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COMMITTEE CHAIRMEN AS POLITICAL
ENTREPRENEURS

Congresslonal scholars have pointed out how the personal power Incentive on Capitol Hill
supports and expands committee government. Congressional commitiees became a dominant
force in the legislative process toward the end of the nineteenth century. in 1885 Woodrow
Wilson was able to state categorically in his famous work, Congressional Government:

The leaders of the House are the chairmen of the principal Standing Committees. Indeed, to
be exactly accurate, the House has as many leaders as there are subjects of legislation; for
there are as many Standing Committees as there are leading classes of legislation, and in the
consideration of every topic of business the House Is guided by a special leader in the
person of the chairman of the Standing Committee, charged with the superintendence of
measures of the particular class to which that topic belongs. it is this multiplicity of leaders,
this many-headed leadership, which makes the organization of the House too complex to
afford uninformed people and unskilled observers any easy clue lo its methods of rule. For
the chalrmen of the Standing Commitiees do not constitute a cooperative body like a
ministry. They do not consult and concur In the adoption of homogeneous and mutually
helpful measures; there Is no thought of acting in concert. Each Committee goes its own way
at its own pace. It is impossible to discover any unity or method in the disconnected and
therefore unsystematic, confused, and desultory action of the House, or any common
purpose In the measures which its Committees from time to time recommend.

With regard to the Senate he noted:

1t has those same radical defects of organization which weaken the House. its functions also,
like those of the House, are segregated in the prerogatives of numerous Standing Committees.
in this regard Congress is all of a plece. There Is In the Senate no more opportunity than exists
in the House for gaining such recognized party leadership as would be likely to enlarge a man
by glving him a sense of power, and to steady and sober him by filling him with a grave sense
of responsibility. So far as its organization controls It, the Senate.. . . proceedings bear most of
the characteristic fealures of committee rule.

The Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946 was designed to streamline congressional commit-
tee structure and provide committees and individual members of Congress with increased
expert staff, however, although the number of standing committees was reduced, subcommit-
tees have increased so that the net numerical reduction is not as greal as was originally
intended. Further, because Congress still conducts Its business through committees, (1} the
senior members of the party with the majority in Congress dominate the formulation of pub-
lic policy through the senlority rule; (2) policy formulation is fragmented, with each committee
maintaining relative dominance over policy areas within its jurisdiction; and (3) stemming
from this fragmentation, party control Is weakened, especially when the president altempts to
assume legislative dominance.

Although Congress Is often pictured as powerless in confrontation with the executive
branch, the fact is that the chairmen of powerful congressional committees often dominate
administrative agencies over which they have jurisdiction. They are an important part of the
broad Washington establishment. This Is particularly true of the chairmen of appropriations
committees and subcommittees; because of thelr control of the purse strings, they are able to
wield far more influence over the bureaucracy than are the chalrmen of other committees.
The appropriations committees have a direct weapon—money—that they can wield against
administrative adversaries. And the chairmen of all committees have seniority that often
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exceeds that of the bureaucrats with whom they are dealing. The secretarles and assistant
secretaries of executive departments are political appointees who rarely stay in government
more than two years, whereas powerful members of Congress have been around for one or
more decades. This gives the latter expertise that those working within the political levels of the
bureaucracy often lack. Political appointees in the bureaucracy must rely upon their
professional staff in order to match the expertise of senior members of Congress. The power of
the chairmen of the appropriations committees often leads them to interfere directly in adminis-
trative operations. They become, in effect, part of the bureaucracy, often dominating it and deter-
mining what programs it will implement, The constant interaction between committee chairs and
agencles results in “government without passing laws,” to use the phrase of Michael W. Kirst.*

While committees remain an imporiant part of the Washington power establishment,
their chairmen often becoming informal “prime ministers” dominating the policy arenas
their committees control, though the chairmen are no longer the feudal barons Woodrow
Wilson portrayed. But congressional committees, more than political parties, continue to
define the legislative process. The dispersion of committee power adds new dimensions to
divided government. As the president confronts Congress he must deal with multiple power
centers, making presidential leadership even more complex and difficult.

57

CONGRESS AND THE QUEST FOR
POWER

s o

Lawrence C, Dodd?

The postwar years have taught students of Congress a very fundamental lesson:
Congress is a dynamic institution. The recent congressional changes picture an
institution that is much like a kaleidoscope. At first glance the visual images and

‘Author’s Note: For critical assistance at various stages in the writing of this essay, [ would
like o thank Amold Fleischmann, Michael N. Green, Bruce 1. Oppenheimer, Diana Phillips,
Russ Renka, Terry Sullivan, and numerous graduate and undergraduate students who shared
with me their questions and insights.

*Compiler’s note: See Michael W. Kirsl, Government Without Passing Laws {Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1969).
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structural patterns appear frozen in a simple and comprehensive mosaic. Upon
closer and longer inspection the realization dawns that the picture is subject to
constant transformations. These transformations seem to flow naturally from the
prior observations, yet the resulting mosaic is quite different and is not ordered by
the same static principles used to interpret and understand the earlier one.
The appreciation and understanding of the moving image requires not only
comprehending the role of each colorful geometric object in a specific picture, not
developing a satisfactory interpretation of the principles underlying a specific
picture or change in specific aspects of the picture, but grasping the dynamics
underlying the structural transformations themselves. So it is with Congress. To
understand and appreciate it as an institution we must focus not only on particular
aspects of internal congressional structure and process, nor on changes in particular
patterns. We must seek to understand the more fundamental dynamics that produce
the transformations in the congressional mosaic. This essay represents an attempt to
explain the dynamics of congressional structure. . . .

I

As with politicians generally, members of Congress enter politics in a quest for
personal power. This quest may derive from any number of deeper motives: a desire
for ego gratification or for prestige, a search for personal salvation through good
works, a hope to construct a better world or to dominate the present one, or a
preoccupation with status and self-love. Whatever the source, most members of
Congress seek to attain the power to control policy decisions that impose the
authority of the state on the citizenry at large.

The most basic lesson that any member of Congress learns on entering
the institution is that the quest for power by service within Congress requires
reelection. First, reelection is necessary in order to remain in the struggle within
Congress for “power positions.” Staying in the struggle is important not only in
that it provides the formal status as an elected representative without which an
individual’s influence on national legislative policy lacks legal authority; the
quest for power through election and reelection also signals one’s acceptance of
the myth of democratic rule and thus one’s acceptability as a power seeker who
honors the society’s traditional values. Second, reelection, particularly by large
margins, helps create an aura of personal legitimacy. It indicates that one has a
special mandate from the people, that one's position is fairly secure, that one will
have to be “reckoned with.” Third, long-term electoral success bestows on a
member of Congress the opportunity to gain the experience and expertise, and to
demonstrate the legislative skill and political prescience, that can serve to justify
the exercise of power.

Because reelection is so important, and because it may be so difficult to ensure,
its pursuit can become all-consuming. The constitutional system, electoral laws,
and social system together have created political parties that are weak coalitions.
A candidate for Congress normally must create a personal organization rather than
rely on her or his political party. The “electoral connection” that intervenes
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between the desire for power and the realization of power may lead members to
emphasize form over substance, position taking, advertising, and credit claiming
rather than problem solving. In an effort to sustain electoral success, members of
Congress may fail to take controversial and clear positions, fail to make hard
choices, fail to exercise power itself. Yet members of Congress generally are not
solely preoccupied with reelection. Most members have relatively secure electoral
margins. This security stems partially from the fact that members of Congress are
independent of political parties and are independent from responsibility for
selecting the executive, and thus can be judged more on personal qualities than on
partisan or executive affiliations. Electoral security is further reinforced because
members of Congress personally control financial and casework resources that can
help them build a loyalty from their constituents independent of policy or ideologi-
cal considerations. The existence of secure electoral margins thus allows members
to devote considerable effort toward capturing a “power position” within Congress
and generating a mystique of special authority that is necessary to legitimize a select
decision-making role for them in the eyes of their nominal peers.

The concern of members of Congress with gaining congressional power,
rather than just securing reelection, has had a considerable influence on the struc-
ture and life of Congress. Were members solely preoccupied with reelection, we
would expect them to spend little time in Washington and devote their personal
efforts to constituent speeches and district casework. One would expect Congress
to be run by a centralized, efficient staff who, in league with policy-oriented
interest groups, would draft legislation, investigate the issues, frame palatable
solutions, and present the members with the least controversial bills possible.
Members of Congress would give little attention to committee work, and then
only to committees that clearly served reelection interests. The primary activity
of congresspeople in Congress, rather, would be extended, televised floor debates
and symbolic roll call votes, all for show. Such a system would allow the appear-
ance of work while providing ample opportunity for the mending of home fences.
Alternatively, were only a few members of Congress concerned about power, with
others concerned with reelection, personal finances, or private lives, one might
expect a centralized system with a few leaders exercising power and all others
spending their time on personal or electoral matters.

Virtually all members of the U.S. Congress are preoccupied with power consid-
erations. They are unwilling—unless forced by external events—to leave the major
decisions in either a centralized, autonomous staff system or a central leadership.
Each member wants to exercise power—to make the key policy decisions. This
motive places every member in a personal conflict with every other member: to the
extent that one member realizes her or his goal personally to control all key
decisions, all others must lose. Given this widespread power motive, an obvious way
to resolve the conflict is to disperse power—or at least power positions—as widely as
possible. One logical solution, in other words, is to place basic policy-making
responsibility in a series of discrete and relatively autonomous committees and
subcommittees, each having control over the decisions in a specified jurisdictional
area. Each member can belong to a small number of committees and, within them,
have a significant and perhaps dominant influence on policy. Although such a
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system denies every member the opportunity to control all policy decisions, it
ensures that most members, particularly if they stay in Congress long enough to
obtain a subcommittee or committee chair, and if they generate the mystique of
special authority necessary to allow them to activate the power potential of their
select position, can satisfy a portion of their power drive.

Within Congress, as one would expect in light of the power motive, the funda-
mental structure of organization is a committee system. Most members spend most
of their time not in their district but in Washington, and most of their Washington
time not on the floor in symbolic televised debate but rather in the committee or
subcommittee rooms, in caucus meetings, or in office work devoted to legislation.
While the staff, particularly the personal staff, may be relegated to casework for
constituents, the members of Congress sit through hearing after hearing, debate
after debate, vote after vote seeking to shape in subcommittee, committee, and floor
votes the contours of legislation. This is not to suggest, of course, that members of
Congress do not engage in symbolic action or personal casework and do not spend
much time in the home district; they do, in their effort at reelection. Likewise, staff
do draft legislation, play a strong role in committee investigations, and influence
the direction of public policy; they do this, however, largely because members of
Congress just do not have enough time in the day to fulfill their numerous obliga-
tions. Seen in this perspective, Congress is not solely, simply, or primarily a stage on
which individuals intentionally and exclusively engage in meaningless charades.
Whatever the end product of their effort may be, members of Congress have
actively sought to design a congressional structure and process that would maximize
their ability to exercise personal power within Congress and, through Congress,
within the nation at large.

The congressional committee structure reflects rather naturally the various
dimensions that characterize the making of public policy. There are authorization
committees that create policies and programs, specify their duties and powers, and
establish absolute funding levels. There are appropriations committees that specify
the actual funding level for a particular fiscal year. There are revenue committees
that raise the funds to pay for the appropriations necessary to sustain the authorized
programs. In addition, since Congress itself is an elaborate institution that must be
serviced, there are housekeeping committees—those that provide for the day-to-day
operation of Congress. In the House of Representatives there is also an internal reg-
ulation committee, the House Rules Committee, that schedules debate and specifies
the rules for deliberation on specific bills.

These committees vary greatly in the nature and comprehensiveness of their
impact on national policy making. The housekeeping committees tend to be service
committees and carry little national weight except through indirect influence
obtained from manipulating office and staff resources that other members may want
so desperately as to modify their policy stances on other committees. A second set of
committees, authorization committees such as Interior or Post Office, have juris-
dictions that limit them to the concerns of fairly narrow constituencies; these are
“reelection committees” that allow members to serve their constituencies’ parochial
interests but offer only limited potential to effect broad-scale public policy. A third
group of committees are policy committees, such as Education and Labor or
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International Relations, that consider fairly broad policy questions, though
questions that have fairly clear and circumscribed jurisdictional limits. A fourth set
of committees are the “power” committees, which make decisions on issues such as
the scheduling of rules (the House Rules Committee), appropriations (House and
Senate Appropriations committees), or revenues (House Ways and Means or
Senate Finance) that allow them to affect most or all policy areas. Within a pure
system of committee government, power committees are limited in the comprehen-
siveness of their control over the general policy-making process. No overarching
control committee exists to coordinate the authorization, appropriations, or
revenue process.

Because an essential type of legislative authority is associated with each congres-
sional committee, members find that service on any committee can offer some satis-
faction of their power drive. There are, nevertheless, inherent differences in the
power potential associated with committees, differences that are tied to the variation
in legislative function and in the comprehensiveness of a committee’s decisional
jurisdiction. This variation between committees is sufficient to make some commit-
tees more attractive as a place to gain power. Because members are in a quest for
power, not simply reelection, they generally will seek to serve on committees whose
function and policy focus allow the broadest personal impact on policy.

Maneuvering for membership on the more attractive committees is constrained
by two fundamental factors. First, there are a limited number of attractive committee
slots, and much competition will exist for these vacancies. Most members cannot
realize their goal to serve on and gain control of these committees. For this reason,
much pressure exists to establish norms by which members “prove” themselves
deserving of membership on an attractive committee. Such norms include courtesy
to fellow members, specialization in limited areas of public policy, a willingness to
work hard on legislation, a commitment to the institution, adherence to the general
policy parameters seen as desirable by senior members of Congress who will dominate
the committee nominations process, and a willingness to reciprocate favors and abide
by the division of policy domains into the set of relatively independent policy-
making entities. Members who observe these norms faithfully will advance to the
more desirable committees because they will have shown themselves worthy of
special privilege, particularly if they also possess sufficient congressional seniority.

Seniority is particularly important because of the second constraint on the
process—the fact that service on the more powerful committees may limit one’s
ability to mend electoral fences. On the more comprehensive committees, issues
often can be more complex and difficult to understand, necessitating much time
and concentration on committee work; members may not be able to get home as
often or as easily. Issues will be more controversial and will face members with
difficult and often unpopular policy choices; members will be less able to engage in
the politics of form over substance. The national visibility of the members will be
greater, transforming them into public figures whose personal lives may receive
considerable attention. Indiscretions that normally might go unreported will become
open game for the press and can destroy careers. Thus, although it is undoubtedly
true that service on the more comprehensive committees may bring with it certain
attributes that can help reelection (campaign contributions from interest groups,
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name identification and status, a reputation for power that may convince con-
stituents that “our member can deliver”), service on the more attractive committees
does thrust members into a more unpredictable world. Although members generally
will want to serve on the most powerful committees, it will normally be best for them
to put off such service until they have a secure electoral base and to approach their
quest for power in sequential steps.

Because of the constraints operating within a system of committee government,
congressional careers reflect a set of stages. The first stage entails an emphasis on
shoring up the electoral base through casework, service on constituent-oriented
reelection committees, and gaining favor within Congress by serving on the house-
keeping committees. Of course, the first stage is never fully “completed”: there is
never a time at which a member of Congress is “guaranteed” long-term reelection or
total acceptance within Congress, so both constituent and congressional service are
a recurring necessity. But a point is normally reached—a point defined by the
circumstances of the member’s constituency, the opportunities present in Congress,
and the personality and competence of the member—when he or she will feel
secure enough, or perhaps unhappy enough, to attempt a move to a second stage. In
the second stage members broaden their horizons and seek service on key policy
committees that draft important legislation regulating such national policy dimen-
sions as interstate commerce, education, or labor. In this stage, representatives begin
to be “legislators,” to preoccupy themselves with national policy matters. Because of
the limited number of positions on power committees, many members will spend
most, perhaps the rest, of their career in this stage, moving up by committee senior-
ity to subcommittee and committee chairs on the policy committees. As they gain
expertise in the specific policy area, and create a myth of special personal authority,
they will gain power in some important but circumscribed area of national policy.
For members who persist, however, and/or possess the right attributes of electoral
security and personal attributes, a third stage exists: service on a power committee—
Rules, Ways and Means, or Finance, Appropriations, and, in the Senate, Foreign
Relations. Service on these committees is superseded, if at all, only by involvement
in a fourth stage: service in the party leadership as a floor leader or Speaker. Few
individuals ever have the opportunity to realize this fourth and climactic step; in a
system of committee government, in fact, this step will be less sought and the battles
less bitter than one might expect, considering the status associated with them,
because power will rest primarily in committees rather than in the party. Although
party leadership positions in a system of committee government do carry with them
a degree of responsibility, particularly the obligation to mediate conflicts between
committees and to influence the success of marginal legislation on the house floor,
members will generally be content to stay on a power committee and advance to
subcommittee and committee chair positions rather than engage in an all-out effort
to attain party leadership positions.

This career path, presented here in an idealized and simplified fashion, is a
general “power ladder” that members attempt to climb in their quest for power
within Congress. Some members leave the path voluntarily to run for the Senate (if
in the House), to run for governor, to serve as a judge, or to serve as president. Some
for special reasons bypass one or another stage, choose to stay at a lower rung, are
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defeated, or retire. Despite exceptions, the set of stages is a very real guide to the
long-term career path that members seek to follow. Implicit within this pattern is
the very real dilemma discussed earlier: progress up the career ladder brings with it a
greater opportunity for significant personal power, but also greater responsibility.
As members move up the power ladder, they move away from a secure world in
which reelection interest can be their dominant concern and into a world in which
concerns with power and public policy predominate. They take their chance and
leave the security of the reelection stage because of their personal quest for power,
without which reelection is a largely meaningless victory.

The attempt to prove oneself and move up the career ladder requires enor-
mous effort. Even after one succeeds and gains a power position, this attainment
is not in itself sufficient to guarantee the personal exercise of power. To utilize
fully the power prerogatives that are implicit in specific power positions, a mem-
ber must maintain the respect, awe, trust, and confidence of committee and
house colleagues; he or she must sustain the aura of personal authority that is
necessary to legitimize the exercise of power. Although the norm of seniority
under a system of pure committee government will protect a member’s possession
of a power position, seniority is not sufficient to guard personal authority. In
order to pass legislation and dominate policy decisions in a committee’s jurisdic-
tional area, a committee chair must radiate an appearance of special authority.
The member must abide by the norms of the house and the committee, demon-
strate legislative competence, and generate policy decisions that appear to stay
within the general policy parameters recognized as acceptable by the member's
colleagues. Among reelection efforts, efforts to advance in Congress to power
positions, efforts to sustain and nurture personal authority, and efforts to exercise
power, the members of Congress confront an incredible array of crosscutting
pressures and internal dilemmas—decisions about how to balance external
reelection interests with the internal institutional career, how to maximize the
possibility of power within Congress by service on particular committees, how to
gain and nurture authority within committees by specific legislative actions. The
world of the congressman or congresswoman is complicated further, however, by
a very special irony.

II

As a form of institutional organization, committee government possesses certain
attributes that recommend it. By dividing policy concerns among a variety of
committees it allows members to specialize in particular policy areas; this division
provides a congressional structure through which the members can be their own
expert advisers and maintain a degree of independence from lobbyists or outside
specialists. Specialization also provides a procedure whereby members can become
acquainted with particular programs and agencies and follow their behavior over
a period of years, thus allowing informed oversight of the implementation of
public policy. The dispersion of power implicit in committee government is
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important, furthermore, because it brings a greater number of individuals into the
policy-making process and thus allows a greater range of policy innovation. In
addition, as stressed above, committee government also serves the immediate
power motive of congresspeople by creating so many power positions that all
members can seek to gain power in particular policy domains.

Despite its assets, committee government does have severe liabilities, flaws
that undermine the ability of Congress to fulfill its constitutional responsibilities to
make legislative policy and oversee the implementation of that policy. First,
committee government by its very nature lacks strong, centralized leadership,
thereby undermining its internal decision-making capacity and external authority.
Internally, Congress needs central leadership because most major questions of
public policy (such as economic or energy policy) cut across individual committee
jurisdictions. Since each committee and subcommittee may differ in its policy
orientation from all others, and since the support of all relevant committees will be
essential to an overall program, it is difficult, if not impossible, to enact a coherent
general approach to broad policy questions. A central party leader or central
congressional steering committee with extensive control over the standing
committees could provide the leadership necessary to assist the development and
passage of a coherent policy across the various committees, but committee govern-
ment rejects the existence of strong centralized power. The resulting dispersion of
power within Congress, and the refusal to allow strong centralized leadership,
ensures that congressional decisions on major policy matters (unless aided and
pushed by an outside leader) will be incremental at best, immobilized and incoher-
ent as a norm. And to the extent that a Congress governed by committees can
generate public policy, it faces the external problem of leadership, the inability of
outside political actors, the press, or the public to identify a legitimate spokes-
person for Congress on any general policy question. The wide dispersion of power
positions allows numerous members to gain a degree of dominance over specific
dimensions of a policy domain; all of these members can speak with some authority
on a policy question, presenting conflicting and confusing approaches and inter-
pretations. In cases where Congress does attempt to act, Congress lacks a viable
mechanism through which to publicize and justify its position in an authoritative
manner. Should Congress be in a conflict with the president, who can more easily
present a straightforward and publicized position, Congress almost certainly will
lose out in the eyes of public opinion. Lacking a clearly identifiable legislative
leader in its midst, Congress is unable to provide the nation with unified, compre-
hensible, or persuasive policy leadership.

Closely related to the lack of leadership is a lack of fiscal coordination.
Nowhere within a system of committee government is there a mechanism to
ensure that the decisions of authorization, appropriations, and revenue committees
have some reasonable relationship to one another. The authorization committees
make their decisions about the programs to authorize largely independent of
appropriations committee decisions about how much money the government will
spend. The appropriations committees decide on spending levels largely indepen-
dent of revenue committee decisions on taxation. Since it is always easier to
promise {or authorize) than to deliver (or spend), program goals invariably exceed
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the actual financial outlays and thus the actual delivery of service. And since it is
easier to spend money than to make or tax money, particularly for politicians,
expenditures will exceed the revenues to pay the bills. Moves to coordinate the
authorization, appropriations, and revenue processes are inconsistent with
committee government, since such an effort would necessarily create a central
mechanism with considerable say over all public policy and thus centralize power
in a relatively small number of individuals. Committee government thus by its very
nature is consigned to frustration: the policies that it does produce will invariably
produce higher expectations than they can deliver; its budgets, particularly in
periods of liberal, activist Congresses, will produce sizable and unplanned
deficits in which expenditures far exceed revenues. The inability of committee
government to provide realistic program goals and fiscal discipline will invite
the executive to intervene in the budget process in order to provide fiscal responsi-
bility and coordination. The result, of course, will be a concomitant loss of the
congressional control over the nation’s purse strings. ‘

A third detriment associated with committee government, and one that is
exacerbated by the absence of leadership and committee coordination, is the lack
of accountability and responsibility. A fundamental justification of congressional
government is that it allows political decision making to be responsive to the will
of a national majority. Committee government distributes this decision-making
authority among a largely autonomous set of committees. Since seniority protects
each committee’s membership from removal and determines who will chair each
committee, a committee’s members can feel free to follow their personal policy
predilections and stop any legislation they wish that falls within their committee's
jurisdiction, or propose any that they wish. Within a system of committee govern-
ment, resting as it does on the norm of seniority, no serious way exists to hold a
specific committee or committee chair accountable to the majority views of
Congress or the American people, should those views differ from the views held
within a particular committee. Because of the process whereby members are
selected to serve on major committees—a process that emphasizes not their
compatibility with the majority’s policy sentiment but rather their adherence to
congressional norms, general agreement with the policy views of senior congress-
people, and possession of seniority—the top committees (especially at the senior
ranks) are quite likely to be out of step with a congressional or national majority.
This lack of representativeness is particularly likely if patterns of electoral security
nationwide provide safe seats (and thus seniority) to regions or localities that are
unrepresentative of the dominant policy perspectives of the country.
Responsiveness is further undermined because the absence of strong central
leaders, and a widespread desire among members for procedural protection of their
personal prerogatives, require reliance on rigid rules and regulations to govern the
flow of legislation and debate, rules such as the Senate’s cloture rule that allows
the existence of filibusters. Under a system of party government, where limiting
rules may exist on the books, strong party leaders can mitigate their effects. In a
system of committee government, rules become serious hurdles that can block the
easy flow of legislation, particularly major, controversial legislation, thereby
decreasing the ability of Congress to respond rapidly to national problems.
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Committee government thus undermines the justification of Congress as an insti-
tution that provides responsive, representative government. Since institutions
derive their power not solely from constitutional legalisms but from their own
mystique of special authority that comes from their legitimizing myths, committee
government undercuts not only Congress's ability to exercise power but also the
popular support that is necessary to maintain its power potential.

The lack of accountability and the damage to Congress’s popular support are
augmented by a fourth characteristic of committee government—a tendency
toward insulation of congressional decision making. This insulation derives from
three factors. First, members of committees naturally try to close committee
sessions from public purview, limiting thereby the intrusion of external actors such
as interest groups or executive agencies and thus protecting committee members’
independent exercise of power within committees. Second, the creation of a
multiplicity of committees makes it difficult for the public or the press to follow
policy deliberations even if they are open. Third, it is difficult if not impossible
to create clear jurisdictional boundaries between committees. The consequent
ambiguity that exists between jurisdictional boundaries will often involve commit-
tees themselves in extensive disputes over the control of particular policy domains,
further confusing observers who are concerned with policy deliberations. By
closing its committee doors, creating a multiplicity of committees, and allowing
jurisdictional ambiguities, a system of committee government isolates Congress
from the nation at large. Out of sight and out of mind, Congress loses the atten-
tion, respect, and understanding of the nation and becomes an object of scorn and
derision, thus further undermining the authority or legitimacy of its pronounce-
ments and itself as an institution.

Finally, committee government undermines the ability of Congress to per-
form that one function for which committee government would seem most suited—
aggressive oversight of administration. According to the classic argument, the
saving grace of committee government is that the dispersion of power and the
creation of numerous policy experts ensure congressional surveillance of the bureau-
cracy. Unfortunately, this argument ignores the fact that the individuals on the
committees that pags legislation will be the very people least likely to investigate
policy implementation. They will be committed to the program, as its authors or
most visible supporters, and will not want to take actions that might lead to a
destruction of the program. The impact of publicity and a disclosure of agency or
program shortcomings, after all, is very unpredictable and difficult to control and
may create a public furor against the program. The better part of discretion is to
leave the agency largely to its own devices and rely on informal contacts and special
personal arrangements, lest the glare of publicity and the discovery of shortcomings
force Congress to deauthorize a pet program, casting aspersions on those who
originally drafted the legislation. Members of Congress are unwilling to resolve this
problem by creating permanent and powerful oversight committees because such
committees, by their ability to focus attention on problems of specific agencies and
programs, would threaten the authority of legislative committees to control and
direct policy in their allotted policy area. Committee government thus allows a
failure of executive oversight.
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In the light of these five problems, the irony of committee government is that
it attempts to satisfy members’ individual desires for personal power by dispersing
internal congressional authority so widely that the resulting institutional
impotence cripples the ability of Congress to perform its constitutional roles,
thereby dissipating the value of internal congressional power. Members of
Congress thus are not only faced with the daily dilemma of balancing reelection
interests with their efforts at upward power mobility within Congress; their lives
are also complicated by a cruel paradox, the ultimate incompatibility of widely
dispersed power within Congress, on the one hand, and a strong role for Congress
in national decision making, on the other. This inherent tension generates an
explosive dynamic within Congress as an organization and between Congress and
the executive.

In the short run, as members of Congress follow the immediate dictates of the
personal power motive, they are unaware of, or at least unconcerned with, the
long-term consequences of decentralized power; they support the creation of
committee government. The longer committee government operates, the more
unhappy political analysts and the people generally become with the inability of
Congress to make national policy or ensure policy implementation. With Congress
deadlocked by immobilism, political activists within Congress and the nation at
large turn to the president (as the one alternative political figure who is popularly
elected and thus should be responsive to popular sentiments) and encourage him
(or her, if we ever break the sex barrier) to provide policy leadership and fiscal
coordination, to open up congressional decision making to national political
forces and ensure congressional responsiveness, and to oversee the bureaucracy.
Presidents, particularly those committed to activist legislation, welcome the calls
for intervention and will see their forthright role as an absolute necessity to the
well-being of the Republic. Slowly at first, presidents take over the roles of chief
legislator, chief budgetary officer, overseer of the bureaucracy, chief tribune, and
protector of the people. Eventually the president’s role in these regards becomes so
central that he feels free to ignore the wishes of members of Congress, even those
who chair very important committees, and impose presidential policy on Congress
and the nation at large.

The coming of a strong, domineering, imperial president who ignores Congress
mobilizes its members into action. They see that their individual positions of power
within Congress are meaningless unless the institution can impose its legislative will on
the nation. They search for ways to regain legislarive preeminence and constrain the
executive. Not being fools, members identify part of the problem as an internal institu-
tional one and seek to reform Congress. Such reform efforts come during or immedi-
ately following crises in which presidents clearly and visibly threaten fundamental
power prerogatives of Congress. The reforms will include attempts to provide for more
centralized congressional leadership, fiscal coordination, congressional openness,
better oversight mechanisms, clarification of committee jurisdictions, procedures for
policy coordination, and procedures to encourage committee accountability.
Because the quest for personal power continues as the underlying motivation of
individual members, the reforms are basically attempts to strengthen the value of
internal congressional power by increasing the power of Congress vis-a-vis the
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executive. The reform efforts, however, are constrained by consideration of personal
power prerogatives of members of Congress. The attempt to protect personal preroga-
tives while centralizing power builds structural flaws into the centralization mecha-
nisms, flaws that would not be present were the significance of congressional structure
for the national power of Congress itself the only motive. The existence of these flaws
provides the openings through which centralization procedures are destroyed when
institutional crises pass and members again feel free to emphasize personal power and
personal careers. In addition, because policy inaction within Congress often will be
identified as the immediate cause of presidential power aggrandizement, and because
policy immobilism may become identified with key individuals or committees that
have obstructed particular legislation, reform efforts also may be directed toward break-
ing up the authority of these individuals or committees and dispersing it among indi-
viduals and committees who seem more amenable to activist policies. This short-term
dispersal of power, designed to break a legislative logjam (and, simultaneously, to give
power to additional individuals), will serve to exacerbate immobilism in the long run
when the new mechanisms of centralization are destroyed.

Viewed in a broad historical perspective, organizational dynamics within
Congress, and external relations of Congress to the president, have a “cyclical”
pattern. At the outset, when politicians in a quest for national power first
enter Congress, they decentralize power and create committee government.
Decentralization is followed by severe problems of congressional decision making,
presidential assumption of legislative prerogatives, and an eventual presidential
assault on Congress itself. Congress reacts by reforming its internal structure: some
reform efforts will involve legislation that attempts to circumscribe presidential
action; other reforms will attempt to break specific points of deadlock by further
decentralization and dispersal of congressional authority; eventually, however, prob-
lems of internal congressional leadership and coordination will become so severe that
Congress will be forced to undertake centralizing reforms. As Congress moves to
resolve internal structural problems and circumscribe presidential power, presidents
begin to cooperate so as to defuse the congressional counterattack; to do otherwise
would open a president to serious personal attack as anti-congressional and thus anti-
democratic, destroying the presidency’s legitimizing myth as a democratic institution
and identifying presidential motivations as power aggrandizement rather than protec-
tion of the Republic. As the immediate threat to congressional prerogatives recedes,
members of Congress (many of whom will not have served in Congress during the era
of institutional crisis) become preoccupied with their immediate careers and press
once again for greater power dispersal within Congress and removal of centralizing
mechanisms that inhibit committee and subcommittee autonomy. Decentralization
reasserts itself and Congress becomes increasingly leaderless, uncoordinated, insu-
lated, unresponsive, unable to control executive agencies. Tempted by congressional
weakness and hounded by cries to “get the country moving,” the executive again
reasserts itself and a new institutional crisis eventually arises. A review of American
history demonstrates the existence of this cycle rather clearly, particularly during the
twentieth century. . . .
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