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In the later years of the
Bush Administration,
Democrats regained
control of the Senate

in 2006, and won a larger
majority in 2008 during the
onset of the financial crisis.

A recession, combined with
Eiesnhower Administration

policies unpopular with

labor unions, helped

Democrats make huge Senate gains in
the 1958 midterm elections

Democrats elected in
FDR's New Deal waves
included future president
Harry Truman and labor
advocate Robert Wagner:

The return of Southern
partisans who had left to join
the Confederacy eventually
gave the Democrats the
political power to end
Reconstruction and put in
place segregationist

Jim Crow laws

CIVIL*WAR

When the South seceded following
Lincoln's election, most Southern Senate
seats were declared vacant.

VN

Senator Henry Clay, by skilfully
negotiating compromises, is said
to have singlehandedly held off
the Civil War for 40 years

Senator John C. Calhoun, with
his fiery arguments that white
slaveowners were the real
oppressed minority, helped
ensure it eventually happened.

This strange influx of
candidates on the right to
parties on the left is a sign
of the complete collapse
of the Federalists.

Rorald Reagans
manding victory

. over Jmmy Carter
helped bring Demo pport
for Republican Serate candidates,

Amid Democratic
chaos Republicans
gained five Senate

seats in 1968 and Nixon
narrowly won the presidency.

Anger over Democratic
support for civil rights
led to pro-Segregation
southerners leaving the
Democratic party.

The series of victories by
Roosevelt's New Deal Coalition
led to the most lopsided
ongress.since the Civl War.

1928 was the last year
in which the Republican
Party won the White
House without a Bush
or Nixon on the ticket.

frent Ratined- Teddy Roosevelt, unhappy with his

: chosen successor (and apparently
: V bored with not being president

anymore) challenged President
Taft for the 1912 Republican
nomination.

The Republicans
dominated national
politcs after the war Wit~
Grover Cleveland
only Democrat elected
president over a period of
more than halfa century.

A

Republicans gained
Senate seats in
1888 from a
number of recently-
admitted states.
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JohnTyler was a former Democrat who,

opposed the Whig platform.When he
became President after Harrison's death, the
Whigs revofted, and—withoust support from
either party—he suffered poltical deadiock

DEMOCRATS

The Democratic Party was formed by
the followers of Andrew Jackson, an
outspoken, aggressive populist who got
in a lot of duels

They fought against elite and business
interests and stuck up for the the

_ little guy—as long as the lttle guy was
white. With a natural base among

poor southern farmers, the Democrats
became the party of slavery.

The basic contradiction of a party of

slaveowners ostensibly standing for

egalatarianism would go unresolved

until the late 20" century.
The I8th Congress
was chaotic. What had become
the overwhelmingly dominant
party,Jefferson’s Democratic-
" Republicans, fragmented into
four warring factions

DEMOCRATIC-REPUBLICANS

The Democratic-Republicans (or“Jeffersonian
Republicans”) were the party formed by the
anti-administration faction.

This chart places them provisionally on the
left,although since they absorbed many pro-
administration figures, their DW-NOMINATE
average s very close to zero.

ANTI-
ADMINISTRATION

The anti-administration faction
favored states' rights and farmers,
and opposed what they saw as
Hamilton's tendencies toward
elitism and monarchism.
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The Democratic Party's
gains in 2006 and 2008
came largely from

centrist candidates in

swing districts—the

same ones who would ¥
be voted out in 2010,

Democratic losses in 1994
came almost exclusively
among centrists, leaving the
left and far left blocs
relatively untouched—

a pattern which woul,
continue in 2010.

Democrats gained a
!

in the aftermath of the

Watergate scandal,

Democrats added seats
in 1958 through wins

in the Rust Belt and the
gain of every seat in
Connecticut’s delegation.

The New Deal wave
consisted almost entirely of
centrist Democrats.

Over the course of the
20th century, these centrists
generally lost ground to left
and farleft Democrats—a
slow-motion version of the
process that has happened
more rapidly and completely
among House Republicans,

The onset of the Great
Depression sparked a
huge backlash against
the Republicans

who had held

power throughout

the 19205

After losing his bid for the
nomination, Roosevelt ran as a
third-party candidate,

splitting the Republican

vote and leading to

Wilson's victory and

huge (albeit temporary)
Democratic gains

in the House.

The 1896 presidential contest,

which pitted Democrat William

Jennings Bryan against Republicar
~ William McKinley, was probably {
" the most heated election

in American history

In 1882, Democrats won

seats thanks to disapproval of
aRepublican Congress that
seemed too friendly to industry.

The Democrats won a lot
of seats in 1880 but no
one seems really sure why

Disapproval of Grant's handiing of
the Panic of 1873 (an economic
depression) led to Democrats
winning control of the House

for the first time since the war.

CIVIL*WAR

After most Southern representatives left

10 join the Confederate Congress, the

Democrats who remained were defined

by opposition to the war:

REPUBLICANS

The Republican Party formed
around opposition to slavery.

" and financial interests,
industrialization, and Puritan-
influenced social reforms
eventually culminating in the
Prohibition movement.

WHIGS

The Whigs were supporters of
business and markets, economic
modernization, and social reform.

They ultimately collapsed over the
issue of slavery, with the abolitionist
faction eventually becoming the
Republican Party.

The factions created by the schism
in the 18" Congress then rejoined

into a chaotic series of new parties,
some only lasting one term.

FEDERALISTS

The Federalists were the
party formed from the pro-
administration faction allied
with Alexander Hamilton and
George Washington

PRO-
ADMINISTRATION

The pro-administration
faction favored a central bank,
sound national fiscal policy,
and relaxed relations with
Great Britain.

» PORULIST

The Tea Party wave of 2010
helped House Republicans
regain all the ground they
had lost in 2006 and

2008 and then some.

While the size of the
Republican majority didn't
Q@ change very much during
this period, ts internal

makeup did.The centrist

bloc nearly vanished, and in
every election from 1984 to
2004, the far right bloc grew.

Newt Gingrich's
Republican Revolution

of 1994 gave the GOP
control of the House for
the first time in 40 years.

With Ronald Reagan's election in
1980, Republicans regained the
‘ground they lost after Watergate.

Other than these few years
after the war, the House was
under Democratic control for
the entire period from the
Great Depression until the
Republican Revolution of 1994

Republicans gained seats in
1942,as they had in the late
1910s, due to concern over
American entanglement in a
war in Europe
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The “Panic of
1893 economic
depression led to
Republicans winning
the largest single landslide
in Congressional history
John Clayton
cted after
fosig a fst count
e to mysterious ballot
theft. Before taing offce he
s shot by an unidentiied
ideologica category
nown.

From the 1960s to the 1990s, conservative
Southerners gradually left the Democratic
Party, while liberal Northerners moved the
other way—reducing the ideological overlap
between the parties and making each more
homogenous.

Political scientists break US history into
partisan eras called “party systems.”
Although the Fifth Party System (the New
Deal Coalition) underwent this massive
realignment in the 1960s and 1970s, they
refuse to agree that the Fifth Party System
has ended, because they can't point to a
specific election where the realignment
happened. This means wefre now in the
second part of the Fifth Party System, which
seems ke it might just be a political science
Deathly Hallows/Breaking Dawn thing,

Voters in the early days of the
Great Depression rallied around
New York governor Frankiin
Delano Roosevelt, who united
farmers, labor unions, academics,
and minorities into the New Deal
Coalition, whose slow disintegration
was at the core of partisan politics
for much of the 20th century.

The late 1800s saw an obsessive
focus on the issue of bimetalism that
ittook me a while to understand.

Farmers and poor people who owed
money favored a dual gold-silver
standard, because it would lead to
inflation, which would make debts
easier to pay off. Wealthy bankers
who owned that debt—wanted the
opposite. This became the focus of a
Main St.vs.Wall. St cultural struggle
culminating in William Jennings Bryan's
famous “Cross of Gold” speech.
(Despite his fiery oratory, Bryan lost
the presidential election to McKinley)

Politics in the first half of the 1800s
was completely dominated by the
issue of slavery, which was supported
by poor white Southern farmers
Democrats—and opposed by the
Northern Protestant intellectuals
and wealthy businesspeople who
formed first the Whigs and then the
Republican Party.

During this period, as during the Civi
Rights era, a second DW-NOMINATE
variable becomes important, and
corresponds to voting behavior on
regional issues. If the first variable
represents the left-right variable, then
during these periods the second
variable could simply be thought of as
representing the racism spectrum.

The first divide in Congress
was between supporters (right)
and opponents (left) of the
Washington Administration.



Political Polarization and Legislative Gridlock in the 112th Congress
Joseph B. Florio

Senior Seminar

5 April 2013
It has become conventional wisdom that the United States Congress has experienced gridlock due to ideological polarization between the Democratic and Republican parties. As a result the process of legislating has slowed down considerably.  It appears that both the Democratic and Republican parties have moved towards greater ideological polarization.  This has created an “us versus them” environment.  In this research project I will first examine the factors contributing to greater ideological polarization between the two parties.  I will then examine the extent to which the ideological polarization impacts passage of important legislation in the United States Congress.  I identify the role of targeted messaging and shifting demographics as the two most significant variables in greater ideological polarization.  I will critically examine David Mayhew’s finding that “gridlock” does not hinder passage of significant legislation by focusing on the 112th Congress.  By focusing on the issue of raising the debt ceiling and the fiscal crisis I will show that polarization has significantly impacted Congress to the extent that the only way to find compromise was the sequestration threat rather than a grand compromise.  My conclusion is, Congressional polarization does affect the amount of significant legislation passed into law.  Where Mayhew claims that polarization does not affect passage of significant legislation, I claim that polarization either completely stops legislation from becoming law or delays it long enough to break down substantial parts of legislation where it is then passed into law.
Congressional Polarization over Time


Congress has hit a new peak in polarization.  Brownstein compares past Congresses to the 112th Congress, which he claims as the most polarized Congress in our time.  He compared the voting records of the most conservative Democrats and most liberal Republicans in multiple Congresses and found that these members are no longer being re-elected.  According to Brownstein, “Back then (1999), more than half of the chamber’s members compiled voting records between the most liberal Republican and the most conservative Democrat” (P. 2).  (Brownstein 2011).  Compared to 1999, the 2010 Congress only had five Republicans more liberal than the most conservative Democrat and four Democrats that are more conservative than the most liberal Republican.  Brownstein claims the Congress of 1982 is unrecognizable from the 2010 Congress.

Brownstein believes that the trend of the 112th Congress is going to continue through Obama’s last term and change the future of how Washington D.C. conducts business.  “Pulling apart has settled in as a defining characteristic of political life in modern Washington” (P.11). (Brownstein 2011).  As the 113th Congress begins its first session legislators will have a chance to show either partisan or bi-partisan action on bills such as the Assault Weapons Ban of 2013, immigration reform, and the sequestration.

Another study conducted in 2003 by Sean M. Theriault, highlights similar ideological polarization from the 1960s to the 1990s.  Theriault wrote, “The polarization between the legislative parties is, perhaps, one of the most obvious and recognizable trends in Congress during the last twenty years” (P.5). (Theriault).  He graphed ideological changes between the 90th and 105th Congresses, specifically in the House of Representatives.  In figure one, the 90th Congress is shown as DW-Nominate scores and there is ideological overlap between Democrats and Republicans.  More Democrats than Republicans had a DW-Nominate score that moved into moderate Republican (Democrat) ideological territory.  A DW-Nominate score is when the votes of a legislator in Congress are counted and placed on a scale from -1 to 1.  -1 is “liberal” and 1 is “conservative”.  The boundary separating the parties was translucent and fluid.  In figure two the parties had a defining boundary and contained few Blue Dog Democrats.
Those occupying extreme ideological positions in the United States Congress used to be the minority thirty years ago.  Also, members of both Republican and Democratic parties worked together more often. Today the situation is extremely different because being a member of Congress within the moderate ideological range is considered unique and rarely is there any compromise on issues.  Congress has changed but altogether the parties are not black and white polar opposites from each other.  It appears that being ideologically uniform is necessary to survive in today’s Congress.

Jeffrey W. Ladewig offers two variables that explain the greater ideological polarization: 1) changes in institution 2) change in electorate.  In the 1982 Congress the Whips needed to work hard to get fellow Republicans (Democrats) to vote on the party line.  Today if a member does not vote with the party there could be consequences from the party itself, the media, or the electorate, or perhaps all of these. 
 

Chart A

Chart A from the political web comic xkcd covers the history of Congressional partisanship and ideology since the beginning of the United States Government.  It shows increased political partisanship began when Newt Gingrich became Speaker of the House of Representatives, and brought with him the “Republican Revolution”.  The number of extreme Republicans increased until the election of Barack Obama in 2008 and then increased again in the 2010 election.  An influx of far right and left members were elected in 2008 with Barack Obama.  After the 2010 election, Congress had lost most of the far left.  Left members had grown since 2004 while simultaneously gaining the most far right members in history.  “While the size of the Republican majority did not change very much during this period, its internal makeup did.” “The centrist bloc nearly vanished, and in every election from 1984 to 2004, the far right bloc grew…  The Tea Party wave of 2010 helped House Republicans regain all the ground they had lost in 2006 and 2008 and then some,” says xkcd.
Changes in the electorate are another important factor in explaining greater ideological polarization in Congress.  According to Ladewig, “Increases in the disparity of income and mobility in the economy have polarized the electorate, and thus the parties in Congress, along class lines” (P.499) (Ladewig 2010).  Congress reflects the electorate.  However, Brownstein believes that Congress is more polarized than the country; even though the reddest states are still red, and the bluest states are still blue, the electorate is moderate.

Furthermore, gerrymandering has some affect on the ideological make up of Congress.  Jamie Carson, Michael Crespin, Charles Fincocchiaro, and David Rohde argue that polarization occurs when there are changes at the elite level and the electoral level.  On the elite level they claim that party manipulation happens in Congress, such as when Ladewig claims, “Internal procedures and party manipulation within Congress have given rise to heightened levels of party voting” (P. 880) (Carson, Crespin, Finocchiaro, Rohde 2007).  Increased party voting also translates into increased ideological disparity, gridlock, and polarization.  On the electoral level, gerrymandering creates safe seats for the party in power at the state level.  There are either continuous districts or new districts:  If more than 50 percent of the electorate of a district is cut out or replaced with another part of the electorate, then a new district is created.  If more than 50 percent of the population remains, then it is a continuous district with moderate change.  A new district forms over time and is not subject to drastic change after every ten years.  More than half of the Congressional districts in the United States were classified as a “new district” between 1962 and 2002.  They find that although redistricting does not create polarization overnight the House of Representatives has become more polarized over time (1962-2002) (P. 887).  The article “Redistricting and Party Polarization in the U.S. House of Representatives” states, “During the entire period, members in districts that were significantly altered are more extreme compared to members in continuous districts” (P. 892).  Furthermore, over time they also found that there was increased polarization for both continuous and new districts.
Understanding the Tea Party

The rise of the Tea Party is one of the strongest manifestations of greater ideological polarization in contemporary American politics.  After the election of Barack Obama as President of the United States, the president has enjoyed a Congress that was controlled by his party.  For example, the executive branch and legislative branch was able to pass significant legislation such as the Affordable Care Act (which had zero Republican support), the bank bailouts, and the General Motors bailouts.  After President Obama signed the ACA into law and after the bailout money had been distributed to the corporate banks and GM, grassroots organizers started to make bids for federal office.  I believe that the origins of the polarization in 112th Congress were the election of Tea Party candidates.  The passage of many of those important pieces of legislation without any Republican support in the 111th Congress enabled the Tea Party to become the most important opposition force to the Obama White House.
According to Leonard Zeskind the grassroots movement known as the Tea Party carried a message of fiscal responsibility and small government.  This appealed to a small group of people and directly contradicted what President Obama had exemplified and accomplished during his first two years in office (Zeskind 2011).  In contrast, the Tea Party is more of a “coalition of interests” that reflect Republican values (P. 771). (Bailey, Mummolo, Noel 2012). The movement has specific interests that are popular issues among the Republican electorate, the  movement’s “central stated focus is on economic issues, including reducing government spending and lowering taxes” (P. 771). Other activists are involved with opposing environmental restrictions and repealing the Affordable Care Act. The Tea Party movement appeals to white, male, middle, and upper class Americans.  Though many liberal critics of the Tea Party have characterized the party as radicals, their “coalition of interests” is as powerful as the message and rhetoric they use.  They do represent a significant portion of the Republican electorate.
Critics like Donald E. Pease claim the Tea Party is in a state of “fantasy”.  They use illusions to discredit President Obama; such as comparing the Affordable Care Act and the bailouts to the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center (Pease 2010).  Pease claims the Tea Party coalition believes the economic effect which the 9/11 attacks had on the economy are similar to the affect that Obama’s policies are influencing the economy.  Pease argues that the Tea Party movement uses “fantasy” and fear tactics to try and persuade the electorate that Obama and the Democrats are bad for the country.  For instance, Pease specifically mentions the “War on Terror” and how the “terrorist” is used as a boogie man to distract the real issues of the war.  Obama removed the “terrorist” as an enemy, and the Tea Party replaced it with Obama’s citizenship status.  Pease’s article is a good example of an ideological biased account of the Tea Party by leftist scholars who want to    discredit the Tea Party as a legitimate political group.  I believe the Tea Party is a legitimate political group, but a group that did not positively contribute to legislating.
In the 2010 midterm election the Tea Party movement successfully won Republican control of the U.S. House of Representatives, and took away the filibuster proof majority the Democrats had in the U.S. Senate.  The Republican message after the 2010 election was of no compromise on any policy favored by President Obama or either of Democrats in Congress. The ideological messages of both parties had sharpened to a point to where compromise was unattainable (Nisbet, Scheufele 2012) and there for no significant legislation agreed upon by both parties.  Legislation could not be passed out of Congress or even signed into law by President Obama.
In previous Congresses the debt ceiling has been a routine action but has turned into significant legislation in the current Congress.  However, the debt ceiling crisis in the summer of 2011 brought more fiscally conservative legislators unwilling to allow the government to borrow more money without first cutting from the budget.  Legislators voted no on raising the debt limit that summer by an overwhelming 97 to 318 majority (Austin, Levit 2012).  This decision created a crisis that lead to the loss of the United States “AAA” credit rating and the creation of two bills as a “compromise” to raise the debt ceiling.  The two bills were Cut, Cap, and Balance Act of 2011 and the Budget Control Act of 2011.  The debt ceiling was raised at the beginning of August.  However, Congress will have to return to the issue because of the sequester created in the Budget Control Act of 2011 (Austin, Levit 2011).  About 50 Republicans in the House of Representatives considered themselves “Tea Party” members.  20 are considered hardcore Conservatives that would not have voted for an extension of the debt ceiling without budget cuts (Ewen MacAskill, The Guardian).  With a total of 242 Republicans and 193 Democrats, 50 fiscally conservative Tea Party Republicans controlled the outcome of the first debt ceiling vote that failed.  Only by appealing to moderate Republicans did Boehner have enough votes to extend the debt ceiling.  In the last months of the 112th Congressional session legislators were debating how to avoid sequestration with the same legislators that didn’t vote yes on raising the debt ceiling and who voted to pass both budget acts.  On the surface the Tea Party members of Congress seemed to be the ones to blame for gridlock and a lack of compromise on significant yet routine bills.  Yet looking more deeply into the issue, the role of the media is a significant intervening variable in explaining the influence wielded by the Tea Party in American politics.
Creating the Message; Karl Rove, the National Clarifier
According to many scholars one of the significant causes of Congressional polarization, is the growing influence of the right wing media.  Conservative voices on Fox News, talk radio, and the internet have used language to define Tea Partiers as social and fiscal conservatives.  On the other hand, labels such as “Nazi”, “fascist”, “communist”, “socialist”, “Muslim”, and “racist” were used to define President Obama during his first two years in office (Jacobson 2011).

Dietram Scheufele and Mattew Nisbet claim the extreme messages used by the media to describe the Tea Party and President Obama originated from think tanks.  These think tanks were tasked with forming sharp messages about the mission of the Tea Party and President Obama.  Think tanks such as The Heritage Foundation and Cato Institute form messages for conservative audiences as the Center for American Progress and Media Matters for America resulting in the formation of messages for liberal audiences.

In Dietram Scheufele and Matthew Nisbet’s analysis of polarization among the Republican and Democrat parties, they claim the source of sharpened party message is Karl Rove former President George W. Bush Chief of Staff.  Rove, trained President Bush and was characterized as “a national clarifier,’ standing’ ‘forthrightly on one side of a grand argument’ ‘and then winning the argument by’ ‘sharpening the differences and rallying his most intense supporters” (P. 3). (Nisbet, Scheufele 2012).  Karl Rove, with his talent for making the differences between candidates and the two parties stand out, advanced the Tea Party and Republican agenda successfully in the 2010 election. While Karl Rove is seen as the “national clarifier” President Obama presented himself as the “national unifier”.

At the 2004 Democratic National Convention, then Senator Obama gave the key note speech which called out for national unity, “Yet even as we speak, there are those who are preparing to divide us, the spin masters and negative ad peddlers who embrace the politics of anything goes. Well, I say to them tonight, there's not a liberal America and a conservative America there's the United States of America. There's not a black America and white America and Latino America and Asian America; there's the United States of America” (Barack Obama, 2004 Democratic National Convention).
Ironically President Obama became a very divisive figure because his policies made it possible for Conservatives to further divide Americans on issues.  The Affordable Care Act, a Democratic bill, is great fodder for heated language on the Conservative side to explain how President Obama is pulling the nation apart instead of unifying the people.

President Obama has used similar language in other speeches to promote unity; however, his efforts could not keep up with the messaging produced by Rove and other Republican think tanks.  According to Nisbet and Scheufele, Karl Rove used his brand of messaging to create “like minded” groups of individuals.  Rove along with the conservative media (Fox News, Conservative talk radio) used the type of messaging to define issues through a conservative lens (Nisbet, Scheufele 2012).

Mega donors financed both conservative and liberal foundations, “Think tanks like the Heritage Foundation and the Cato Institute serve as the ‘conservative message makers,’ cultivating ideologically consistent ideas, experts, and talking points, which are then funneled to conservative magazines, talk radio hosts, and Fox News” (P. 3).  (Nisbet, Scheufele 2012).  The liberal think tanks created by noted liberals such as former Clinton Chief of Staff Jon Podesta started the Center for American Progress (a pro-Obama political action committee) to monitor conservative networks and donate money and resources to liberal causes.

The liberal think tanks were not as successful at creating the same types of strong and clear messages the conservative think tanks did.  Liberals believed that the only way they could remain relevant in politics was to create their own think tanks.  Liberal think tanks were actually modeled after the conservative organizations in order to compete with them.  The conservative organizations indirectly created a competition to define themself and their opponent, only portraying their opponent in a more negative tone.  This competition drew liberals to play the same game.  Nisbet and Scheufele claim that the liberal organizations and mega donors should have joined with President Obama to unify the country instead of dividing it like Karl Rove’s think tanks have done.  Because liberal think tanks were modeled from conservative think tanks ideological polarization worsened and the parties separated instead of forming to the ideological center.

Rove and other conservative leaders created think tanks, which crafted talking points, which were then given to media outlets to report.  The conservative and liberal media used the messages formed from conservative and liberal “money and message machines,” say Nesbet and Scheufele (P. 3).  These messages appealed to the network viewers respectively.  The Fox News audience would believe that President Obama has a Socialist agenda while the MSNBC audience would believe that the Tea Party activists and members of Congress were extremists.  It is the extreme messaging of the think tanks and media outlets like Fox and MSNBC that created echo chambers where a consumer of the message heard only one side of any issue.
As mentioned above, because of the messages created by conservative organizations, Tea Partiers saw President Obama not as the unifying force he wanted to portray in his national speeches, but as a “tyrant” (P. 33).  (Jacobson 2011).  Jacobson describes buzz words used by Rove’s groups such as “Nazi”, “fascists”, “communist”, “socialist”, or “racist” to add to the growing negative sentiment among Republican and independent voters that President Obama was moving the country toward a Socialist state.  Jacobson adds that, “Not all Tea Party adherents (12-18 percent of the public) or sympathizers (about a third of the public) entertained such bizarre notions, but they were nearly unanimous in their antipathy toward Obama and in their belief that his policies were moving the country toward socialism” (P.33).

The supporters of President Obama were angered by the stories in the media that: “Members of the Congressional Black Caucus were accosted and abused by Tea Partiers.  During one event Representative Emmanuel Cleaver was spit upon.  Civil rights legend Representative John Lewis was called the ‘n-word’.  The crowd hurled ugly anti-gay slurs at Representative Barney Frank, the country’s first openly gay member of Congress” (P. 501).  (Zeskind 2012).  Though many in the Tea Party condemned use of racist language the media continued to highlight such sensational events and thereby contributed to ideological polarization.

A good example of ideological polarization among the Tea Party and President Obama’s supporters can be gleaned by political activities before the Supreme Court of the United States ruling on the Affordable Care Act.  Activists protesting the Affordable Care Act were handing out Tea Party pamphlets about their cause while holding signs such as the snake with words “don’t tread on me”.  Other signs labeled President Obama as a Communist and having a Communist agenda.  The pro-Affordable Care Act activists chanted about pro-women’s rights language in support for the law.

The policy messages originate in think tanks such as The Heritage Foundation, Cato Institute, and the Center for American Progress.  Think tank members often appear on local and international media for interviews on specific policy issues according to Murray Weidenbaum (P. 135).  (Weidenbaum 2010).  Weidenbaum is familiar with the effect of think tank on the media, but unlike Nisbet and Scheufele he is more hesitant to claim whether or not think tanks are achieving what they intend to accomplish.  “There are many reasons why analysts of the think tank phenomenon (including me) cannot be more precise in attempting to measure the output of these organization,” wrote Weidenbaum (P.135) (Weidenbaum 2010).
Does Polarization Matter in Enacting Significant Legislation into Law?


Political scientist and Professor of Political Science at Yale University David R. Mayhew states that gridlock doesn’t matter when passing significant legislation.  Mayhew studied government legislative activity in times of united and divided government.  Mayhew operationalizes multiple configurations for united and divided government, “First, consider divided government.  The answer here would appear to be straightforward.  The operational distinction between divided and unified government is apparently simple; the president’s party either controls both chambers of Congress or it doesn’t” (P. 159).  (Morris 2010).  For instance, if the president is a Republican (Democrat) and both houses of Congress are controlled by Republicans (Democrats) then there is united government.  Divided government is at any time there is more than one party controlling a branch of government.

Mayhew then operationalizes “legislative productivity”.  Legislative productivity is when bills are created, passed through both chambers of Congress, and signed by the president into law.  According to Morris, “One way to operationalize legislative productivity is to count the number of new laws produced each year… This would also be easy to do because the information needed to count the number of new laws passed by each Congress is readily available” (P. 160-161).  The Library of Congress has all of the specific bills documented as well as how many bills were enacted into law in past Congresses.

We can quantify “legislative productivity” by studying the Congressional resumes.  In the Congressional sessions from 2003 to present the amount of total bills enacted into law has dropped.  The 108th Congress enacted 498 bills into law and the 112th Congress has passed a total of 238 bills into law.  That’s a 262 bill difference from 2004 to 2012 (Congressional Resume).  Legislative productivity has decreased over eight years and according to Mayhew we can say that divided government does have some affect on the amount of bills enacted into law.  However, not every Congress has been divided since 2008.  The 108th, 109th, and 111th Congresses were united and the amount of bills enacted into law still dropped.  Mayhew claims that when government is united there can be internal party division (Morris 2010).

Mayhew breaks down “legislative productivity” between insignificant and significant legislation.  In Morris’ book The American Presidency: An Analytical Approach he states that Mayhew distinguishes between insignificant legislation and significant legislation with what is called “sweep one” and “sweep two”.  To summarize, “sweep one” looks at the current significance of a bill, while “sweep two” looks at the historical significance of a bill (P. 162).  Overall, Mayhew claims that “there is no relationship between the presence of divided government and the manifestation of gridlock” (P. 167).  Since united government also contains gridlock, divided government is not correlated with gridlock.  He claims this because the number of significant legislation has not changed from types of divided and united government.  However, Mayhew does not cover any Congressional session post 2005.

Mayhew finds that unified government does not guarantee a higher frequency of significant legislation being passed into law.  The manifestation of gridlock among the political parties does not pertain to one or even two combinations of divided or united government.  Two parties in power will have more ideological differences in divided government.  However, inner party ideological polarization will still prevent significant legislation from moving forward.
Flaws in Mayhew’s Argument


The first flaw with Mayhew’s argument is that it is not clear how to operationalize significant legislation.  Defining significant legislation can be based on opinion; significant legislation to one person may not be significant to another person.  However, there are pieces of legislation that can be seen as significant such as the health care bill or bills to raise the debt ceiling.  A second flaw with Mayhew’s argument is its dependency on definite boundaries of secular time.  Mayhew’s analysis of gridlock in Congress spans from 1976 to 2005 and can only certify what happened in that time frame.  Mayhew did not research congressional polarization and its affect on passage of significant legislation post 2005.  His research may not be able to explain the relationship between polarization and passage of significant legislation from 2006 to 2012.  Lastly, Mayhew’s study may not fully incorporate all aspects of gridlock in a partisan Congress.  Significant legislation in Congress may still be enacted into law in divided government but parties may debate for months before a significant bill is enacted into law; also, significant legislation could also be weakened (Debt Ceiling bill of 2011 and the current fiscal cliff negotiations).
Alternative Theory to Mayhew


 Gridlock in Congress does matter according to a study by Lawrence C. Dodd, and Scot Schraufnagel Political.  Dodd and Schraufnagel argue that gridlock can lead to more stalemates in debating legislation and an increase in “commemorative legislation”.  Commemorative legislation is a, “Non-substantive legislation that honors individuals, groups, activities, or actions, such as the naming of a memorial highway or post office.  This type of legislation generally has universal appeal with patriotism” (P. 133).  (Dodd, Schraufnagel 2009).  The number of commemorative bills rises when Congress is unable to pass “substantive landmark legislation”.  One reason why legislators pass commemorative legislation when significant legislation can’t be agreed on is to create a Congressional record.  Congress wants to appear they are doing something when they are not passing substantial bills.  Legislators will pass commemorative bills to show that Congress is accomplishing substantial work.

Dodd and Schraufnagel compare a study on gridlock by Sarah A. Binder to Mayhew’s theory.  They state that Binder hypothesized that divided government produces policy gridlock and creates conflict.  Conflict over policy prolongs the passage of “significant legislation” (Mayhew or “salient legislation” (Dodd, Schraufnagel).  Gridlock does affect the passage of this type of legislation even though it may still be passed sometime later.  Binder also has a gridlock model that explains that divided government will bring less productivity and more stalemate.  Dodd and Schraufnagel uses the 83rd to 106th Congresses to test Binder’s theory and finds that in times of divided government passage of commemorative legislation increases.  Another interesting finding is that when the party out of power comes into power, passage of commemorative legislation decreases.  When the Democrats gained power of the Senate, House of Representatives, and the White House in 2008; the bank bail outs, GM bailout, Recovery and Reinvestment Act and, the Affordable Care Act were passed.  All of these pieces of legislation were substantial bills and happened in a time of united government.  The differences between Mayhew’s, Dodd and Schraufnagel’s theories are significant.  Mayhew claims that the frequency of when gridlock takes place does not matter in divided or united government.  On the other hand, Dodd and Schraufnagel say that gridlock is more frequent in divided government and affects the debate process and time spent on less important bills.

Mayhew’s study finds that gridlock can be found in any combination of divided and united government.  Some form of tension between parties or inside parties is common and will happen in every congressional session.  Furthermore, Dodd and Schraufnagel say that the presence of gridlock will increase the frequency of commemorative legislation taking attention away from significant legislation. 

The 112th Congress provides and important case study to test Mayhew’s thesis regarding gridlock and legislative productivity.  As I have discussed above, the 112th Congress was one of the most polarized in recent American history.  I used Congressional Quarterly magazine to look at the 2012 congressional record.  It summarizes the 112th Congress’ progress over two years and breaks down how many bills have been enacted into law, how long Congress was in session and specific bills that died in committee or on the floor or were signed into law.
112th Congressional Score Card
According to Congressional Quarterly’s 2012 legislative summary, the 112th Congress passed the least amount of bills and spent the least amount of time in session.  In two years legislators passed 240 bills into law.  Compared to the 111th Congress’ 383 bills, 110th Congress’ 460 bills, and the 109th Congress’ 482 bills, the number of bills enacted into law has dropped significantly.  The number of bills enacted into law does not mean that “significant” legislation has also decreased over time.  John Crawford with Congressional Quarterly highlighted the following accomplishments of the 112th Congress: passing legislation concerning extending a warrantless-surveillance program through 2017, delaying sequestration until March 1st, establishing normal trade relations with Russia, and sanctions on Iran.  One can argue that extending a warrantless surveillance program is significant but given the general bipartisan agreement on fighting the war against terror this extension may not be as significant.  Opening trade with Russia and sanctioning Iran for their nuclear program are also issues that garner bipartisan support and may not be considered significant pieces of legislation.  The gridlock in the 112th Congress becomes apparent when we examine the appropriations bill.  For example legislators delayed all of the appropriations bills till the 113th Congress begins.  They did not reauthorize the farm assistance programs set to expire in 2013.  After scrutiny by legislators, the Dodd – Frank bill was neither repealed nor changed.  Congress also did not reauthorize the Violence Against Women Act and delayed immigration reform (Senate has recently passed immigration reform while the House members remain to cast their votes).  (P. 67).  (Jonathan Strong 2013)  The 112th Congress left many bills untouched or dumped them into the lap of the 113th Congress.
The 2008 Farm Bill was extended by three months according to Congressional Quarterly.  It was pushed just far enough for the 113th Congress to vote on the bill after their swearing in.  Senate and House versions of the bill were approved but were never brought up for a vote on the floor.  “Republican leaders said they did not have the votes to pass the legislation, largely because conservative members wanted larger cuts to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program formerly known as food stamps” (P. 76) (John Cranford, Congressional Quarterly).  A drought devastated most crops across the country and the passage of Senate bill 3240 and House bill 6083 would have allotted money to farmers to recover from crop losses.  According to Congressional quarterly, “Lucas, R-Okla., decided to pursue a one-year extension of the 2008 farm bill, coupled with a renewal of agriculture disaster programs that had expired in September 2011.  But House leaders pulled the extension from the schedule, saying rank-and-file members would not vote for it. Instead, the House passed an extension of a livestock disaster-aid program that largely applied to cattle and sheep ranchers with drought-related losses between Oct. 1, 2011, and Sept. 20, 2012” (P.76).  This bill did find a hollow compromise later packaged into the fiscal cliff negotiations that authorizes funds to be spent, but does not mandate funds to be given to the farmers.  The priority of this compromise was to prevent milk prices from skyrocketing not to give disaster money to farmers.  It looks like legislators compromised to give the cattle herders subsidies but in reality no money will be dispersed.  
As congress debated how to fix the country’s financial problems or to help farmers in the Midwest, they passed roughly 46 commemorative pieces of legislation in the 112th Congressional session.  46 commemorative pieces of legislation seems like a low number but compared to the 219 bills signed into law, it is 21% of all bills signed into law.  According to Amanda Terkel, “Significant pieces of legislation that have traditionally received bipartisan support – such as the reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act – have been blocked” (Amanda Terkel, The Huffington Post).  She also pointed out that Republicans in the House voted to repeal the Affordable Care Act more than 30 times since the 2010 elections.  Between the large number of commemorative legislation and the unsuccessful attempts to repeal “Obamacare”, think tank members Thomas Mann of the Brookings Institution and Norm Ornstein of the American Enterprise Institute commented on Congressional gridlock.  The wrote to the Washington Post, “We have been studying Washington politics and Congress for more than 40 years, and never have we seen them this dysfunctional… we have no choice but to acknowledge that the core of the problem lies with the Republican Party” (Huffington Post).  The Brookings Institution and American Enterprise Institute are liberal and conservative (respectively) think tanks extremely dedicated to their party’s policies.  However even they cannot ignore the extreme polarization among the parties and when as far to concede that the Republican Party is to blame for the anemic sate of the legislative process.  
Cliffhanger, the Republican Party is Divided 
PBS Frontline produced a documentary titled “Cliffhanger” which reviewed the fiscal cliff and what caused it.  One of the opening points made in the documentary was, “you can’t understand what happened in the budget crises that ensued and that still hovers without understanding the 2010 elections, bcause that’s the whole deal” (Frontline).  The new Republican majority changed the vote entirely on any fiscal initiative on the behalf of the president, the Senate, or the House itself.  The Republicans began the 112th Congress striving for unity within their party.  However unity was short lived when Speaker Boehner and Majority Leader Cantor were discussing two different debt reduction packages.  President Obama and Speaker Boehner met in secret and were crafting the “Grand Bargain” at the same time Vice President Biden and Majority Leader Cantor met publicly to talk about debt reductions.  Already party leadership was split; there was no transparency and no faith in the separate branches of the Republicans in Congress.  Majority Leader Cantor spread a message of “No” through the Tea Party members.  He told them to vote no on any proposal from the president even if the proposal was in their favor.  It was a hard line political move to force the president to pass what the House Republicans wanted.  It backfired when the word got out about the secret meetings between the President and the Speaker.  Majority Leader Cantor pushed forward with a policy of no compromise and betting to win the election and have a better chance of passing conservative policies with Mitt Romney.
Romney lost the election and the major players in Washington were unchanged except that Obama won and he had leverage over the Republicans.  This is how the debt ceiling became significant.  Small acts of opposition to any compromise escalated into bitter political battles that turned the routine debt ceiling legislation into significant legislation.
Routine Debt Ceiling Legislation becomes Significant Legislation

Andrew Austin and Mindy Levit claim, “Congress has always placed restrictions on federal debt.  The form of debt restrictions, structured as amendments to the Second Liberty Bond Act of 1917, evolved into a general debt limit in 1939” (P. 1) (Austin and Levit).  Austin and Levit summarize that debt ceiling actions have been routinely passed by Congress and the president.  Debt ceiling actions were not significant, but routine.
In an interview with NPR’s Michel Maritn, Shelby Blakely, a journalist coordinator for the Tea Party Patriots said, “The solution of the people of the Tea Party Patriots is to not raise the debt ceiling, because if there’s one thing Washington has proven is that they don’t need any more money” (NPR).  This interview took place after the failed debt ceiling extension on May 31st 2011.  Debt ceiling extensions have been approved by both parties prior to this crisis.  It is not a Republican or Democrat bill.  The handful of recently elected Tea Party Republican freshmen in the House took a very definitive, hard line approach to not raise the debt ceiling. Do not allow the government to borrow any more money until the “spending problem” is dealt with.  Because Congress was so ideologically polarized, there were no agreements to which programs should or can be cut.   This disagreement led to an 11th hour revenue agreement through tax hikes and a delay in spending cuts till the 113th Congress convened.
Donny Shaw compiled multiple debt ceiling bills into a chart dating back to 1997.  House Republicans have unanimously voted no on raising the debt ceiling four times in the past fourteen years.  The first time Republicans voted no was in George W. Bush’s second term when Democrats won House majority.  Ever since Barack Obama took office, no Republicans voted to increase the debt limit.  Rep. Mike Simpson (R-ID) was quoted, “That (raising the debt ceiling) is the burden of the majority.” (Donny Shaw).  It is the majority’s responsibility to bring bills to the floor to confront the nation’s debt problems.  However, the majority at times needs the votes of those moderate and extreme members of both parties.  The previous Republican no votes on the debt ceiling were largely symbolic since the democrats were in control of Congress.  But in 2011 the unanimous Republican no on raising debt ceiling became highly significant because they were in power.
Statistician Nate Silver categorizes five specific groups of legislators and why they will or will not vote to raise the debt ceiling. Group one is comprised of “Safe” Democrats.  This group has a total of 167 members in the House of Representatives.  These Democrats represent districts that gave Obama at least 55 percent of the vote and 97 of them voted to increase the debt limit.  For the remaining groups, vulnerable democrats (26 members), tea party republicans (60 members), vulnerable non-tea party republicans (74 members), and safe non-tea party republicans (106 members) all voted no on raising the debt limit in 2011.  All of the members that had voted not to raise the debt limit come from districts that supported Barack Obama in the 2008 election by 55 percent and under.  Silver turns to math to analyze the probability of future debt ceiling bills passing the U.S. House.  “A vote to increase the debt limit would require the approval of all Safe Democrats, plus 50 of the 180 non-Tea Party Republicans.  Those votes certainly won’t come easily, but nor does the math seem insurmountable,” writes Silver. (Five-Thirty Seven Blog).
By analyzing Congress on a micro level instead of a macro one, Silver concludes that the votes are possible given that Democrats unanimously vote yes and 50 moderate Republicans vote yes as well.  As Silver notes, it won’t come easy.  Most districts show an unfavorable view of President Obama’s policies. Legislators representing districts with a 55 percent or less favorability have to appeal to their constituents to get reelected in the 2012 election.  Unless, a compromise is made to cut spending (or generate revenue) and make up for borrowing more money. 
On August 1, 2011 the House of Representatives passed a bill to raise the debt ceiling till the end of 2012.  According to C-SPAN, the bill passed with a vote of 269-161 with 66 Republicans voting against the proposal.  As Silver noted, the votes would not come easily to raise the debt ceiling.  Deep federal budget cuts were attached to the debt ceiling in the form of a compromise to collect Republican and moderate Democrat votes.  $2.1 trillion would be cut over 10 years and a special committee would be created to cut $1.2 trillion of the total.  The bill also calls for automatic spending cuts across defense and non-defense discretionally spending. (C-SPAN, Debt ceiling debate).
Patriotaction.net has compiled a list of 50 first term republicans who supported the Budget Control Act of 2011 and has been posted since August 2011.  Patriotaction.net is a social site of Grassfire Nation which promotes and serves more than a million grassroots conservative activists across the nation.  Its main purpose is to relay messages to its conservative base and be a hub for grassroots organization.  The list hasn’t been updated to account for seat changes in the 2012 election but the message is that major Tea Party groups did not want the debt ceiling to be raised no matter the amount of cuts to the federal deficit.  Patriotaction.net released a message to their “Patriots” to not react out against the legislators but to go to open forums and express their concerns.  Further calls for an “intervention” with the freshmen Republicans to address Washington’s “spending problem” were added to the message.  Tea Party Republicans were not in favor of the Budget Control Act of 2011.  However the potential for over $2 trillion in budget cuts were too tempting for the freshmen who campaigned on fiscal responsibility and smaller government.  It is not clear that voting for or against the Budget Control Act has been a determining factor in the re-election of the Tea Party caucus.  22 members of the Tea Party Caucus voted against the Budget Control Act and 14 members voted for the Budget Control Act, according to Conservative blogger Maggie Thornton.  Of the 22 members who voted against the act six were defeated in the 2012 election and of the 14 members who voted for the act, four were defeated as well.
Whether the Tea Party caucus members voted for the Budget Control Act or not, the passage of the Budget Control Act led to severe government gridlock over how to cut spending before the sequester took effect in late 2012.  The super committee was one of the failed provisions in the Budget Control Act that was meant to encourage bipartisan ship between leaders with in the Republican and Democratic parties.  According to Ted Barrett, Kate Bolduan, and Deidre Walsh from CNN, “Earlier, the co-chairs of the bipartisan special joint committee said in a statement that ‘after months of hard work and intense deliberations, we have come to the conclusion today that it will not be possible to make any bipartisan agreement available to the public before the committee’s deadline’” (CNN).  The committee consisted of six Democrats and six Republicans; three Senators from each party and three House members from each party.  The members of the committee were handpicked by the leaders of the Senate and House majorities and minorities.  Speaker John Boehner and Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi picked three members each and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid and Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell picked three members each as well.  The super committee was a symbol of Congressional bipartisanship that never happened.  
According to CNN, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid said, “Were (Democrats) prepared to strike a grand bargain that would make painful cuts while asking millionaires to pay their fair share, and we put our willingness on paper… but Republicans never came close to meeting us halfway.”  Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell claimed in an opposing speech that an agreement, “proved impossible not because Republicans were unwilling to compromise, but because Democrats would not accept any proposal that did not expand the size and scope of government or punish job creators.” 
Even after talks had failed party leaders in the Senate came out to point fingers, blaming the other party for not complying with budget demands.
According to CNN there were immediate effects from the super committee announcement, “Markets dropped as news spread of the panel’s expected failure.  The Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 248 points Monday, with a minor recovery after being down more than 300 points earlier in the afternoon” (CNN).  The economic slide was an immediate but short lived response to legislators failed attempt to solve the nation’s fiscal problems.  As a result of the debt ceiling compromise, the debt ceiling was raised, the economy would recover, and unemployment rates would drop in the months following failed super committee negotiations.  However, speculation would make economic growth anemic as the newly created “fiscal cliff” crisis would start near the end of 2012.  More Congressional gridlock was created because of Congress’s unwillingness to compromise on the first debt ceiling bill of 2011, and it extended partisan fights leading up to 11th hour “fiscal cliff” talks between Senate leaders and Vice President Joe Biden.
Further negotiations to solve sequestration failed, just as the super committee failed to come up with bipartisan solutions.  The Huffington Post reported, “Coming out of the meeting with the vice president late Monday night (December 31, 2012), many Senate Democrats conceded they were displeased with aspects of the deal but agreed with the vice president’s larger point,” (The Huffington Post).  In a deal that was made near the dead line, Democrats in Congress claim that the final decision wasn’t what they wanted.  Similarly Republicans were displeased that any measure was taken to avoid sequestration.  According to David Freedlander 85 of the 242 Republicans sided with the Democrats in producing more revenue to avoid uncertain budget cuts.  The 85 members are being met with harsh criticisms and threats of tough primary challenges in 2014 from their own party and base.  Chief strategist of theteaparty.net said, “’Our job now is to recruit and inspire and motivate people to run against those Republicans who did it’” (Freedlander).  Because a few Republicans broke rank and file with the majority of conservative members on one bill, these members are now at risk to lose their seats; not because of the opposing party but from within their own base.  Tea Party groups will be searching for conservatives that are more extreme than those already in power.  Chad Connelly, chairman of the South Carolina GOP said in Freedlander’s article, “If you think 2010 was the Tea Party Congress, just wait until 2014. You will see people even more angry and up in arms.  I don’t think we have seen nothing yet” (Freedlander).
Conclusion

The 112th Congress was the most inactive Congress in modern time. The gridlock in 112th Congress is evidenced by the overall low number of bills and a high number of commemorative legislation. ). Lack of compromise on the raising of the debt ceiling and the current sequestration are example of extreme ideological polarization in Congress.   The polarization in Congress is a result of greater polarization in the country.   Role of 24 hours news media and well-funded partisan think-tanks have resulted in extreme messaging (from the right and left) and made compromise a ‘dirty word’ in Congress. There seem to be no end in sight the Tea Party base is vowing to become more active for the 2014 election. They want to have competitive primaries to oust already conservative members of Congress with more conservative candidates.  The Democrats on the other hand are in no mood to compromise given their clearly victory in 2012 presidential elections. 
In the foreseeable future ideological polarization and Congressional gridlock will remain in government.  It will affect how legislators work together and how significant legislation moves past Congress.  The routine and frequent action of raising the debt ceiling evolved into significant legislation after the 2011 budget crisis.  A one sided vote stopped any chance for the debt ceiling to be raised in summer 2011 without provisions to cut spending.  From there, Congressional escalation in the form of gridlock prevented legislators from compromises to solve the debt crisis.  Neither party was happy with the outcome of the first debt ceiling vote, the Budget Control Act, the super committee failure, and then the sequestration battle at the end of 2012.  Sequestration is a self-inflicted consequence created by the U.S. government.  They created it to force themselves to cut spending where it made sense.  The programs that were to be cut because of sequestration were supposed to generate bi-partisan talks and compromises to ultimately shield those programs from cuts and spur action against programs that wasted money.  Legislators were not motivated to make middle ground spending cuts even with the threat of government shutdown and economic decline.
  This specific highly polarized political battle started in at the beginning of the 112th Congress and is still being contested in Congress today just as the prolonged sequestration is set to activate in March 2013.  Over half of the 112th Congress’s legislative session was dedicated to addressing the debt ceiling, sequestration, and government shut down Ideological polarization and Congressional gridlock have prevented bills from passing in Congress and will mark the 112th Congress as the most anemic legislative session in recent history.
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