The Decline of Comity in Legislatures and Society

“One’s overwhelming first impression as a member of Congress is the aura of friendliness that surrounds the life of a Congress…The freshman Congressman is being constantly made aware of the necessity, even the imperative, of getting along with his fellow Congressmen.”

Clem Miller, Member of the House (New York: Charles Scribners’ Sons, 1962), 93

“There’s much less civility than when I came here ten years ago.  There aren’t as many nice people as there were before….Ten years ago you didn’t have people calling each other sons of bitches and vowing to get each other…As you break down the social amenities one by one, it starts expanding geometrically.  Ultimately, you don’t have any social control.”

Senator Joseph Biden (D, DE), quoted in Alan Ehrenhalt, “In the Senate of the 1980s, Team Spirit Has Given Way to the Rule of Individuals,” Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report (September 4, 1982), 2176, 2182.
“[He is] a heavy-handed son of a bitch [who] will do anything to win at any price.”

Minority Whip Dick Cheney (R, WY) commenting on Speaker Jim Wright, quoted in John J. Pitney, Jr., “The Conservative Opportunity Society,” paper presented at 1988 Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association.*

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Bullies get theirs and you’re going to get yours!”  

Rep. Jose Serrano (D, NY) to the Republican House majority during the debate on the impeachment of President Bill Clinton, quoted in  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Guy Gugliotta and Terry M.  Neal, “Republicans and Democrats Ponder Ever-Widening Chasm,” Washington Post (December 20, 1998),  A3.

Explanations for Decline in Civility in Congress

from Eric M. Uslaner, The Decline of Comity in Congress (University of Michigan Press, 1993, chapters 3 and 4)

· The reforms did it!  In the 1970s the House enacted a wide range of reforms, including several that gave party leaders more power over scheduling and committee assignments.  These reforms also greatly expanded the number of roll calls that were cast, so members could no longer hide behind “voice votes.”

BUT: Partisanship also increased in the Senate and state legislatures, which did not adopt these reforms.  Civility also declined in all sorts of “unreformed” institutions such as city councils and even the Supreme Court.

· Divided government did it!   Tensions between the President and Congress have led to increased hostility between the branches as each party tries to “govern.”

BUT: Divided government often led to increased comity and compromise.   President Eisenhower had better relations with Minority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson in 1953-54 than he did with Majority Leader Robert Taft.  Even under the Nixon administration, Democratic Congressional leaders worked with the President to enact major initiatives on the environment and on foreign policy.

· The media did it!  When the House began televising its proceedings in 1979 and the Senate followed suit in 1986, members had new incentives to gain the attention of the cameras.  Some members brought “props” such as cheese or bags over their heads to gain attention and television time.
BUT: Television still focused on leaders rather than on “showhorses.”  To be sure, members such as James Traficant (D, OH) got more “face time” because of their antics.  But they were a small share of the House and especially of the Senate.  There was also a sharp decline of comity in political institutions that did not receive television coverage (state legislatures, city councils, the Supreme Court).

*
New members did it!   In the 1970s, lots of new members came to the House.  Their experience often did not come from city halls as much as it did from the civil rights and anti-war movements.  Confrontation came naturally to them, as they challenged the old routines of committee dominance in the House.


BUT: Much of the challenge to authority came well before the new members.  The Conservative Coalition lost much of its clout in the 1960s, well before the 1974 election that supposedly shook the House.  Outside of the election of 1974, there is little evidence for massive turnover in the House and no evidence in the Senate.

*
A new type of politics did it!   The expansion of the interest group universe meant that members of Congress had more “outside” masters to heed.  Citizen groups had the biggest gains in Washington presence—and these are the very groups that pushed Democrats to the left and Republicans to the right.  New issues came upon the scene—the environment, abortion, prayer in school, conflict over foreign policy—and you couldn’t compromise on these issues as you could on the pork barrel.  


BUT:  The interest groups could not change Washington all by themselves.  They represented a new type of fission in the public that was remaking the party coalitions.  American politics was becoming increasingly ideological—because the masters of the House and the Senate, the voters, were polarized.

*
The people did it!  As economic inequality grew in the United States, people became more polarized and no longer trusted each other as much as they once did.  The rise of new “moralistic” issues led to sharp polarization.  Members of Congress, as well as their constituents, no longer viewed disagreement as disputes between friends.  If you disagreed with this, there must be something morally wrong with you.
Trends in Trust in People
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Senate Partisanship by Trust in People
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Senate Partisanship by Trust in People (by first year of Congress)


Partisanship is the absolute difference in the dispersion of party voting (standard deviation) by Senators.
House Partisanship by Trust in People

[image: image3.emf]95

93

85

97

87

89

77

81

91

75

83

79

73

71

65

63

67

59

.4

.5

.6

.7

Absolute Difference in Party Unity Scores in House

.35 .4 .45 .5 .55 .6

Most People Can Be Trusted

House Partisanship by Trust in People (by first year of Congress)


Partisanship is the absolute difference in the dispersion of party voting (standard deviation) by members of the House.

Is There a Solution?
· Do we need to transform society?  How can we put Humpty Dumpty back together again?  Or can we?

· Sweden in the 1920s had unremitting labor-management conflict that often was violent.  A series of high-level meetings between labor and management led to a pact that required both sides to submit themselves to binding arbitration.  This pact, according to Swedish political scientist Bo Rothstein (University of Goteborg), transformed Sweden from a poor, low-trusting society to a wealthy nation with the highest level of generalized trust in the world.
· Can we have high-level agreements to reduce the level of polarization?  Will the major parties agree to a cease-fire and to punish members who violate this pledge with poor committee assignments and threats to renomination?  Can this work in our decentralized society where outside groups have so much control over the terms of debate?

