he never regained his
aggressiveness. House Republicans were embarrassed by the reports of
dissension in the ranks, and for the remainder of the 105th Congress,
they struggled to regain their footing. Their policy accomplishments
were meager, giving them little to run on in 1998 (Schickler 2001, 274;
Smith and Gamm 2001, 261).

The End of the Gingrich Era

House Republicans lost 5 seats in the 1998 midterm elections, reducing
their majority to a narrow 222 seats. No party in modern American his-
tory had ever before lost seats in the midterm election of an opposition
president’s second term in office (Smith and Gamm 2001, 261). “I was
furious,” said Bob Livingston, chair of the Appropriations Committee.
“That’s because I’d worked my butt off all year to campaign and raised
a ton of money. And they were all turned into anti-Clinton ads and
that’s not what I’d raised them for. I said that I’d raised the money to
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spend it on pro-Republican ads. We didn’t talk about what we had done
right. We talked about what he [Clinton] had done wrong! And we
blew it!” (Remini 2006, 488). House Republicans’ focus on impeaching
President Clinton contributed to the party’s poor showing at the polls.
The Republican Party campaign committees ran a series of last-minute
attack ads during the 1998 campaign, designed to remind voters of the
Monica Lewinsky scandal. By highlighting an episode voters wanted to
forget, the ads backfired, and the public blamed the Republicans for the
excessively partisan tone in Washington. The Republicans held Gin-
grich responsible for the party’s poor showing at the polls, and support
for his Speakership plummeted.

A number of Republicans claimed that they would not vote for Gin-
grich under any circumstances; they encouraged Bob Livingston to
challenge Gingrich for the Speakership, and he agreed. Once Gingrich
realized that he did not have the votes to hold back a challenge, he chose
not to run for Speaker and resigned from the House. Livingston, who
had contributed $1.4 million to Republican candidates and the party in
1998, ran unchallenged. One month after the Republican Conference
had selected Livingston as Speaker, he resigned when reports of his ex-
tramarital affairs were made public. House Republicans were again
without a leader. Dennis Hastert (R-IL), a virtual unknown, stepped in
to fill the void. A close ally of Majority Whip Tom DeLay, Hastert was
just as conservative as the other Republican House leaders. Perhaps
most important, he had no enemies in the party and no skeletons in the
closet (or mistresses in his bed!).

Conclusion

Newt Gingrich’s rise to and fall from power were remarkable for a num-
ber of reasons. Most of his House career was dedicated to moving his
party from a permanent minority to a sustainable majority. Through-
out the 1980s and early 1990s, he led the charge against Democratic
control. Gingrich attacked Democratic Party leaders, accusing them of
ethics violations and unfair legislative gamesmanship. He coordinated
and publicized Republican responses to the Democrats’ policy agenda,
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and he promoted a much more aggressive style of politics. Gingrich
was the Republican Party’s lead electoral strategist as well. He was pri-
marily responsible for the Contract with America, and for the NRCC’s
successful fundraising strategy in 1994. His ascension from Minority
Whip to Speaker of the House went unchallenged, as his Republican
colleagues credited him with leading the party into the promised land
of majority control of the House.

House Republicans rewarded Gingrich by supporting his bid to cen-
tralize power in the Speakership. Gingrich was tremendously driven and
sought to control almost all aspects of the party’s policy and political
strategy. He controlled committee chair and committee seat appoint-
ments, committee agendas, the floor schedule, and the House rules. He
also coordinated the House Republican Party’s message, took the lead on
negotiating with congressional Democrats and the Clinton White House,
and handled public outreach and press. He traveled the country, cam-
paigning and raising money for the Republicans. And he established
fundraising requirements for House Republicans. Gingrich’s control over
the chamber, combined with his penchant for highly visible and fiercely
partisan politics, evoked Speaker Thomas Reed’s dominating presence a
century earlier (Schickler 2001, 273). Like Speaker Reed, Gingrich learned
that fierce partisanship can have devastating electoral consequences.

Gingrich also discovered the consequences of excessive control. By
stretching himself across a wide array of responsibilities, he opened
himself up to broad criticism. His involvement in all levels of party
politics meant that he was responsible for the party’s failures as well as
its successes. When the party faltered during the 1995–1996 budget
showdown, and during the 1998 midterm elections, he was held re-
sponsible. The strict party discipline he encouraged had worked to his
advantage when the political environment favored strong leadership.
But when the political environment changed, Gingrich confronted a
party that no longer supported his style of strong leadership.

Some of the collective electoral strategies that Gingrich supported—
namely, fundraising—built up strong, independent actors in the party.
While these members used their fundraising prowess to bring money to
the party, they also positioned themselves to compete for power, should
the leadership lineup shift. When Gingrich was forced to step down
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from the Speakership, Bob Livingston was primed to compete. In 1994,
Gingrich had appointed Livingston to chair the Appropriations Com-
mittee. At Gingrich’s direction, Livingston had used his chair to raise
hundreds of thousands of dollars for the party and its candidates.
While Livingston’s fundraising had undoubtedly helped the party, it
had also helped him take advantage of Gingrich’s weaknesses following
the 1998 elections. The fundraising strategies that Gingrich promoted
clearly helped the party gain and maintain majority control. But they
also created opportunities for political entrepreneurs to pursue their
own agendas. This aspect of the party’s collective fundraising efforts
could create instability within the majority party and contribute to
fragmentation. Perhaps in response to this new dynamic, Speaker Den-
nis Hastert and his leadership team developed new strategies for pro-
moting the party’s fundraising goals and enforcing party discipline.

Notes

1. In another estimate, using data from a personal interview with Maria
Cino, former executive director of the NRCC, Kolodny and Dwyre (1998)
claim that House Republicans contributed $1.2 million to the NRCC and
$6.7 million to other candidates in 1994.

2. Heberlig and Larson (2003) found that House members who sat on
“money committees” contributed the most campaign money to candidates
and the CCCs during the 1990s, particularly in the second half of the decade.

3. See Scott Adler’s discussion of how the committee-restructuring re-
forms, in particular, reflected the reelection goals of House Republicans. Ac-
cording to Adler, “Republican leaders had no problems in choosing to abolish
committees that served traditionally Democratic constituencies like federal
employees, maritime and environmental interests, and DC residents, but they
were much more reluctant to eliminate panels oriented around policy mat-
ters important to Republican patrons, like the small business community or
increasingly supportive military veterans” (2002, 210–212).

4. Party-line votes pit a majority of Democrats against a majority of Re-
publicans. During 1995, 73 percent of all roll call votes were considered
party-line votes.
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6

Paying to Play

Redistributing Money 
in the Post-Gingrich Era

Newt Gingrich’s strong Speakership proved no more durable than Jim
Wright’s experiment with assertive leadership in the late 1980s. Known
for his “relaxed style and low profile” (Schickler 2001, 275), Dennis
Hastert offered a dramatically different form of leadership from Gin-
grich’s aggressiveness and yearning for the spotlight. Hastert allowed
the committee chairs more independence and sought advice from a
broader ideological range of Republicans than had Gingrich. But the
House remained highly polarized, and Republicans continued to have
difficulty agreeing on and adopting an agenda. Conservative Republi-
cans emphasized ideological goals that the party’s moderates resisted
for reasons tied to their own electoral survival. As public support for
the Republican policy agenda waned, the Republican-led impeachment
proceedings against President Bill Clinton were criticized, and public
views on issues like education, health care, and the environment shifted
toward the Democrats. Hastert responded to the new political environ-
ment by pledging to work with both Republicans and Democrats to re-
duce partisanship. Heading into the 2000 elections, he produced a
ten-point list of “items of agreement between Republicans and Clin-
ton” that he hoped would result in policy action. The Republicans had
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entered a new era, in which their electoral concerns began to dominate
their legislative strategy (Smith and Gamm 2001, 262).

In addition to promoting a politically feasible policy agenda, Repub-
lican House leaders pressured members to support the party’s fundrais-
ing efforts. The 1998 elections had made clear that the party’s majority
was very fragile. Republican missteps and President Bill Clinton’s popu-
larity had helped the Democrats raise money. Hastert knew that House
Republicans were going to need a lot of money to hold their majority in
2000, and he devised new ways to encourage member giving. Republi-
can House leaders continued to enforce strict party discipline, empha-
sizing that cohesion was central to maintaining the majority. Most
Republican House members were eager to move on from the Gingrich
era and initially supported the leadership’s legislative and electoral
goals. House Democrats also adjusted to the new electorally driven po-
litical environment and stepped up their collective fundraising.

Newt Gingrich’s departure in 1998 left open the question of whether
his leadership team would retain their positions. All members of the lead-
ership had increased their overall contributions to the party and its can-
didates between the 1994 and 1996 election cycles, and this pattern
continued in 1998, when Republican House leaders increased their over-
all giving from the previous cycle. The only exceptions to this pattern
were Newt Gingrich, who retired in 1998, and Susan Molinari, who re-
tired in 1997. Majority Leader Dick Armey was challenged by Jennifer
Dunn (R-WA) and Steve Largent (R-OK). Dunn had first been elected to
the House in 1992, and Largent, in 1994. Armey faced a strong challenge
from Largent in particular but managed to hold on to his position. Armey
had outraised Largent and Dunn by far, contributing over $1 million to
candidates and the NRCC in the 1996 and 1998 election cycles. Republi-
can Conference chairman John Boehner was challenged and defeated by
relative newcomer J. C. Watts (R-OK), who had first been elected to the
House in 1994. Tillie Fowler (R-FL), first elected to the House in 1992,
beat out three other candidates to win the position of conference vice
chair. Fowler outraised two of her three challengers. Armey, Watts, and
Fowler followed the same pattern as the other conference leaders and
contributed more money to the party and its candidates after having se-
cured a leadership post. That several members of the class of 1994 had
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challenged for leadership positions after only four years in office (and that
one, J. C. Watts, had won) was remarkable. The institutional reforms of
1995 and changes in the political environment had altered the structure
of opportunities in the House. Ambitious members could pursue their
leadership ambitions early in their congressional careers, and their ability
to raise and distribute money had become a major factor in this pursuit.

The majority of House committee chairs, who had contributed to the
NRCC and Republican candidates during the 1994 election cycle, upped
their overall contribution amounts in the 1996 cycle, and again in the
1998 cycle. Only those on their way out failed to contribute. Agriculture
Chair Pat Roberts, whose contributions to the NRCC had dropped off
substantially between the 1994 and 1996 cycles, began actively cam-
paigning in 1996 for the Senate seat he was elected to in 1998. Bob Smith
replaced Roberts as chair in 1996 but then retired in 1998. Of the four
chairs who did not contribute any money to candidates or the NRCC
during the 1994 and 1996 election cycles, two—Bob Goodling and Bill
Archer—retired in 2000, once their committee chair terms expired. In
the last cycle for which he had to raise money for his own reelection
campaign (1998), Archer contributed $100,000 to the NRCC. Select In-
telligence Chair Larry Combest was named chair of the more prestigious
Agriculture Committee in 1998, perhaps because his fundraising had
gone from nothing in the 1994 and 1996 cycles to $163,000 during the
1998 cycle. Committee chairs increased their contributions to the party
and its candidates more than any other category of House member dur-
ing the 1990s (Heberlig and Larson 2003).

The contribution patterns of Republican leaders and committee
chairs following the 1994 elections suggest that most leaders and chairs
abided by the party’s fundraising expectations. In 1994, the committee
chairs were handpicked by Newt Gingrich and understood the impor-
tance of party loyalty as expressed through fundraising. As the six-year
term limit on these chairs inched closer, competition among Republi-
can members who wished to replace them grew fierce. Many committee
chair aspirants took a cue from the sitting chairs and began redistribut-
ing money to demonstrate their party loyalty.

Upon assuming the House Speakership, Dennis Hastert instituted a
new system for selecting committee chairs. For the first time in the
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chamber’s history, members who wanted to be considered for chairman-
ships would be interviewed by the Steering Committee. The auditioning
process, which required potential chairs to present their qualifications to
the committee, encouraged party-building behavior. While chair aspi-
rants were free to highlight whatever qualifications they chose, most fo-
cused on their party-based fundraising. Expecting that seniority would
be granted minimal consideration, most aspirants had begun laying
the groundwork for their chair campaigns more than one year before the
term limits were to take effect. In addition to lobbying the leadership and
taking on high-profile issues, many of the potential chairs traveled the
country and raised millions of dollars for the party and its candidates.
The twenty-nine potential committee chairs appeared before the Steer-
ing Committee in early December 2000 to tout their qualifications.
Some prepared glossy brochures and PowerPoint presentations, and
others brought snacks and beverages for the committee members. On
January 4, 2001, Steering Committee members met to cast their secret
ballots for each of the committee chairs. The results were then presented
to the Republican Conference and endorsed on the House floor (Brewer
and Deering 2005, 144).

Table 6.1 lists the twenty-nine members who were interviewed for
committee chairmanships in the 107th Congress. The new chairs appear
in bold and the most senior member in each chair race appears in italics.
In six of the thirteen races, the member who was named chair was not
the most senior member competing. In three of the seven cases where
the most senior member was chosen as chair, no competition had
emerged. Thus seniority was violated in six of the ten competitive races.
Geography, party unity scores, and ideology did not seem to affect the
chair races in any detectable way. The fundraising efforts of the members
who competed for chairs, however, did seem to matter. In five of the six
cases where seniority did not prevail, the member who had raised the
most money won. And in seven of the ten competitive races, the chair
went to the “highest bidder.” James Leach (R-IA), the senior Republican
on the International Relations Committee, lost the chair race to Henry
Hyde (R-IL). Hyde had given the NRCC $105,000, and Leach had given
the committee nothing. Tom Petri (R-WI), the senior Republican on
the Education and Workforce Committee, had given $116,137 to his
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Table 6.1 Contributions from Personal Campaign Funds and Leadership PACs
Made to Congressional Candidates and the National Republican Congressional
Committee by House Committee Chair Contenders, 2000 Election Cycle

Campaign Leadership

Campaign to PAC to

Committee Contendersa to NRCC Candidates Candidates Total

Armed Services

Banking

Budget

Education and 
the Workforce

Energy and 
Commerce

International 
Relations

Judiciary

Resources

Science

Small Business

Transportation

Veterans’ Affairs

Ways and Means

Bob Stump (AZ)
Duncan Hunter (CA)
Curt Weldon (PA)

Marge Roukema (NJ)
Richard H. Baker (LA)

Jim Nussle (IA)
Saxby Chambliss (GA)
Nick Smith (MI)
John E. Sununu (NH)

John A. Boehner (OH)
Tom Petri (WI)
Peter Hoekstra (MI)

“Billy” Tauzin (LA)
Michael Oxley (OH)b

Henry Hyde (IL)
James Leach (IA)
Douglas  K. Bereuter (NE)

James Sensenbrenner (WI)
George W. Gekas (PA)

James V. Hansen (UT)

Sherwood Boehlert (NY)

Donald Manzullo (IL)
Sue W. Kelly (NY)

Don Young (AK)

Christopher Smith (NJ)c

Michael Bilirakis (FL)

Bill Thomas (CA)
Philip M. Crane (IL)
E. Clay Shaw (FL)

40,000
5,000

0

40,000
150,000

100,000
12,000
15,000
15,000

1,812
0

15,000

270,000
170,000

105,000
0

57,500

84,000
25,000

10,000

65,000

15,000
65,000

25,000

50,000
82,750

252,000
80,000

100,000

11,000
20,827
26,000

0
42,000

3,505
1,000
4,999
1,000

1,996
3,500

12,150

27,060
59,100

2,100
0

3,500

0
22,000

27,600

22,500

16,100
5,000

0

3,000
25,000

43,000
56,000

0

0
0

49,800

0
0

7,500
70,000

0
0

447,407
115,317

0

293,204
193,000

0
0
0

0
0

0

18,500

0
0

45,390

0
0

133,000
132,000

22,000

51,000
25,827
75,800

40,000
192,000

111,005
83,000
19,999
16,000

451,215
118,817

27,150

590,264
422,100

107,100
0

61,000

84,000
47,000

37,600

106,000

31,100
70,000

70,390

53,000
107,750

428,000
268,000
122,000

Source: Paul R. Brewer and Christopher J. Deering. 2005. Musical Chairs: Interest Groups,
Campaign Fundraising, and Selection of House Committee Chairs. In The Interest Group
Connection, Ed. Paul Herrnson, Ronald G. Shaiko, and Clyde Wilcox, 141–163. Washington,
DC: CQ Press.
a New chairs appear in boldface; senior members appear in italics.
b Oxley interviewed for the Commerce chair but was named head of the Financial Services
Committee, a somewhat expanded version of the former Banking Committee.
c Smith was interviewed for International Relations, but was the ranking member on
Veterans’ Affairs, where he was given the chairmanship.
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colleagues. He lost to John Boehner, who had given almost $500,000 to
the party and its candidates. Saxby Chambliss (R-GA), the senior Repub-
lican on the Budget Committee, lost the chair to Jim Nussle (R-IA).
Chambliss had raised $70,000, while Nussle had raised $100,000 (Brewer
and Deering 2005, 146–156).

One of the most contentious races was for the Ways and Means Com-
mittee chair. This committee is considered one of the most powerful in
the House, as its jurisdiction encompasses taxation and entitlement
spending. The race pitted three members against each other: Bill Thomas
(R-CA), Phil Crane (R-IL), and Clay Shaw (R-FL). Crane, who had served
fifteen terms in the House, was the most senior member of the commit-
tee. He was considered the early favorite because of his seniority and his
close relationship with Speaker Hastert, a fellow Illinois Republican.
However, some members complained about the seventy-year-old Crane’s
work ethic and his alcohol use. In 1999, Crane sought treatment for alco-
holism and returned to the House after he had completed a rehabilita-
tion program. He attracted broad industry support and was favored by
the trade community, which backed his efforts to promote trade relations
with China and Africa (Pershing 2000; Brewer and Deering 2005, 148).

Bill Thomas was considered a hard worker who was well versed in
health policy. But he was known for having a bad temper and for hav-
ing a questionable personal relationship with a health care lobbyist
while serving as chair of the Ways and Means Committee’s Subcom-
mittee on Health. Health care lobbyists had contributed heavily to Bill
Thomas’s campaign committee and leadership PAC in 2000. As chair
of the Ways and Means health subcommittee, Thomas was considered
an expert on health care industry issues. He had formed close working
relationships with many health and pharmaceutical representatives
and had been the leading recipient of campaign money from these in-
dustries (Pershing 2000; Brewer and Deering 2005, 148).

Clay Shaw was considered a long shot. He had decided to enter the
race after it was clear that party leaders were considering factors other
than seniority. Several Ways and Means Committee members said they
expected Shaw to pull votes away from Thomas rather than Crane (Per-
shing 2000).
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Both Thomas and Crane had raised and redistributed large sums of
money (see Table 6.1). In addition to contributing money to the NRCC
and party candidates, both candidates had held fundraisers for the
party and helped raise money for various NRCC programs. Thomas
and Crane had raised over $1 million apiece on behalf of the party and
its candidates in 2000. Clay Shaw had not raised nearly as much money
as Thomas and Crane—another indicator that his candidacy was not in
play (Brewer and Deering 2005, 148).

In January 2001, the Steering Committee chose Bill Thomas as the
new chair of the Ways and Means Committee. In casting his allotted five
votes for Thomas, Speaker Hastert put same-state loyalties aside and
risked angering the party’s conservative wing, which had heavily sup-
ported Crane. Press reports claimed that the leadership had favored
Thomas because they believed he was more capable of enacting Presi-
dent George W. Bush’s $1.6-trillion tax cut, as well as Bush’s health care
and entitlement reform proposals. The leadership also considered
Thomas the better legislative tactician and policy expert, believing that
his gruff personality might work to his advantage in pushing President
Bush’s agenda through the committee (Eilperin 2001). In addition to
factors cited by the leadership, many members believed that Thomas’s
superior fundraising had won him the job. The chief of staff for the
chair of one of the House’s power committees said, “If you do some re-
search on the race for chairmanship of the Ways and Means Committee,
I would say that’s a case where money was a factor. That was a case
where a less senior member took over the chairmanship of the commit-
tee and that didn’t used to happen. In all of these cases, the evidence is
anecdotal, but in Crane’s case, I’m sure money was a factor.” Another
House member’s chief of staff observed, “Leaders are expected to lead,
and raising money is part of that. Within the Republican Conference,
there are definite expectations. Look at the race between Thomas and
Crane for chairmanship of Ways and Means. Crane was told by the lead-
ership that he had to raise more money” (interviews with author 2001).

A spokesperson for Crane said that the leadership now emphasized
fundraising over other party-building activities because fundraising
can be “measured on paper.” The spokesperson pointed out that Crane
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had been in the House for thirty-two years and had always actively
worked on behalf of other members. Crane had been instrumental in
establishing Republican-affiliated organizations like the Heritage Foun-
dation and the American Conservative Union—organizations that
many newer members took for granted “as always having been there,
but that’s not the case.” The difference between these kinds of activities
and fundraising, according to Crane’s spokesperson, was that the old-
style activities were not measurable and were therefore not kept track
of. More prominent members of the party just did them to help other
members and the party. This spokesperson said:

Congressman Crane has a long history of always helping out people in

the party but he did not start a leadership PAC until 1998. And he was

not very active with his leadership PAC until 1999 and 2000. A little of

that was a slow recognition on his part that there had been a change in

the way that you actually helped other members get elected. Members

used to go out and help other members in key districts and things like

that, but now they raise money. Once he saw that the leadership and

folks within the party were more attentive to the fundraising than to the

basic party-building activities he always did, he recognized that he had

to participate in that also and did so. (interview with author 2001)

The race for the chair of the Ways and Means Committee in 2000
demonstrates how institutional reform and the political environment
shape the structure of opportunities in the House. In 1974, House Dem-
ocrats stopped using the seniority rule to choose their committee chairs;
in 1995, House Republicans not only got rid of the seniority rule but
term-limited their committee chairs and leaders to six years. By insti-
tutionalizing turnover within the party’s upper ranks and rewarding
loyalty, Republican leaders could expect that a constant stream of ambi-
tious members would promote themselves by promoting the party.
House members can demonstrate party loyalty in a number of ways, but
fundraising ranks high on the list. As partisan margins have narrowed,
both parties have emphasized electoral rather than legislative strategies
in their quest for majority control. And in today’s highly competitive en-
vironment, the party’s electoral strategies center on fundraising.
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While term limits on committee chairs proved extremely profitable
for the Republicans, some senior House Republicans complained that
the aggressive fundraising behavior of the potential chairs was fracturing
the party. Another contentious chair race pitted Billy Tauzin (R-LA)
against Michael Oxley (R-OH) for the gavel of the powerful Energy and
Commerce Committee. Tauzin, who had recently switched from the
Democratic Party to the Republican Party, was a ten-term veteran of
the committee. Oxley, who chaired the committee’s Subcommittee on
Finance, had served on the committee for nine terms. While he was
competing with Tauzin for the Energy and Commerce chair, Oxley’s
backup plan was to lobby for the chair of the newly formed Financial
Services Committee. Marge Roukema (R-NJ), the most senior Republi-
can on the Banking Committee, was competing against Richard Baker
(R-LA) for the Banking chair. However, Republican leaders decided to
dissolve the Banking Committee and create the Financial Services Com-
mittee. The new committee was given jurisdiction over the former Bank-
ing Committee’s policy portfolio. The Steering Committee awarded the
chair of the Energy and Commerce Committee to Billy Tauzin and
the chair of the newly formed Financial Services Committee to Michael
Oxley. Roukema and Baker came up empty-handed. Roukema, who had
faced a costly primary battle in 2000, had contributed $40,000 to the
NRCC and nothing to party candidates. Baker had given $150,000 to
the NRCC and $42,000 to party candidates. Oxley’s contributions to the
NRCC and party candidates had totaled $422,100. While a number of
factors may have influenced the outcome of the Financial Services chair
race, many members considered money a primary one. Roukema, who
claimed that someone in the party leadership had told her she had not
raised enough money, said, “I don’t think our Republican Party wants to
be known as a party where you can buy a chairmanship.” The Bergen
Record, Roukema’s hometown paper, ran an editorial with the headline
“Sold to the Highest Bidder,” and Roukema’s Democratic opponent in
the 2000 election wrote an op-ed for the same paper in which she com-
plained about the Republican leadership’s emphasis on fundraising:
“Raise money, your party notices. Raise the most money, you get elected.
Raise even more money, give it back to your party, you chair a commit-
tee” (Brewer and Deering 2005, 155).
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While some members decried the emphasis on money, others com-
plained that ideology was a deciding factor. Tom Petri (R-WI), a mod-
erate who had challenged John Boehner (R-OH) for the Education and
Workforce Committee chair, sent out a press release labeling the chair-
selection process a “purge of moderate Republicans” (Foerstel and Ota
2001). Because more money is raised at the ideological extremes, mod-
erates tend to attract less money than their more conservative or liberal
colleagues (Heberlig, Hetherington, and Larson 2006). Thus, appealing
to the party’s conservative leaders may be more difficult for moderate
Republicans both financially and ideologically.

Republican members voiced similar complaints about committee
chair races in the 108th Congress. At the beginning of the 108th Con-
gress, five House members were tapped to fill vacant chairs on the
Armed Services, Resources, Government Reform, Agriculture, and
Homeland Security Committees. Together, the five new chairs had con-
tributed more than $1 million to the NRCC and nearly $500,000 to Re-
publican candidates during the 2002 election cycle. Of the five new
chairs, two held seniority. Joel Hefley (R-CO), who had been passed
over in 2003 for chair of the House Resources Committee, said,
“Fundraising evidently was an enormous part of it. It’s unseemly. It’s
like buying seats and we shouldn’t do that” (Kratz 2003). Richard
Pombo (R-CA), a conservative ally of Tom DeLay, was elevated over five
more senior members to the House Resources Committee chair. Voic-
ing the concerns of some of the conference’s more senior members,
Wayne Gilchrest (R-MD) said that deviating from seniority could result
in a loss of stature for the House and that “arbitrary politics is not con-
sistent with good government” (Willis 2003, 91).

Democrats Rev Up the Money Machine

The intensification of money-oriented politics was not limited to the
Republicans. In their effort to regain majority status, Democratic lead-
ers promoted party-building strategies. House Democrats were urged
to unify in opposition to the Republicans’ agenda, and to raise money
for the party and its candidates. Democratic leadership aspirants
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heeded this call and competed for power by redistributing money at
record-breaking levels.

While House Republicans were deciding who would take the com-
mittee chair gavels in 2001, House Democrats were deciding who would
take over as Minority Whip when David Bonior (D-MI) stepped down
later that year to run for governor of Michigan. Though Bonior did not
announce his plans to launch a gubernatorial bid until May 2001, the
race to replace him had begun in 1998. Several months before the 1998
elections, Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), Steny Hoyer (D-MD), and John Lewis
(D-GA) privately began to solicit the backing of their House colleagues.
If the Democrats had reclaimed majority status in 1998, Minority
Leader Richard Gephardt (D-MO) would presumably have been ele-
vated to House Speaker, David Bonior would have become Majority
Leader, and the Whip position would have opened. Pelosi was the first of
the three contenders to publicly signal her intentions; in August 1998,
she distributed to her Democratic colleagues a letter stating her desire to
become the next Majority Whip and asked for their support. Lewis, a
Chief Deputy Whip, had sought support through informal phone calls
to his colleagues all year, and Hoyer began phoning colleagues after
Pelosi distributed her letter. By fall 1998, the prospect of a Democratic
takeover of the House looked dim. However, there was speculation that
Gephardt might launch a bid for the presidency in 2000, a move that
would open up the Whip position, assuming Bonior would replace him
as Minority Leader. Because of the uncertainty over Gephardt’s plans,
the campaign for Minority Whip continued through the fall of 1998.

The Democrats’ failure to gain majority status in 1998 and Gep-
hardt’s announcement that he would not seek the Democratic nomina-
tion for president in 2000 put the Whip’s race into temporary remission.
However, the race was revived the following year, and by July 1999,
Pelosi had given $120,000 to Democratic candidates—much more than
any of her Democratic colleagues, including Gephardt, who was second
in giving with just $38,000. Hoyer had raised over $100,000 for his lead-
ership PAC, and Lewis had been relatively less active (Wallison and
VandeHei 1999). While Pelosi actively lobbied her colleagues for their
support and continued to fundraise, Hoyer and Lewis expressed dismay
over the race’s early start. “This shouldn’t be going on right now. It
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should really wait until we’ve taken the House back—that is where our
focus should be,” said Hoyer. “Quite honestly, since it has started, I don’t
intend to sit on the sidelines.” Lewis expressed “real reservations” about
campaigning so early but said that “if there are other people out there
lining up members and gathering support, I feel that I must get out
there” (Wallison 1999). Just as real competition between the parties
spurred intensive fundraising, real competition within parties for lead-
ership posts stimulated the redistribution of money.

By August 1999, Pelosi and Hoyer had established Whip teams and
were arranging dinners and other events for groups of potential sup-
porters. Some members, particularly freshmen, expressed discomfort
with the amount of pressure they were getting from the Whip candi-
dates for pledges of support. Each candidate claimed to stand for an
important faction of the party that was underrepresented: Pelosi em-
phasized her gender and her liberal stance; Hoyer played up his mod-
erate leanings; and Lewis suggested a need for African-American
representation in the leadership. Fearing that aligning themselves with
one faction would isolate them from the others, some members sought
to avoid making early commitments. Gephardt said that there was lit-
tle he could—or would—do to discourage political ambition, and that
if the early race meant more campaign money for other members,
then so much the better (Rich 1999, 8). The Republican committee
chair races had demonstrated to Gephardt the financial value of inter-
nal party competition.

By February 2000, Pelosi had donated $550,000 to her House col-
leagues, while Hoyer had given $115,000. Although Lewis had raised
about $700,000 for his personal campaign committee, he was compara-
tively less active in spreading the wealth (Ghent 2000). While Pelosi re-
lied heavily on her national appeal as a woman and as one of the party’s
most prolific fundraisers, Hoyer stressed his institutional footing and
his willingness to give other members a voice (Wallison 2000a). A
Hoyer spokesperson described the essential differences between the two
front-runners: “Pelosi has a lot of money, she’s a woman, and she’s from
California. All of those things and her ability to raise a lot of money are
what she wants the race to be about. Hoyer is a leader and a consensus
builder and people see that, too” (interview with author 2001).
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In July 2000, Lewis announced he was dropping out of the race and
supporting Hoyer’s candidacy. His endorsement of Hoyer came as a sur-
prise to many who had expected him to support Pelosi, a fellow liberal.
Hoyer was ecstatic and expected to pick up a substantial number of en-
dorsements from Lewis’s supporters. Approximately one week after
Lewis’s announcement, Pelosi declared that she had enough votes to
claim victory—a claim Hoyer chalked up to strategy and strongly dis-
puted (Wallison 2000b). By the end of August 2000, Pelosi had raised
more than $1 million and contributed $678,144 to House candidates.
Among House and Senate Democrats, Pelosi’s fundraising was second
only to that of Senate Minority Leader Tom Daschle. Hoyer, by contrast,
had raised $588,651 and given out $457,500 to candidates and to the
DCCC. Pelosi insisted her fundraising efforts were not about breaking
records but about winning back the House. Hoyer claimed he would rely
on the personal relationships he had established with other members,
rather than campaign contributions, to win support for his Whip bid
(Crabtree and Kane 2000).

More than two-and-a-half years after it had begun, the campaign for
the Whip post again came to a halt when Democrats failed to win back
the House in November 2000. Hoyer and Pelosi announced they would
keep their organizations in place, should another opportunity surface.
Table 6.2 depicts the contributions Hoyer and Pelosi made to the DCCC
and to party candidates during the 2000 elections cycle. These figures do
not include the money Hoyer and Pelosi raised on behalf of party candi-
dates and the DCCC by hosting fundraisers, speaking at fundraising
events, and traveling with candidates in their districts. Both Hoyer and
Pelosi hosted events and provided services such as transportation at the
Democratic National Convention in the summer of 2000.

When Bonior announced in May 2001 that he would step down
from the minority Whip post to run for governor of Michigan, Hoyer
and Pelosi hit the ground running. Several House members and chiefs
of staff pointed to the Whip’s race as an example of how members
used money to pursue their political ambitions. A Hoyer spokesperson
said, “I don’t think ever in the history of the Democratic Caucus has it
reached where it is now, as far as the level of contributions.” The main
reason fundraising had become so central to the race was that “it plays
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to Pelosi’s strengths. . . . She’s made the race about that. She’s been
double-maxing to members who don’t need the money, just because
she can. But we’ve been just as competitive with Pelosi when it comes
to the members who the contributions matter to most. Pelosi has a safe
seat and California as her fundraising base. Hoyer has a competitive
seat in Maryland, so compared to her, the amount he’s raised isn’t too
shabby and I think everyone knows that.” Hoyer’s spokesperson re-
sponded to member complaints about the protracted and increasingly
bitter nature of the race by stating, “It’s not going to let up. If we let up
just to make members who are complaining feel better, then that gives
her an opportunity to raise even more” (interview with author 2001).
When the Democratic Caucus convened in the fall of 2001 to choose
their next Whip, Nancy Pelosi won 118 votes to Hoyer’s 95.

During the 1970s and 1980s, money factored into several of the Dem-
ocratic leadership races. Pelosi was a protégé of former Representative
Phil Burton (D-CA), who had introduced the concept of redistributing
money in leadership races when he competed for the Majority Whip post
in 1976. Like Burton, Pelosi had built up a strong network of wealthy
California Democrats whom she could count on for contributions. Her
framework for competing centered on fundraising—this was how she
had learned to win political battles, and the Minority Whip race was an-
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Table 6.2 Personal Campaign Committee and Leadership PAC
Contributions, Steny Hoyer (MD) and Nancy Pelosi (CA), 1999–2000

Total
Disbursements Total

Committee Total to House Disbursements
Name Disbursements ($) Candidates ($) to the DCCC ($)

Hoyer for Congress 1,268,702 127,000 125,500

AmeriPAC 658,473 572,000 0
(Hoyer’s leadership PAC)

Pelosi for Congress 608,318 135,709 120,000

PAC to the Future 1,162,284 792,800 30,000
(Pelosi’s leadership PAC)

Sources: Center for Responsive Politics, www.crp.org; Federal Elections Commission,
www.fec.gov.
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other such battle. Hoyer also understood the value of redistributing
money but found it difficult to match Pelosi’s generosity. The protracted
race benefited the House Democrats, who received multiple contribu-
tions from the Minority Whip candidates. The race also made the mem-
bers consider the longer-term value of having a proven fundraiser in the
leadership. If the party benefited from having Pelosi compete, it would
certainly benefit from having her serve in the leadership. As both parties
began increasingly to emphasize their electoral strategies, leaders who
could raise tremendous amounts of money became more appealing.

Broader Trends in the 
Redistribution of Campaign Money

The redistribution of campaign money clearly played a role in a num-
ber of committee chair and leadership races in the 107th and 108th
Congresses. But this strategy for expressing party loyalty was not lim-
ited to committee chair and leadership aspirants. Throughout the
1990s and into the twenty-first century, both parties emphasized elec-
toral strategies that centered on fundraising. Close partisan margins
meant that majority status was at stake every two years, and competi-
tion for that prize was intense. Party-based fundraising efforts com-
pelled all members of the party, not just those who were competing for
higher positions within the chamber, to give for the good of the whole.
Figure 6.1 depicts the amount of money Democratic and Republican
House members gave to other candidates between 1990 and 2006, and
Figure 6.2 depicts the amount of money these members gave to the
CCCs during this same period.

The amount of money that Democratic and Republican House
members gave to candidates and the CCCs increased steadily over the
sixteen years from 1990 to 2006. After 1996, members began giving a
higher proportion of their campaign funds to the CCCs rather than to
candidates. This change suggests that the parties began to play a more
active role in coordinating electoral strategies as the margins between
the parties narrowed. By giving money to the CCCs, House members
allow the committees to decide which party candidates need the most
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Figure 6.1 Contributions from Democratic and Republican House
Members’ Leadership PACs and Personal Campaign Committees to
Candidates, 1990–2006
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Institute, http://www.cfinst.org/data/VitalStats.aspx.

Figure 6.2 Contributions from House Members’ Leadership PACs and
Personal Campaign Committees to CCCs, 1990–2006
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help, decisions that help mitigate the vast fundraising disparities that
tend to arise between incumbents and outside challengers (Larson 2004,
160). By contributing money to the CCCs, members also accrue credit
for their party-building efforts. And this credit can help members who
seek higher positions within the chamber. Figure 6.3 shows House
member contributions as a percentage of the CCCs’ hard money re-
ceipts between 1990 and 2006. While the DCCC and the NRCC stepped
up their efforts to attract outside donors, they increasingly relied on
House members as a source of campaign funds (Bedlington and Malbin
2003). As a result, members today must spend more time raising money
for their parties than members have in the past.

The success of these party-building efforts depends in large part on
how much pressure the parties are willing to exert on their members. In
2000, the Democrats urged incumbent members to support certain can-
didates but provided no selective benefits for doing so. Minority party
leaders typically have a more difficult time providing their members
with benefits because their party does not control the chamber’s most
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Figure 6.3 Contributions from House Members’ Leadership PACs 
and Personal Campaign Committees as a Percentage of the CCCs’ Total
Receipts, 1990–2006
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prestigious positions. As a result, House Democrats were less willing
to give for the good of the whole in 2000. The Republican strategy
rewarded member contributions. The NRCC’s Battleground 2000 pro-
gram strongly encouraged incumbent members to contribute by publi-
cizing the names of members who had donated, and by rewarding the
top donors with crystal elephants (Kanthak 2007). Republican House
leaders also made clear that members’ fundraising efforts would be con-
sidered when committee chairs and assignments were determined at the
beginning of the 107th Congress. Party leaders in previous congresses
had granted committee transfers (especially transfers to power commit-
tees) in return for party loyalty (Cox and McCubbins 1993). Republican
leaders in the 107th Congress did the same, but they measured party
loyalty in terms of dollars raised for the party and its candidates. Indeed,
members who gave generously to the party and to other candidates were
more likely to receive prestige committee assignments than those who
had not. By rewarding generous members with these benefits, Republi-
can leaders were able to circumvent the member-versus-party collective
action problem (Heberlig 2003; Kanthak 2007, 395). Majority Whip
Tom DeLay (R-TX) launched an additional fundraising effort for the
2000 elections. The Retain Our Majority Program was designed to help
ten vulnerable Republican incumbents. DeLay required each of his
sixty-five Deputy Whips to contribute $3,000 to the ten endangered Re-
publicans (Eilperin 1999). In this case, cooperative Deputy Whips were
rewarded with the selective benefit of keeping their Deputy Whip posts!

Majority status translates into more money for a party. Outside con-
tributors tend to favor the party that controls the chamber, and majority
party members tend to raise and therefore redistribute more money than
their minority party counterparts. Until 1994, House Democrats had re-
distributed more money to candidates than had House Republicans.
That equation changed when House Republicans launched an aggressive
effort to raise money and redistribute it to strong challengers and open-
seat candidates during the 1994 elections. While Republicans pursued a
seat-expansion strategy, House Democrats focused on protecting incum-
bents. Figure 6.4 shows how House Democrats distributed their con-
tributions among incumbents, challengers, and open-seat candidates
from 1990 to 2006. Figure 6.5 shows the distribution patterns for House
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Figure 6.4 Contributions from Democratic House Members’ Leadership
PACs and Personal Campaign Committees to Incumbents, Challengers, and
Open-Seat Candidates, 1990–2006
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Figure 6.5 Contributions from Republican House Members’ Leadership
PACs and Personal Campaign Committees to Incumbents, Challengers, and
Open-Seat Candidates, 1990–2006
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Republicans over the same period. In 1996, in the first election cycle fol-
lowing the 1994 Republican takeover, Democrats had considerably less
money than Republicans to give. In an effort to expand their numbers,
Democrats contributed twice as much money to challengers and open-
seat candidates than to incumbents. Republicans chose to focus their
efforts on protecting their newly elected incumbents. During the 1998
election cycle, the House was in the throes of the Clinton impeachment
scandal. Republicans wrongly assumed that the scandal would help them
pick up additional seats, and so they increased their contributions to out-
side challengers. Democrats assumed the scandal would hurt their mem-
bers, and so they reacted by pursuing an incumbent protection strategy.
Over the next few election cycles, both parties continued to increase their
overall giving totals. The Republicans increased their giving to incum-
bents and open-seat candidates, but their contributions to challengers
did not consistently rise or fall. Democrats did not exhibit consistent giv-
ing patterns across candidate types between 1998 and 2006 (Bedlington
and Malbin 2003; Campaign Finance Institute).

Pursuing Intrainstitutional 
Power within a Party Framework

Within these party-based strategies, individual members still have the
ability to pursue contribution strategies consistent with their own in-
trainstitutional ambitions. An exploration of leadership PAC giving
during the 1990s found that committee and subcommittee chairs con-
sistently gave a much higher percentage of their leadership PAC funds
to incumbent candidates. These members also consistently contrib-
uted money to their committee colleagues (1998 was an exception to
this pattern). This redistribution strategy allows committee and sub-
committee chairs to simultaneously pursue the party’s incumbent pro-
tection goals and their own intrainstitutional goals.

Democratic and Republican core leaders in the 1990s tended to ad-
here to party-oriented contribution strategies, whereas extended leaders
tended to emphasize their individual goals over party goals. Core leaders
are the senior leaders elected by House party members and include the
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Speaker, the Majority Leader, the Minority Leader, the Majority Whip,
the Minority Whip, the Chief Deputy Whips, and the Democratic Cau-
cus and Republican Conference chairs. The extended leadership in-
cludes secondary elected leadership posts, including the junior party
Whips, the caucus and conference vice chairs, the House Steering and
Policy Committee chairs, and the CCC chairs. In the 1990s, extended
leaders gave a higher proportion of their contributions to incumbent
candidates, regardless of their majority or minority party status, than
did core leaders. They also tended to contribute on a more ideologically
select basis than the core leaders. Members of the extended leadership
who aspired to core leadership positions wanted to build support inside
the chamber and contributed in ways that supported this goal. Core
leaders tended to give in ways that reflected their party’s majority or mi-
nority status; when in the majority, they supported at-risk incumbents,
and when in the minority, they supported strong challengers. Core lead-
ers did not want to isolate different ideological factions within their
parties and tended to contribute to a broad range of party members
(Currinder 2003).

Rank-and-file members with leadership PACs consistently gave a
higher proportion of their contributions to incumbents, regardless of
their own majority or minority party status. This pattern suggests that
nonleaders who establish leadership PACs are driven by progressive am-
bition and are primarily concerned with gaining the colleague support
they need to advance up the chamber’s power ladder (Currinder 2003).

Members who aspire to higher positions in the chamber uniformly
agree that fundraising is necessary to achieving their goals. Because
members can give more money to their colleagues through leadership
PACs, many leader aspirants view them as necessary. The chief of staff
for a Democratic party leader said, “It’s like peer pressure to set one
up. They can give out money to people on the Steering Committee and
say, ‘Look, I’m a team player, put me on the Appropriations Commit-
tee or whatever.’ When my boss was running for leadership, what we
were doing in some cases was giving in $1,000 chunks so every time
certain members saw my boss, they’d think to themselves, ‘Gee, he has
more money he can give me.’ Obviously, that’s a benefit.” One member
said that leadership PACs are a necessity for members with leadership
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ambitions. “It’s a common denominator. . . . Obviously, the more in-
volved you get financially, the more clout you have.” A Democratic
member claimed that “it is very important to be seen as a team player.
Democrats have one goal and that is to become the majority party and
whatever you can do to demonstrate your commitment to that effort is
going to be viewed favorably by the overall caucus.” Another member
remarked that “it’s difficult to get further in the leadership without
having one [a leadership PAC]. It probably is becoming more preva-
lent in terms of showing yourself to be a team player and participant
in the process.” A Democratic leader said that for those who aspire to
leadership, the ability to raise money matters: “The names of members
are published in our caucus report and we can all see who has risen to
the occasion and who hasn’t, and that’s obviously important for
people seeking committee assignments and for people running for
leadership positions. People aspire to move on to exclusive commit-
tees, or to leadership, or to improve their committee assignments and
to do that, it’s important to have made a major contribution to the
party.” Another member acknowledged that “having a leadership PAC
helps me tremendously with my colleagues, whether it’s getting legisla-
tion through, getting their support for it, . . . or, if I ever get in trouble,
they will be more willing to help me. If I ever run for a leadership post,
hopefully these people will feel like they know me and want to help
me” (interviews with author 2001).

Members—whether they aspire to higher positions or not—also
contribute in ways that support their broader ideological or personal
goals. In 1996, Democrat Charles Rangel, a black representative from
Harlem, contributed $739,082 mostly to black candidates. He also gave
money to help neighborhood groups in his district and to mobilize
black voters in his district and others. David McIntosh, a conservative
Indiana Republican, gave $61,500 from his Faith, Family, and Freedom
PAC to fifty-two conservative candidates for Congress. McIntosh’s
PAC sought contributions from wealthy conservative donors, then di-
rected the funds to candidates these donors supported (Wayne 1996;
Pritchard 1997). Ideological giving is one way members can attempt to
shape the House’s political environment.
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All of these contribution strategies demonstrate how members can
redistribute money in ways that satisfy the party’s collective fundraising
goals and, at the same time, emphasize their own personal ambitions.
While the overall focus on fundraising has been good for the party’s
campaign coffers, it has also induced competition among members
who seek higher positions in the chamber. By encouraging competition
between members, the parties may inadvertently stoke members’ entre-
preneurial tendencies, and this dynamic, as we have seen, can lead to
fragmentation.

Beyond 2000: The Republican Majority 
Hangs On, but for How Long?

During the 1990s, electoral strategies began to dominate legislative
strategies as Democrats and Republicans fought for control of the
House. The presence of real competition dictated both parties’ strategy
in Congress, and both Democrats and Republicans used their resources
to pursue electoral rather than legislative goals. For a party to success-
fully pursue its policy goals, it must exercise majority control. But when
the partisan margins are narrow, majority parties have difficulty focus-
ing on their policy goals because they are constantly at risk of losing
their majority. Put simply, practical politics outweighed broader con-
sideration of the policymaking role of parties in our political system
during the 1990s (Damore and Hansford 1999, 383). As electoral poli-
tics took center stage, the pressure to raise campaign money increased.

These dynamics continued to drive congressional party politics in
the first years of the twenty-first century, and both parties continued to
focus on fundraising. House Democrats hoped that Nancy Pelosi’s elec-
tion as Democratic Whip would help fill the fundraising void left by Bill
Clinton’s departure from the White House in 2000. Pelosi excelled at
large events featuring big names that attracted wealthy donors. Her San
Francisco district was home to some of the party’s most reliable big
donors, and California has long been a fundraising haven for Demo-
cratic candidates. Even moderate and conservative House Democrats
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who did not support Pelosi in the Whip’s race praised her ability to
raise money. “She’s very political, and she has raised lots of money,” said
Chris John (D-LA), co-chair of the conservative Blue Dog Coalition.
“She delivered four of the seats in California” that Democrats won in
the 2000 elections. Patrick Kennedy (D-RI), who chaired the DCCC
during the 2000 election cycle, concurred. “She’s the best fundraiser
outside Gephardt. Nancy is better than I am.” Nita Lowey (D-NY), who
replaced Kennedy as DCCC chair in 2001, said Pelosi called her “five
minutes after” Pelosi was elected Democratic Whip to arrange a strat-
egy meeting (Willis 2001). Pelosi used her new leadership status to raise
even more money and also directed her Democratic colleagues to fol-
low her example and give for the good of the whole.

Republican Whip Tom DeLay was also a prolific fundraiser. After the
1994 Republican takeover, DeLay aggressively courted the lobbying
community for campaign money. He kept a book in his office that
tracked which PACs had given to the Democrats and which had given
to the Republicans. PACs that had supported Democrats were labeled
“unfriendly,” and DeLay refused their lobbyists access to the party’s
leadership. News of DeLay’s book spread quickly throughout the lobby-
ing community. To be a friend of the Republican leadership, groups had
to give the party a lot of money—and they did (Maraniss and Weiss-
kopf 1995). They also gave a lot of money to DeLay. In the 2000 elec-
tion, his leadership PAC donated $1 million, more than any other
House leadership PAC, to 120 Republican candidates. DeLay’s fundrais-
ing skills, along with his lobbying and organizational skills, propelled
him to the position of Majority Leader when Dick Armey retired in
2002 (Foerstel 2001).

Roy Blunt (R-MO), who described himself as an aggressive fund-
raiser and an aggressive giver, replaced DeLay as Majority Whip in 2002
(Ferrechio and Willis 2002). After ascending to this post, Blunt devel-
oped a sophisticated fundraising operation and raised hundreds of
thousands of dollars for his Republican colleagues. Blunt described
fundraising as “critically important” to maintaining the Republicans’
narrow majority and said he had “an obligation and an opportunity to
help other members” (Ferrechio and Willis 2002).

174 Paying to Play

0813343792 text.qxd  5/28/08  9:53 AM  Page 174



Both parties established member-based fundraising programs in
2002. House Republicans’ Battleground 2002 effort, directed by Roy
Blunt and Tom Reynolds (R-NY), set a minimum hard-money goal of
$16 million. Republican core leaders were asked to contribute $750,000
each, and power committee chairs were asked to contribute $300,000
each. Other members of the Republican Conference were assessed
fundraising goals based on their positions in the chamber. House Dem-
ocrats launched their TEAM (Together Everyone Achieving the Major-
ity) Builders program and appointed eight captains to direct fundraising
efforts and mentor challengers and open-seat candidates. The program
involved fifty House Democrats, who concentrated on raising money for
candidates in competitive races. A number of Republican and Demo-
cratic leaders and would-be leaders participated in these programs to
help both their colleagues and themselves. Tom Reynolds (R-NY), who
was interested in chairing the NRCC, held a number of fundraisers for
his colleagues, as did Jerry Weller (R-IL), who also wanted to chair the
NRCC. Bob Menendez (D-NJ) and Rosa DeLauro (D-CT), who were
competing for the Democratic Caucus chair position, hosted a number
of fundraising events and traveled to raise money for their colleagues
facing close races (Cillizza 2002).

The 2002 election cycle marked the last election during which the na-
tional party committees and federal candidates could raise and spend
soft money. The Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA), which be-
came effective on November 6, 2002, banned unlimited soft-money con-
tributions to the national political parties and regulated preelection issue
advertising by independent groups. The new law also doubled the hard-
money contribution limits for individuals from $1,000 per candidate,
per election, to $2,000 per candidate, per election. BCRA indexes indi-
vidual contributions for inflation; as of this writing, individuals can give
$2,300 per candidate, per election. The new law kept PAC contribution
limits at $5,000 per candidate, per election. BCRA also contained new
provisions regarding party expenditures on behalf of federal candidates.
National, congressional, and state party committees may contribute
$5,000 apiece to a House candidate, per election. The party committees
were also limited to spending $33,780 in coordinated expenditures per
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House candidate, per race. Coordinated expenditures are funds a party
spends for services such as polling or buying media time on behalf of a
candidate who has requested it. The law allows the parties to make un-
limited independent expenditures on behalf of House candidates. Inde-
pendent expenditures are funds spent on behalf of a candidate, but not
coordinated with the candidate’s campaign (Currinder 2005). House
members responded to BCRA by helping the CCCs offset the loss of soft
money. Eric Heberlig and Bruce Larson (2005, 14) found that in 2002,
House incumbents gave $45.4 million to local, state, and federal party
organizations, with $24.5 million (54 percent) going to the CCCs. Two
years later, House incumbents gave $41.6 million to the party organiza-
tions, with $37.4 million (90 percent) going to the CCCs. BCRA did not
significantly affect member-to-member redistribution activity in the
House; members continued to increase their giving from one cycle to
the next.

Republicans scored major victories in the 2002 elections and main-
tained majority control of the House (229–205). The party kicked off
the 108th Congress by reelecting Speaker Dennis Hastert and swearing
in new members. But the pageantry quickly devolved into partisanship
when the Republicans passed a major rules package that left Democrats
crying foul. Some of the rules, such as the elimination of the term limit
on the Speaker and the creation of a new Select Homeland Security
Committee, were expected. While most Republicans supported elimi-
nating the Speaker’s term limit, others denounced the term limit re-
moval as a “betrayal of principle.” One senior member was quoted in
the Wall Street Journal as saying that if the “Republicans water down
term limits, they will show that they are falling prey to the same ca-
reerist impulses that they said had distanced Democrats from average
Americans back in 1994” (Anderson 2003).

Democrats were particularly angry about rules making it more diffi-
cult for them to move bills and propose alternatives. They were also an-
gry about a provision to keep the previous year’s budget in place until
Congress passed a conference report on the 2003 budget blueprint. Re-
publicans reinstated the “Gephardt rule,” which allowed Congress to in-
crease the debt limit in the budget resolution without requiring a
separate vote. For decades, Republicans had used votes on the debt
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limit to make larger political points about out-of-control government
spending. When Gephardt imposed a rule bypassing votes on debt lim-
its, Republicans angrily protested. But now that they were in the major-
ity and a Republican was in the White House, the Republicans found
the Gephardt rule appealing. The party adopted another rule that al-
lowed committee chairs to postpone votes indefinitely to avoid losses.
This rule meant that bills could be brought up for vote at a time entirely
separate from the committee debate over the bill. Republicans also
weakened limits on the types of gifts that members could receive from
lobbyists and allowed for unlimited food and beverages to be delivered
to members’ offices. Democrats accused the Republicans of going back
on their 1995 pledge of fairness and openness in the legislative process.
Republicans countered that they had been treated far worse when the
Democrats controlled the chamber, and they claimed that the new rules
reflected their ideas of how best to run the House (Billings and Crab-
tree 2003; Ornstein 2003).

Democratic and Republican House leaders also predicted that the
House would become even more partisan because of the elevation of
conservative hard-liner Tom DeLay to Majority Leader and stalwart lib-
eral Nancy Pelosi to Minority Leader. Republicans accused Pelosi of
starting off the new Congress on a partisan note when she broke with
the tradition of deference and voted for herself for Speaker. Hastert, who
was elected to another term as Speaker with 228 votes, had voted merely
“present.”

As their parties’ top fundraisers, Tom DeLay and Nancy Pelosi made
clear their intentions to fight a financial battle in the 108th Congress.
DeLay deemed member-to-member giving a top priority and gave out
$131,000 to his Republican colleagues in the first three months of 2003.
Speaker Hastert doled out $110,000, and Majority Leader Roy Blunt
gave out $71,000. Tom Reynolds (R-NY), who had been named chair of
the NRCC, raised $1.5 million for his personal campaign committee,
even though he had a safe seat. Reynolds also formed a leadership PAC.
The NRCC raised an incredible $44 million in the first six months of
2003, though only $500,000 of that amount came from Republican
House members. On the Democratic side, Pelosi contributed $85,000
in the first three months of 2003, and Minority Whip Steny Hoyer gave
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out $104,000. Pelosi worked with the DCCC to establish the Frontline
program, which raised money for the party’s most vulnerable incum-
bents. She also pressured Democratic members to give a lot and to give
early. In the first six months of 2003, the DCCC raised about $14 mil-
lion, $3.8 million of which came from House Democrats. “All members
have gotten the message that they are part of the Democratic team by
being unified on the floor with their votes and giving to the DCCC and
other members in competitive races,” said Pelosi spokesperson Brendan
Daly. Bob Menendez (D-NJ), the newly installed DCCC chair, ex-
pressed the sentiments of both parties when he observed that “early
money breeds success” (Billings 2003; Stevens 2003).

Despite predictions that BCRA’s ban on soft money would signifi-
cantly impact the parties’ ability to raise money, the CCCs managed to
bring in about as much money in 2004 as they had in 2002. The NRCC
and the DCCC were particularly aggressive in seeking out new sources
of hard money. Although the DCCC met its goal of raising $75 million,
that total did not come close to the $169 million that the NRCC raised.
During the 2004 election, the NRCC spent $85 million to build up its
hard-money donor list—an investment that paid off. The Democrats
also undertook a major effort to reach out to new contributors in 2004
but did not enjoy the same level of success as the Republicans. The
NRCC raised more than $16 million from House Republicans, and the
DCCC collected $20 million from Democratic incumbents. House Re-
publicans topped the list of highest member-to-member contributors:
Majority Leader Tom DeLay gave $846,278; Speaker Dennis Hastert
gave $643,000; John Boehner gave $552,077; and Ralph Regula gave
$535,500. Minority Whip Steny Hoyer was the top Democratic contrib-
utor, giving $709,000 to his colleagues. The CCCs invested heavily in
competitive races, and most of their money went to television advertis-
ing. Because of the partisan battle over redistricting in Texas, the House
races in that state were very important to both parties. The NRCC
spent more than $8 million on five Texas House races and established
Team Texas, a separate fundraising program to help the Republican
candidates in these districts. The DCCC poured a lot of money into the
Texas races and also established a separate Texas Fund (Currinder 2005,
127–128).
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Republicans won control of the House (232–202) for the sixth con-
secutive election and, in January 2005, entered their tenth year in the
majority. Following the 2004 elections, Democratic leaders made good
on their promise to reward team players with the party’s few available
power committee assignments. A senior leadership aide said that the
leaders would most heavily consider how much money a member had
raised and contributed, as well as the strength of his or her loyalty to the
leadership: “Those members that haven’t taken advantage of building
relationships in the right places usually find themselves on the short
end of the stick” (Billings 2004a). One member who almost found him-
self on the short end of the stick was Collin Peterson (D-MN). Peterson
was in line for the ranking slot on the Agriculture Committee but al-
most lost the position because he had failed to contribute to the DCCC
and to other members. Shortly after the 2004 elections, Pelosi met with
Peterson and pressed him on his allegiance to the party. After the meet-
ing, Peterson wrote a check for $45,000 to the DCCC. He also began to
show up at caucus meetings and to send letters to his colleagues seeking
their support. Democratic leaders’ concern over the lack of member
giving in 2004 was not limited to Peterson. Minority Whip Steny Hoyer
reminded members that committee assignments do not come without
an obligation; he threatened to revoke the power committee assign-
ments of members who did not meet their dues obligations. “I think
this issue is bubbling,” said one Democratic member. “It started in the
last cycle and it’s now percolating. People are saying, ‘Why should you
serve on an exclusive committee if you aren’t willing to participate?’”
(Billings 2004b).

Conclusion

Under the leadership of Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi and Minority
Whip Steny Hoyer, House Democrats began to coalesce around an elec-
toral strategy that focused on fundraising. Party loyalty, as expressed
through fundraising and support for the leadership, was emphasized as
never before. Patrick Kennedy (D-RI), who chaired the DCCC during
the 2000 election cycle, remembered how hard it had been for him to
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convince members to give, and he applauded the new tough standards.
Past experiences, according to Kennedy, “helped make the DCCC into
the tougher collector that it is today. . . . It isn’t something that could have
happened overnight but it’s good that it’s taken hold” (Bolton 2004).

As the Democratic leadership pushed party unity, House Republi-
cans showed signs of fissure. Speaker Dennis Hastert avoided many of
the problems that had helped undo Newt Gingrich, but in the process
he became more of a broker than a strong leader. Hastert delegated
much of the responsibility for passing the party’s policy agenda to
Tom DeLay, a conservative hard-liner known as “The Hammer.” Under
DeLay’s guidance, the Republican leadership regularly attached revi-
sions to bills already approved in committee and then declared the
bills “emergency measures” so that they could be brought to the floor
for a vote with as little as thirty minutes’ notice. Leadership interven-
tion in the appropriations process also became routine. Republican
leaders retained control over the content of all appropriations bills,
and subcommittee chairs were expected to adhere to the leadership’s
directives. The appropriations process regularly broke down, and the
breakdowns strengthened the leadership’s leverage. Multiple continu-
ing resolutions, omnibus bills, negotiations with the White House, and
severe time constraints maximized the leadership’s ability to control
appropriations outcomes (Price 2004, 8).

The election (and reelection) of President George W. Bush led to
further consolidation of power within the Republican House leader-
ship. In order to put together winning majorities for Bush’s right-of-
center agenda, Republican House leaders pushed legislation from the
“right in.” The strategy was to bring conservative bills to the House
floor, then—if necessary—go “one-on-one” with Republican moder-
ates, pressuring them on the spot to vote with the conservative faction
(Eilperin 2003). While the idea was to pass conservative legislation so
that the Republican leaders would have an advantage when it came
time to compromise with the more moderate Senate, the use of such
strong-arm tactics demonstrated that Republican leaders were willing
to ratchet up their own influence in order to control Republican Con-
ference members who did not automatically toe the conservative party
line. While such tactics may have worked in the short run, Republican
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leaders alienated some Republican moderates as well as Republican
members who put constituency interests ahead of party interests.

Republican House leaders also used increasingly restrictive rules to
control the content of legislation brought to the House floor. By pressur-
ing members who favored a more deliberative process to consistently
vote the party line, the leaders may have jeopardized their long-term
ability to rely on these members for support.

In the conditional party government model, House members support
giving their leaders the powers they need to advance the party’s agenda.
But when dissension within the party grows, the party members are less
willing to grant their leaders excessive powers. The Republican Confer-
ence continued to be dominated by ideological conservatives, but its
willingness to support an overly assertive leadership faltered. In dictating
how and when members are permitted to express their entrepreneurial
tendencies—whether they are writing legislation, offering amendments,
crossing party lines, or fundraising—leaders risk offending members
who wish to play an active role in their party’s policy and political pro-
cess. And if party members begin to feel alienated from the process, the
party becomes susceptible to fragmentation. Heading into the 2006 elec-
tions, House Republicans faced the collective challenge of responding to
an electorate that was unhappy with the status quo.
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7

Campaign Funds and the
New Democratic Majority

The 2006 elections returned House Democrats to the majority for the
first time in twelve years. While the switch in majority control was a
major change for the House, other aspects of congressional party poli-
tics remained relatively static. Small partisan margins, and hence a
competitive political environment, remained the norm. As both par-
ties looked toward the 2008 elections, electoral politics continued to
overshadow legislative politics in the House. The Democrats focused
on politics and policies that would help them hold (and build) their
majority. They also concentrated on protecting their freshman mem-
bers, many of whom represented conservative districts. Democratic
House leaders faced the difficult task of trying to keep their ideologi-
cally diverse caucus unified. House Republicans focused on undermin-
ing the majority party’s efforts to pass its legislative agenda. They
believed that the less the Democrats accomplished, the easier it would
be for the Republicans to expand their numbers and win back major-
ity control of the House. Campaign money remained central to these
competitive strategies. The fundraising expectations placed on indi-
vidual House members increased, as did overall party fundraising
goals. Events in the two years leading up to the 2006 elections help ex-
plain how Democrats recaptured majority control of the House.

Following the 2004 elections, Republican leaders continued to empha-
size member fundraising and loyalty to the party’s conservative agenda.
Speaker Dennis Hastert and Majority Leader Tom DeLay worked closely
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with the Bush White House to ensure that the president’s conservative
policy initiatives would clear the House. Hastert continued to operate
more or less behind the scenes, while DeLay enforced strict party dis-
cipline and punishment. Moderate Republicans complained that they
were being increasingly marginalized. Tight leadership control over the
committees—particularly the Appropriations Committee—meant that
moderates had little input in terms of bill content. And tight leadership
control over the House floor meant that moderates and other party “dis-
sidents” had little opportunity to offer policy alternatives or express dis-
agreement. Party loyalty was the criterion for exercising any sort of power
in the chamber. Whether they wanted to advance up the leadership lad-
der or bring their bills to the House floor for a vote, Republican members
were expected to support the party’s fundraising and policy goals.

When the 109th Congress convened in January 2005, the Republican
Steering Committee faced the important task of deciding who would
chair the powerful House Appropriations Committee. Bill Young (R-FL)
was term-limited out of the chairmanship, which he had held since
1999. Ralph Regula (R-OH), the most senior candidate for the chair-
manship, faced Jerry Lewis (R-CA) and Harold Rogers (R-KY). The
three candidates competed by aggressively raising money for the party,
promising to support the leadership’s spending goals, and pledging to
make the traditionally bipartisan committee more partisan. The race
was very competitive and difficult to predict; Speaker Hastert claimed
that the differences between the candidates were marginal. Regula’s se-
niority and popularity within the Republican Conference made him the
early favorite. However, some of Regula’s conservative colleagues viewed
him as too moderate. He did not consistently toe the party line and
sometimes complained that the Republican leadership was too tight-
fisted. His bipartisan approach to passing spending measures was also
out of step with the party’s leaders and conservatives, who wanted the
Appropriations Committee more in line with their partisan goals. Head-
ing into the chair race, Regula stepped up his party loyalty efforts, al-
though his refusal to accept PAC contributions made it difficult for him
to raise and redistribute money. After he had been named chairman of
the Subcommittee on Labor, Health, and Human Services in 2000—and
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the full committee chair was within reach—Regula established a leader-
ship PAC and begun to raise money for the party and its candidates. In
addition to pushing the leadership’s spending priorities, he contributed
$595,000 to Republican candidates, including $27,000 to his Appropri-
ations Committee colleagues, during the 2004 election cycle. Though
he significantly increased his redistribution efforts in 2003 and 2004,
Regula could not match Jerry Lewis’s long-established fundraising
record.

Jerry Lewis was second in seniority on the Appropriations Commit-
tee and chaired the Defense Subcommittee. He gave $1.37 million from
his personal campaign committee and $400,000 from his leadership
PAC during the 2004 election cycle. Of that amount, $21,000 went to
his committee colleagues. Lewis had consistently supported the party
and its candidates since 1989.

Harold Rogers, chairman of the Subcommittee on Homeland Secu-
rity, was viewed as the wild card in the race. A pragmatic conservative,
Rogers sought to impress Tom DeLay with his proposal to overhaul the
structure of the Appropriations Committee by changing the commit-
tee’s subcommittee structure and bipartisan culture. Rogers even hosted
a fundraiser for Tom DeLay’s legal fund, netting $100,000 for the Major-
ity Leader. In addition to raising money for DeLay, Rogers contributed
$431,500 to Republican candidates during the 2004 election cycle. Like
Lewis, Rogers was a long-term contributor to the party’s fundraising
efforts, although his fundraising totals came nowhere near Lewis’s.

After the Republican Steering Committee completed its interviews,
members who had not already pledged to support one of the candidates
waited for guidance from Speaker Hastert and Majority Leader DeLay.
Hastert, who had five votes on the committee, and DeLay, who had two
votes, exerted vast influence over the committee’s decisions. After the
Speaker and the Majority Leader signaled their support for Lewis, the
committee held a secret vote and named Lewis as chair. A few hours
later, Lewis issued a press release pledging to reform the culture of the
committee and to support the Republican leadership’s spending goals.
Hastert publicly praised the three candidates and said the decision had
been a difficult one. Lewis, however, was viewed as the candidate who
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had done the most to support the party over the long haul. His “prolific
record over the past quarter-century of collecting funds to expand
the number of GOP seats in the House, and his pledges to stick with
increasingly tight GOP budgets” (Schatz 2005) won him the chair
(Mabeus 2004; Schatz 2004).

After naming a strong party loyalist as chair of the Appropriations
Committee, the Republican Steering Committee issued a stern warn-
ing to Charles Taylor (R-NC), chair of the Appropriation Committee’s
Subcommittee on the Interior. Taylor was in danger of losing his chair
because he had failed to contribute enough money to the party and its
candidates. Every other Appropriations subcommittee chair had given
at least $150,000 during the 2004 election cycle, while Taylor had given
only $23,000 to the North Carolina Republican Executive Committee
(and nothing to the NRCC or Republican House candidates). Ernest
Istook, another Appropriations subcommittee chair, had already lost
his chair after he failed to demonstrate sufficient loyalty to the leader-
ship. And Chris Smith (R-NJ) had been stripped of his Veterans’ Com-
mittee chair after he clashed with Hastert and DeLay over funding for
veterans. Many congressional observers interpreted these actions as
part of an ongoing effort by Hastert and DeLay to enforce the loyalty
of committee and subcommittee chairs (Bolton 2005).

The efforts appeared to pay off, as committee chair aspirants looked
toward January 2007, when the chairs of several key committees would
turn over. Jim McCrery (R-LA), who was competing with Nancy Johnson
(R-CT) and Clay Shaw (R-FL) for future chair of the Ways and Means
Committee, argued that “fundraising is one of the things that should be
considered” (Pershing 2005). McCrery’s leadership PAC raised $808,000
during the first six months of 2005, while Johnson’s raised $171,000, and
Clay’s raised $36,000. Buck McKeon (R-CA), who planned to compete
for the Education and Workforce Committee chair, agreed that “fund-
raising is part of it.” McKeon’s leadership PAC raised $208,000 during the
first six months of 2005. His potential competitor, Tom Petri (R-WI),
raised $56,000 for his leadership PAC. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL) and
Dan Burton (R-IN) had begun competing for the International Relations
Committee chair in 2004. Ros-Lehtinen’s PAC raked in $289,000 between
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January and June of 2005. Burton did not have a leadership PAC, but he
did have $953,000 in his personal campaign account that he could use to
help his colleagues. Burton said that fundraising would be one of several
factors taken into consideration and claimed he would “be as helpful to
other candidates as I can be” (Pershing 2005). Potential chair candidates
for the Financial Services Committee and the Judiciary Committee also
began raising early money for their leadership PACs. Spencer Bachus
(R-AL), a contender for the Financial Services gavel, raised $139,000 in
the first six months of 2005. And Lamar Smith (R-TX), a Judiciary chair
candidate, raised $163,000. In 2001, when the six-year term limit on
committee chairs was implemented for the first time, fundraising had
played a significant role in the chair races. Republican members who
planned to compete for chairs in 2007 had clearly learned from the ex-
ample set by their predecessors (Pershing 2005).

While Republican committee chair aspirants were busy raising and
redistributing money, Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi and DCCC Chair
Rahm Emanuel were issuing threats to House Democrats who failed to
pay their party dues. As of June 2005, only half of the House Demo-
cratic Caucus had contributed to the DCCC. “From now on you have to
pay your dues to avail yourselves of member services,” Pelosi told mem-
bers at a caucus lunch. “Fair is fair.” Members who failed to pony up
were told they could no longer expect a free ride and would miss out on
such DCCC benefits as telephones for fundraising. Federal law prohibits
members of Congress from making fundraising calls from their con-
gressional offices. The DCCC and NRCC are located next to the Capitol
so that members have a convenient place to go to make their fundraising
calls. A staff person for one Democratic member said, “I don’t know
where members would go to make fundraising calls if they couldn’t go
to the DCCC. And every member needs to raise money” (Billings
2005b). Pelosi and Emanuel followed up their verbal threats with a letter
demanding timely dues as a condition for receiving DCCC services.
While some members complained that the threats lowered morale and
created divisions, others viewed them as reasonable. Chris Van Hollen
(D-MD) said that early contributions were a “signal of commitment by
members to the cause” and a test of the party’s strength (Billings 2005b).
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Republican Turmoil

In addition to imposing strict fundraising requirements on party mem-
bers, Democratic House leaders were looking for campaign themes that
would help the party win majority control in 2006. Majority Leader
Tom DeLay inadvertently provided them with one important theme:
ethics reform. Before the 2004 elections, DeLay had raised substantial
amounts of money and used his considerable political influence to or-
chestrate a redistricting plan in Texas. District lines had been redrawn
to favor Republican candidates; as a result, several prominent Texas
Democrats had lost their House seats. DeLay’s involvement in the redis-
tricting scheme was questioned, and an investigation was launched. In
the fall of 2005, two Texas grand juries indicted DeLay for alleged
money laundering and conspiracy in connection with his fundraising
activities for Texas state legislature candidates. Because House rules
prohibit a member who is under indictment from serving in the leader-
ship, DeLay was forced to step down temporarily from his leadership
post. DeLay maintained that he had never done anything illegal and at-
tributed the charges to blatant partisanship. He was also under scrutiny
for his involvement with Jack Abramoff and Michael Scanlon (a former
aide to DeLay), lobbyists who were under federal investigation for al-
legedly bilking Native American tribes out of millions of dollars. DeLay
had taken at least three overseas trips with Jack Abramoff that were
paid for by lobbyists or foreign interests—a violation of House ethics
rules (Drinkard 2005b).

The House Ethics Committee, which had already admonished DeLay
five times since 1997, stalled on launching an investigation into De-
Lay’s foreign travels because all five Republican members of the com-
mittee had financial links to him. Four of the five committee members
had received campaign contributions from DeLay and two of the five
had contributed money to DeLay’s legal defense fund. The five Demo-
cratic members of the committee refused to adopt rules put forth by
their Republican counterparts, claiming they were designed to protect
DeLay (Drinkard 2005a). Meanwhile, DeLay’s supporters in the Re-
publican Conference were pushing for a vote to waive House rules
requiring an indicted member to step down from his leadership post
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until his case is resolved. House Democrats (along with some Repub-
licans) angrily protested. As the DeLay “scandal” intensified and at-
tracted more media attention, Republican House leaders decided
against waiving the rules for one of their own. DeLay announced he
would resign from the House in June 2006. With DeLay’s departure,
House Republicans lost their most prolific fundraiser and their most
partisan advocate. John Boehner (R-OH), who had built up goodwill
over the years by raising money for his colleagues, was chosen as the
party’s new Majority Leader. During 2005, Boehner had contributed
$445,000 from his campaign committee and leadership PAC to Repub-
lican candidates (Ferrechio 2006).

Several other House Republicans were investigated for their ties to
Jack Abramoff, their connections to other lobbyists, and their campaign
fundraising practices. One member, Mark Foley (R-FL), was forced to
resign after his improper relationships with several House pages were
made public. Congress’s public approval ratings plummeted, and Re-
publicans found themselves on the defensive. House Democrats sought
to capitalize on these scandals by promoting ethics reform. Public sup-
port for the Iraq war was also faltering. President Bush’s approval ratings
dropped off as his administration continued to promote an increasingly
unpopular war. Democrats tried to link their Republican colleagues to
the beleaguered president and pushed for an end to the war. The Bush
administration’s incompetent response to Hurricane Katrina also hurt
congressional Republicans. Democrats promoted their party as an alter-
native to the unpopular status quo.

As electoral tensions escalated, both parties stepped up their fund-
raising efforts. Democratic House leaders sent a letter to caucus mem-
bers stating, “National polling continues to show that the American
public overwhelmingly prefers Democratic candidates of change and
new ideas over the old and tired status quo Republican candidates”
(Billings 2005a). Members were directed to pay their party dues to help
the party “continue its fight.” Dues ranged from $100,000 for rank-and-
file members to $600,000 for top party leaders, and only the most threat-
ened incumbents were exempt from contributing. Democratic leaders
publicized the names of those who had given and those who had not, ar-
guing that fundraising was a team goal. The DCCC also established the

189Republican Turmoil

0813343792 text.qxd  5/28/08  9:53 AM  Page 189



Red to Blue program, which urged House Democrats to contribute to
candidates in competitive races. Chris Van Hollen (D-MD), who co-
chaired the program with Debbie Wasserman Schultz (D-FL), claimed
that member enthusiasm was high and getting stronger every day. An-
other DCCC program, dubbed Calling for a New Majority, solicited con-
tributions from a targeted list of donors. The committee asked all
members of the Democratic Caucus to participate in the effort and pro-
vided them with a portfolio of names, talking points, and campaign in-
formation. By December 2006, the DCCC had collected a record $33.7
million from Democratic House members. These contributions ac-
counted for almost one-quarter of the DCCC’s total intake of $140 mil-
lion during the 2006 election cycle (Billings 2005a; Carney 2006; Davis
2006). Nancy Pelosi’s staff estimated that her fundraising activities on
behalf of the party and its candidates in 2006 had generated about $50
million. She also had contributed $659,000 to Democratic candidates
out of her personal campaign committee funds and leadership PAC.
Pelosi became a main target in Republican campaign ads, which warned
that a “San Francisco liberal” would become the Speaker of the House if
the Democrats prevailed in November, but her colleagues were willing to
risk being associated with her as long as she helped them raise money.
Through her fundraising efforts, Pelosi was able to build a strong net-
work of loyal supporters in the Democratic Caucus (Epstein 2006).

For many Democrats, the desire to win back control of the House re-
placed ideological purity. Rahm Emanuel, whom Nancy Pelosi had
picked to chair the DCCC in late 2004, took the lead in recruiting Dem-
ocratic candidates to compete for open seats or against vulnerable Re-
publican incumbents in 2006. Emanuel focused on candidates’ ability to
win tough races rather than their ideological leanings. “He did not care
where a candidate stood on abortion or the Iraq war, or whether that
candidate was displacing a ‘better’ Democrat, if such purity cost a House
seat” (Naftali Bendavid, quoted in Glass 2007). Emanuel did not try to
nationalize the elections the way Republicans had in 1994. He studied
the demographics of competitive districts and recruited candidates who
could win in those districts. Because many of the competitive districts
leaned Republican, he recruited a number of conservative Democrats
whose ideologies were out of line with the party’s more liberal leaders.
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Emanuel then directed substantial campaign assistance to these candi-
dates and made sure they had the money they needed to run competi-
tive races. The candidates were not expected to promote a broad party
manifesto; rather, they were encouraged to localize their campaigns and
run on issues that mattered to the people in their districts.

Emanuel also was responsible for enforcing member dues require-
ments. His aggressiveness, combined with his junior status (he had
first been elected in 2002), rubbed some members of his party the
wrong way. When some members of the conservative Blue Dog Coali-
tion and the Congressional Black Caucus failed to pay their DCCC
dues, Emanuel threatened to deny them access to party-based services.
Senior members of the Blue Dog Coalition and the Black Caucus were
outraged by Emanuel’s demands, but he had the backing of Minority
Leader Pelosi. And he was not one to shy away from confrontation.
Part of the problem that Emanuel faced was that, historically, Demo-
cratic members had not paid any penalty for ignoring their dues re-
quirements. Because the rewards handed out were based mostly on
seniority, there was little incentive for senior members to be financially
generous. Emanuel borrowed a page from the Republicans’ 1994 play-
book and argued that the team goal of majority status required all
members to contribute for the good of the whole. Once winning con-
trol of the House seemed possible, Emanuel’s high-pressure tactics be-
gan to pay off (Mercurio 2006). House members contributed a total of
$33.7 million to the DCCC during the 2006 election cycle, $15 million
more than they had given during the 2004 cycle.

While Democratic members were raising unprecedented amounts
of money for the DCCC, House Republicans were on the defensive.
“There is no question that we are in a very difficult political environ-
ment,” said Majority Leader John Boehner (Lawrence and Locker 2006,
A2). The party revived its Battleground program for the 2006 elections
and set an initial fundraising goal of $22 million. NRCC Chair Tom
Reynolds (R-NY) and Eric Cantor (R-VA), chair of the Battleground
2006 program, steadily pressured Republican Conference members to
give as much as they could. Leading by example, Republican leaders
used almost all of the money they had raised to fund incumbent candi-
dates in tight races. Speaker Dennis Hastert, Majority Leader John
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Boehner, and NRCC Chair Tom Reynolds gave $1.9 million to approx-
imately seventy Republican incumbents facing strong challengers. This
amount represented 85 percent of their combined total contributions.
In 2004, Hastert’s leadership PAC had given 32 percent of its contribu-
tions to Republicans challenging Democratic incumbents. Two years
later, his PAC gave less than 16 percent of its contributions to Republi-
can challengers. In contrast, Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, Minority
Whip Steny Hoyer, and DCCC Chair Rahm Emanuel gave $963,000 to
approximately fifty Democratic candidates who were challenging vul-
nerable Republican incumbents. This amount came to 64 percent of
their combined total contributions. Very few Democratic incumbents
were considered vulnerable, so the party could invest the majority of its
campaign funds in strong challengers (Davis 2006; Lawrence and
Locker 2006).

As competition between the parties tightened, Republican incum-
bents upped their contributions to the party. The NRCC collected
$31.6 million from House members during the 2006 election cycle—
approximately $2 million less than the Democrats. The committee
raised more overall, however: $180 million, compared to the DCCC’s
$140 million. Despite collecting more in total contributions, Republi-
can House members failed to raise as much money for the NRCC as
Democratic members did for the DCCC. For the first time in twelve
years, minority party members contributed more for the good of the
whole than did their majority party counterparts.

Democrats Take the Reins

The House Republicans could not stem the anti-status-quo tide that
swept Congress in 2006. The Democrats regained control of the House
for the first time in twelve years. Forty-two new Democrats were
elected to the chamber, giving the party a 233–202 margin over the Re-
publicans. Democrats also captured the Senate, 51–49. Nancy Pelosi
was elected to the House Speakership, Steny Hoyer was named Major-
ity Leader, and James Clyburn (South Carolina) was selected Majority
Whip. Rahm Emanuel, who was credited with formulating the Demo-
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crats’ takeover of the House, was named Democratic Caucus chair-
man. Chris Van Hollen was chosen as chair of the DCCC. Republicans
chose John Boehner as their Minority Leader, Roy Blunt of Missouri
was named Minority Whip, and Floridian Adam Putnam was named
Republican Conference chair. Tom Cole of Oklahoma was chosen as
chair of the NRCC. While all of the newly elected leaders operated
leadership PACs, Steny Hoyer, John Boehner, and Roy Blunt controlled
the wealthiest PACs and had given over $1 million apiece during the
2006 election cycle. Clearly, raising money for the party and its candi-
dates remained a leadership prerequisite.

Democrats kicked off the 110th Congress in January 2007 by adopt-
ing a new set of rules. The rules package proposed earmark, ethics, and
travel reforms. These proposals were meant to demonstrate the party’s
commitment to reducing corruption and increasing transparency. The
new earmark rules required that a list of sponsors, justifications, and
beneficiaries accompany all earmark requests. Members were also re-
quired to attach their names to their earmarks, along with a statement
verifying that neither they nor their spouses would benefit from their
earmarks. However, the new rules did not lower the number or the size
of the earmarks that members could request. New ethics rules banned
members from traveling on corporate jets and from trying to influence
lobbyists. In addition, members were prevented from accepting gifts,
meals, or travel paid for by lobbyists. The new ethics rules did not ad-
dress campaign contributions.

The package also contained new budget rules, requiring new man-
datory spending to be offset (known as pay-as-you-go budgeting). Ad-
ditional rules focused on reforming House operations. One provision
prohibited holding floor votes open for the purpose of changing the
outcome—a tactic Republican leaders had used on several important
votes. Another rule required conference committees to give adequate
notice and allow all conferees to attend committee meetings. When
Democrats were in the minority, they had complained that Republi-
cans regularly shut them out of conference committee meetings. These
new rules were portrayed as making the system more fair than it had
been under Republican control. However, the Democrats included a
few bill-specific provisions in their rules package, designed to prevent
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the Republicans from interfering with the passage of several top Dem-
ocratic priorities. Majority Leader Hoyer claimed that the Democrats
were not reneging on their campaign promise of more openness; they
were simply making sure their top priorities would be passed because
they were a “unique part of the 2006 campaign and our promise to the
American people” (Ferrechio 2007; see also Dennis 2007).

One of the most significant changes the Democrats adopted was not
a provision they added to the House rules but one they left in. While
Speaker Pelosi had adhered to seniority in naming the new committee
chairs, House Democrats rejected their party’s historical deference to
seniority and decided to impose six-year term limits on committee
chairs. The rule was buried on page 498 of the 1,200-page House rules
document. When the term limits rule was first adopted by Republicans
in the 104th Congress, Democrats had rejected a proposal to impose
similar limits on their leaders and ranking members (Ferrechio 2007).
But twelve years later, Democratic leaders saw the value in term-limiting
committee chairs. Speaker Pelosi did not publicize the inclusion of term
limits in the rules package. In fact, some senior Democrats who strongly
opposed term limits had voted to adopt the rules package, not knowing
that term limits were a part of it. Afterward they angrily protested the
leadership’s decision and pushed to have the rule removed. Most junior
Democrats—including the forty-two freshman majority makers—
favored term limits and urged the Speaker to leave the rule intact. “Old
bulls” like John Dingell (D-MI), who chaired the Energy and Commerce
Committee, and Henry Waxman (D-CA), who chaired the Government
Oversight and Reform Committee, did not support any effort that
would impinge on their long-accrued power. Speaker Pelosi sought to
defuse the tension by promising the party’s senior members that the
rule would be revisited in a couple of years, before the term limits took
effect. She urged them to avoid setting off an intraparty battle over the
issue, arguing that the new majority needed to present a unified front at
the beginning of the 110th Congress.

Democratic House leaders’ electoral concerns were likely reflected in
their decision to endorse the rule that had indirectly helped House Re-
publicans raise millions of dollars. By imposing term limits on commit-
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tee chairs, Democratic leaders could expect that ambitious members
would compete by raising money for the party and its candidates. They
also could expect that ambitious members would toe the party line to
demonstrate their loyalty to the party’s leaders. Democratic leaders may
have had their electoral concerns in mind when they promised full five-
day workweeks, as well. When the new schedule was announced, lobby-
ists immediately saw more opportunities to hold fundraisers for
members in Washington. “Honestly, we’ve already begun to schedule
them,” said Monica Notzon, a political fundraiser. “I think we’re going to
see events every day of the week” (Ackley 2007). Indeed, thousands of
lobbyists began preparing for a full calendar of fundraisers as soon as the
Democrats proposed a longer workweek. “If they’re [House members]
here more, that’s what they’ll do,” said Dan Danner, the top lobbyist at
the National Federation of Independent Business. “There’ll be more
fundraisers” (Ackley 2007). By passing new ethics rules that prevent lob-
byists from buying meals for members and congressional staff, Demo-
crats had automatically increased the importance of fundraisers. “You’re
going to have 100 percent attendance at fundraisers” because face-to-face
interaction with members would be at a premium, according to one cor-
porate lobbyist (Ackley 2007). H. Stewart Van Scoyoc, another lobbyist,
predicted that the demand for campaign money would go up: “Particu-
larly with the ethics package, it’ll put more pressure on fundraising be-
cause it will limit the interaction between lobbyists and staff and push
more of it into the fundraising context” (Ackley 2007). For example, the
DCCC hosted a December 2007 fundraiser attended by top congressional
aides; the admission price was $1,000 per person. “Members tap us all
year, so why not the staff?” said one lobbyist, referring to the increasingly
common fundraising practice (Hearn 2007c). Congressional history
shows that institutional reforms often have unintended consequences.
But when electoral competition dominates congressional politics, it
becomes more difficult to label these money-generating consequences
unintended.

Having won the House, Democrats began the 110th Congress by pur-
suing an incumbent protection strategy. After passing their “100-hour
agenda”—a set of campaign promises that Democrats had promised to

195Democrats Take the Reins

0813343792 text.qxd  5/28/08  9:53 AM  Page 195



implement if they won majority control—the Democrats turned their
attention to a slate of popular issues that appealed to voters across the
ideological spectrum. The initiatives included measures dealing with
election reform, children’s health, energy independence, and climate
change. Democratic House leaders wanted to ensure that their party
members had a strong record of accomplishment to run on in 2008, and
they chose issues that had broad appeal. Sixty House Democrats repre-
sented districts that George W. Bush had carried in the 2004 presidential
election. Holding those seats was a priority for the party, and their policy
agenda reflected this goal. The DCCC also focused on providing sup-
port to the party’s at-risk candidates. The committee’s Frontline pro-
gram, which provides support to vulnerable Democrats, adopted a
memorandum of understanding requiring incumbents to play a more
active role in grassroots and get-out-the-vote efforts in their districts.
DCCC Chair Chris Van Hollen established new fundraising goals for
members. While his personal style was less aggressive than his predeces-
sor Rahm Emanuel’s, he pledged to enforce discipline in just the same
way (Hearn and O’Connor 2007).

Despite their attempts to unify on policy, the House Democrats
faced divisions, particularly on Iraq. The party’s liberal faction favored
cutting off spending for the war and withdrawing troops immediately.
Conservative Democrats pushed for continued spending and phased
withdrawals. During the first few months of the 110th Congress, Dem-
ocratic leaders avoided bringing potentially divisive issues to the House
floor. However, they eventually had to address supplemental war fund-
ing and other contentious issues, and Speaker Pelosi struggled to bring
her party’s various factions together on a series of war-spending votes.
Some senior Democrats were angered by her willingness to bring un-
popular bills to the floor and began calling for a majority-of-the-
majority rule. Speaker Dennis Hastert had adhered to this rule and had
not brought any bill to the floor that a majority of the majority party
members did not support. Pelosi refused to adopt the rule and said she
would continue to try to negotiate compromises between her party’s
factions. On many issues, getting a majority of the majority to agree
was difficult, if not impossible.
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While Democrats adjusted to life in the majority, Republicans
struggled to maintain a unified minority. The party fractured over the
Iraq war, with some members deserting the White House. Other mem-
bers defied the leadership and voted with the Democrats on popular
domestic issues. Eighty-two Republicans voted with the Democrats to
approve an increase in the minimum wage, sixty-eight backed a Dem-
ocratic measure to put into force the remaining recommendations of
the September 11 Commission, forty-eight supported the Democrats’
pay-as-you-go budget rules, and thirty-seven voted in favor of expand-
ing embryonic stem cell research. Leaders of both parties attributed
Republican splintering to the president’s low public approval ratings,
the unpopularity of the war, and public demand for some of the poli-
cies pushed by the Democrats. Conference Chair Adam Putnam pre-
dicted that Republicans would return to the fold once the Democrats
moved on to tougher issues. Republican House leaders had in the past
been able to control dissension within the ranks and were determined
to continue enforcing discipline (Hulse 2007).

House Republicans, well aware of the divisions within the majority
party, used various procedural motions to make life difficult for the
Democratic leadership. They frequently targeted the conservative
freshman Democrats by offering amendments or motions that were
difficult for these members to reject. For example, Republicans offered
a motion to send the Washington, DC, voting-rights bill back to com-
mittee with instructions to amend the bill to repeal DC’s ban on hand-
guns and assault weapons. The motion to recommit (or send back) is a
minority right that has been in place since 1822, allowing the minority
party a last chance to send a majority party bill back to committee for
further consideration before a vote is taken. The full chamber votes on
the motion to recommit, and it typically fails because it is a vehicle of
the minority party. In the case of the DC voting-rights bill, Republi-
cans knew that there were enough conservative Democrats who could
not afford to vote against a gun rights measure. Democratic leaders
pulled the bill from the floor rather than force their members to take a
vote on gun control. Had they not pulled the bill, the motion to recom-
mit would have passed because enough conservative Democrats would
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have voted with the Republicans on the gun control motion. As Repub-
licans continued to target conservative Democrats with these types of
procedural votes, the Democratic leaders moved to limit the minority
party’s ability to participate in the process. Despite their pledges to al-
low open debate and participation, Democrats brought more bills to
the floor under totally closed rules than Republicans had when they
were in the majority. Closed rules prevent members from offering any
amendments to bills. After the DC voting-rights bill debacle, the Dem-
ocrats threatened to change the rule governing motions to recommit.
Republicans responded by bringing the floor to a standstill. Lynn West-
moreland (R-GA) called for a procedural vote every thirty minutes (a
dilatory tactic) until the Democrats agreed to withdraw the proposed
rule (O’Connor 2007).

Procedural heavy-handedness is the prerogative of the majority
party. When the Republicans took control of the House in 1995, they
had pledged a more open process. But they reneged on those promises
once they realized how difficult it was to manage the process. The
Democrats in 2007 followed the same pattern. When the margins be-
tween parties are small, as they have been since 1994, the majority
party has a much more difficult time controlling legislative outcomes.
Allowing the House to work its will through debate and compromise is
less an option when the goal is to win. As partisan margins have nar-
rowed, closed rules have become a standard tool in the majority party’s
arsenal. As a result, members devote less time to debating the merits of
policy measures. But less time on the floor means more time to raise
money. A former House member who had served in the Republican
leadership during the 1990s and the early years of the twenty-first
century argued in favor of open rules because he believed that the Re-
publicans would benefit from engaging in public debates with the
Democrats. If members were forced to explain and defend their policy
positions, the “Republicans would win every time.” His colleagues in
the leadership agreed with his premise but still refused to open the
rules. “I was told that if we opened the rules, members would have to
spend more time on the floor debating policy and less time over at the
party headquarters making their fundraising calls. And we needed to
raise money to stay in power” (interview with author 2007). The leg-
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islative process is thus held hostage by the desire for power and the
need for money.

Consequences and Challenges

In a 2006 survey, former House members were asked about the biggest
challenges facing Congress. Three-quarters of the nearly one hundred
respondents offered the same three responses: the undue influence of
moneyed interests, the inability to control federal spending, and—the
biggest response by far—the pervasiveness of partisan polarization
(Adler and Wilkerson 2006). That money and partisanship top the lists
of those who have served in the House speaks volumes about contem-
porary congressional party politics. Narrow margins have divided the
parties since 1994. Electoral politics has replaced legislative politics, as
real competition makes the fight for majority control relevant every
two years. And in order to compete, the parties need to raise money.
These dynamics have increased the role that money plays both between
and within the parties in Congress. The CCCs engage in fundraising
battles every election cycle, as they race to fund their most promising
and most vulnerable candidates. Ambitious members who seek to
move up the chamber’s power ladder engage in almost constant
fundraising battles with each other in an effort to impress their party
leaders. The presence of competition between parties and among mem-
bers of the same party has intensified the role of money in congres-
sional politics.

Before the 1970s, House members did not compete for power in the
chamber; they earned it through long-term service. The demise of the
seniority rule, together with party-imposed term limits on committee
chairs and leaders, means that all members have the opportunity to
move up in the chamber. Because narrow margins and fierce partisan-
ship increase the value of party loyalty, ambitious members compete
by toeing the party line and supporting the party’s fundraising goals.
Following the 2006 elections, several newly elected Democrats estab-
lished leadership PACs to raise money early in hopes that it would pay
off later (Mayer 2007). Establishing a leadership PAC can also help
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members meet their party dues requirements—something they are
made aware of as soon as they arrive in Washington. As competition for
leadership posts and committee chairs has opened up, leadership PACs
are no longer limited to party leaders. Members who raise money for
the good of the whole demonstrate that they are loyal team players.

As money has become central to the way parties compete for majority
control, partisan polarization and the influence of wealthy interests have
intensified. Party leaders have taken on increased fundraising responsi-
bilities. Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s pledge to raise over $25 million for her
party during the 2008 election cycle illustrates just how high the stakes
are. Contemporary party leaders have to be well connected to individu-
als and organized interests that can provide campaign funds. Thus some
members—because of their district constituencies, their professional
backgrounds, and their personal connections—are better positioned
than others to become party leaders. Moreover, contributors tend to fa-
vor members who are at the far ends of the ideological spectrum—the
Republicans’ conservative faction or the Democrats’ liberal faction—so
these members are better able to compete for power in the chamber.
Members are attracted to leaders who can help them raise money—so
much so that they may be willing to overlook a leader’s more extreme
ideological views. This dynamic has driven the congressional parties to
choose leaders who do not represent the median party voter (Heberlig
et al. 2006). Leaders such as Nancy Pelosi, a liberal San Francisco Demo-
crat, and Tom DeLay, a conservative Texas Republican, epitomize this
phenomenon. Leaders may also feel compelled to advance the agendas
of those who have funded their leadership campaigns.

The constant pressure to raise money has created a number of ques-
tionable fundraising practices, including thickening ties between
House members and lobbyists. Just before the November 2006 elec-
tions, Republican-oriented tax lobbyists, as well as corporate lobbyists,
received late-campaign solicitations from Charlie Rangel’s (D-NY)
leadership PAC. Rangel, who was running unopposed in his Harlem
district, was positioned to become chair of the Ways and Means Com-
mittee if the Democrats won majority control. The lobbyists were told
that their contributions would be “a nice gesture for Charlie.” The so-
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licitations were widely interpreted as a requirement for a ticket to enter
Rangel’s office, should he become chair of the Ways and Means Com-
mittee. While Rangel denied these claims, the implications of not con-
tributing were clear to the lobbyists who wheel and deal in the world
of campaign politics (Novak 2006).

As lobbyists have become closer and closer to campaigns, members
have begun hiring them as the treasurers of their campaign committees
and leadership PACs. Since 1998, seventy-nine members of Congress
have tapped lobbyists to serve as the treasurers of their fundraising
committees. A treasurer’s job is to raise money for the member, and
many lobbyists have well-heeled connections. Lobbyists also organize
fundraisers for members, and sometimes bundle campaign contribu-
tions for members’ reelection efforts. In return, they get access and
influence—invaluable commodities on the Hill (Shesgreen 2006).

Some House members have also put family members on the payroll of
their leadership PACs. Tom DeLay’s wife was paid more than $170,000
over four years by his leadership PAC, for fundraising and consulting ser-
vices. The wife of John Doolittle, a Republican from California, worked
as a fundraiser for his PAC and kept 15 percent of the contributions she
brought in as payment. In recent years, leadership PACs have spent an
increasing proportion of their funds on items other than contributions
to candidates. These expenses range from travel, hotels, and meals to
flowers, jewelry, and spa packages for campaign supporters. “My impres-
sion is that a lot of people use leadership PACs as a slush fund,” said Joel
Hefley, a Colorado Republican and former chair of the House Ethics
Committee. Lawmakers use their accounts, he said, to pay for “all kinds
of things that can be justified, but certainly are questionable” (Mullins
2006). All of these practices contribute to the appearance if not the real-
ity of corruption, and they diminish popular faith in government.

Between raising money for their own campaigns and raising money
for the party and its candidates, members devote tremendous amounts
of time to fundraising. As a result, less time is spent on the business of
legislating. Floor debate is limited and committee hearings are poorly
attended. As party loyalty has become the criterion by which ambitious
members are judged, incentives for specializing in policy have decreased.
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And when the legislative agenda is tightly controlled by the leadership,
members have even less incentive to hone their policy skills. In an envi-
ronment that emphasizes electoral politics over legislative politics,
members’ political skills are more important than their legislative exper-
tise. This reality makes life in the House difficult for those members who
lack wealthy connections, represent poor constituencies, face competi-
tive races, or simply find fundraising distasteful.
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Epilogue

The 1970s reforms sought to democratize the House by dispersing
power more evenly throughout the chamber. While removing the se-
niority rule leveled the playing field between junior and senior law-
makers, it also increased competition among members hoping to
advance in the chamber. The redistribution of campaign funds was an
outgrowth of this new, more competitive environment. The reforms also
strengthened party leaders, who began to take full advantage of their
new powers during the 1980s. Since 1994, narrow partisan margins have
dominated congressional party politics, and the presence of real compe-
tition in the House has prompted leaders to enforce strict party disci-
pline. The majority party has to remain unified to pass its agenda and
the minority party has to stick together (and attract a dozen or so ma-
jority party members) to block the majority’s bills. In a highly competi-
tive political environment, party loyalty is at a premium. A party cannot
produce results unless its members are willing to put the team’s interests
ahead of their own personal ambitions.

The challenge for majority party leaders in the House is to find ways
to prevent members from putting their own goals ahead of the party’s
goals. Having placed their own ambitions on the back burner to help
their party win majority control, members are typically anxious to pur-
sue their own political and policy goals once they achieve power in the
chamber. With majority status comes the opportunity to consolidate
power. Ambitious members can pursue leadership posts, committee and
subcommittee chairmanships, and seats on desirable committees. By
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virtue of their majority status, they are also better able to pursue their
own policy goals.

Members can also consolidate power in the chamber by raising and
redistributing money. Beginning in the 1970s, ambitious members
used their own campaign committees and their leadership PACs to di-
rect money to their colleagues. Spreading the wealth allowed members
to build support for their own intrainstitutional ambitions. In the pro-
cess, they weakened the influence of the party leaders in determining
chairmanships, leadership posts, and committee appointments. By
contributing to colleagues who could help them achieve their own
personal ambitions, members did not always give to those who needed
the most help. From the party’s standpoint, then, campaign funds were
sometimes distributed inefficiently. If the goal is to maximize the
party’s ability to maintain or gain majority status, money should go to
the most vulnerable candidates. But if the goal is to build personal
support networks in the chamber, money is directed to members who
can help a donor achieve this goal. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s,
party leaders had little control over how members chose to redistrib-
ute their campaign money. The Democrats had a comfortable majority
over the Republicans, so it was difficult for leaders to dictate campaign
finance redistribution strategies.

Beginning in the early 1990s, the Republicans began to centralize
their campaign finance strategies. The minority party typically has an
easier job convincing its members to support the group goal of major-
ity status. Minority party members are more willing to unify and to
push the party’s agenda because they cannot reasonably pursue their
own personal goals if they are not in the majority. Heading into the
1994 elections, the Republican House leaders convinced incumbent
members to contribute their excess campaign funds for the good of
the whole. By supporting Republican candidates, these members in-
creased their own chances of moving into the majority and consolidat-
ing power. The strategy worked: Large sums of campaign money,
combined with the right political circumstances, propelled the Repub-
licans into the majority. The Republican majority, unlike the previous
forty years of Democratic majorities, was quite narrow. Party leaders
knew that enforcing strict party discipline was key to holding the ma-
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jority. Power was centralized in the leadership, and ambitious mem-
bers understood that if they wanted to advance in the chamber, they
had to be loyal to the party. In a system where loyalty (as it is defined
by the party leaders) is the key to advancement, the party as a whole
benefits from its members’ ambitious pursuits. By structuring a system
in which the individual goal of intrainstitutional power is inextricably
linked to the group goal of majority status, Republican House leaders
could promote competition between members while avoiding internal
fragmentation. And because members competed by raising money for
the party rather than for colleagues of their choosing, campaign fi-
nances could be distributed more proficiently. The Democrats soon
followed suit and began promoting and rewarding party loyalty.

Today, both parties emphasize member contributions to the CCCs.
With the exception of those who are facing tough reelection cam-
paigns, all members are required to give for the good of the whole.
Members who wish to climb the chamber’s power ladder are expected
to give beyond the minimum requirements in order to demonstrate
their strong commitment to the team. By refusing to participate in this
game of “give and go,” members may deny themselves the chance to
realize their personal ambitions.

Just as individual members tried to adapt the system for redistribut-
ing campaign money to serve their own personal ambitions, the con-
gressional parties have adapted the system to serve collective party
goals. This new system still encourages members to develop relations
with outside interests and individuals who can provide support in the
form of campaign funds. But rather than use these resources to build
individual fiefdoms within the chamber, members are encouraged to
hand these resources over to the party. Those who provide the party
and its candidates the greatest amount of money are then rewarded for
their efforts. By rewarding loyalty to the party, leaders offset the ten-
dency toward fragmentation.

By containing internal fragmentation, the parties have addressed one
problem but opened themselves up to others. If power goes to those
who raise the most money, power goes to those who are well connected
to the organized interests and the individuals who can provide cam-
paign funds. This system can build policy biases and obligations into
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the party’s agenda that are at odds with the party’s historic positions
and ideological orientation. The effort to create a unified campaign sys-
tem that raises a lot of money could ironically result in the fragmenta-
tion of the party’s political and policy agenda. As a result, divisions
within the party may form, and core partisan support may drop.

The increased emphasis on campaign money may also lead to ethi-
cal lapses. A system that relies so heavily on money gives political and
policy leverage to those who can contribute. To compete for power in
the chamber, ambitious members need to raise money, so by directing
money to their favored candidates’ campaign committees and leader-
ship PACs, outside interests and individuals can indirectly help deter-
mine who among the elected will lead. If those members are then
elected to chairs or other leadership posts, the outside interests who
funded their campaigns are well positioned to get a foot in the policy
door. This dynamic favors private interests over the public good and
can erode public confidence in government.

Finally, a system so focused on fundraising leaves little time for legis-
lating. During the 1960s and 1970s, the average two-year session of the
House met for 323 days. During the 1980s and 1990s, the average
dropped to 278 days. Today, the average House session hovers around
250 days. In addition, the average number of committee and subcommit-
tee hearings during a two-year session of Congress has significantly de-
clined (Ornstein 2006). Raising money requires members—particularly
House leaders—to spend tremendous amounts of time meeting with
contributors and “dialing for dollars.” As well as raising money for their
own campaigns, all members have to raise money for their parties. The
constant need to fundraise creates cross pressures for the House leaders,
who are charged with developing their party’s policy agenda and shep-
herding it through the legislative process. Whose goals are prioritized in a
system so focused on raising money? The persistence of narrow majori-
ties suggests that these conditions will not change in the foreseeable fu-
ture. In the absence of reform, money will continue to dominate party
politics in the House.
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