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Why does Congress need political parties?



Why Parties in Government?

• Parties are tools shaped by political actors (i.e. politicians) 

• Parties help politicians accomplish their goals  
• Gain political office, achieve policy goals, maximize power in government  

• Parties do this by aggregating interests to resolve collective action problems 
• Conflict between individual interests & group interest; creates gridlock in government





Recall…

• Mid 20th Century  
• New Deal Coalition of Democrats from North and South 
• Overwhelming Democratic majorities in Congress 

• Late 20th Century  
• Northern & Southern Democrats begin to clash — particularly over the passage of 

civil rights legislation  
• Southern Democrats serve as the chairs on many pivotal committees and hold up 

the consideration process 
• This is why conservative Southern Dems. stayed with the party so long!





Remaking the Rules in Congress

• Committee Chairs  
• Rulers of their committee’s fiefdom: determine agenda, call hearings, lead markups, 

determine staff, complete control over committee schedule 

• The Seniority System 
• System under which members were guaranteed chairmanship of a committee if they 

were the most senior member in the majority party 
• This means that long-serving southern Democrats held the chairs for many pivotal 

committees…and they were set on blocking civil rights legislation 



Remaking the Rules in Congress

• In the 1970’s the seniority system is abolished 
• Speaker of the House chooses the chairman of the Rules Committee 
• Committee assignments now made through “Steering and Policy” committee — 

which is stacked with leadership picks 

• Power beginning to centralize with majority party leadership 
• Once it was the case the majority leadership simply kept the trains running…  
• …now majority leadership possess all-encompassing power 
• Q: Why would committee chairs matter so much to leadership power?





Remaking the Rules in Congress

• In the 1970’s the seniority system is abolished 
• Speaker of the House chooses the chairman of the Rules Committee 
• Committee assignments now made through “Steering and Policy” committee — 

which is stacked with leadership picks 

• Power beginning to centralize with majority party leadership 
• Once it was the case the majority leadership simply kept the trains running…  
• …now majority leadership possess all-encompassing power 
• Q: Why would committee chairs matter so much to leadership power? 

• Q: Why would rank-and-file members cede power to leadership?



A Theory of Conditional Party Government (CPG)

• Multiple goals: reelection, policy goals, power 
• How much emphasis is placed on each depends on the member 

• As a consequence, CPG predicts that a party’s strength within the legislature 
will be determined by the homogeneity of preferences within each party  
• If parties are heterogeneous, members will not delegate power  
• If parties are homogeneous, members will delegate power 

• Q: Why would diversity in party preferences impact members’ willingness to 
cede power to leadership?



A Theory of Conditional Party Government (CPG)
• Under heterogeneous parties… 

• Members fear giving away power, policy outcomes may not align with their prefs.  
• Members may prefer policy outcomes that align with the other party 
• Will not cede power; weaker party power 

• Under homogeneous parties… 
• Policy outcomes that favor the other party will likely be less desirable 
• Members have an incentive to try to resolve collective action problems to pass policy 
• Will cede power; stronger party power 

• Party power is government is, therefore, conditional 
• Parties are strong or weak conditional on their usefulness to politicians



What is party power?



Majority Party Leadership Power — Cartel Theory

• Parties as cartels (not drug cartel, think law or accounting firm) 
• Senior partners; junior partners 
• Each member has equal voting power; but agenda setting power is unequal  

• Party Power = Agenda Power 
• Agenda power: ability to choose what does (and doesn’t) come up for consideration 

• Agenda power is concentrated in majority party senior partners 
• Senior partners: Speaker of the House; other majority party leaders (whips, majority 

leader, important committee chairs…)



Majority Party Leadership Power — Cartel Theory

• Leadership exercises positive agenda control   
• Advancing bills that are highly favored by the party 

• Leadership exercises negative agenda control 
• Avoiding legislation that will split the party, that is favored by the minority party 

• Leadership possesses carrots and sticks  
• Carrot: benefits for district, pet project advancement  
• Stick: removal from committee, skipped for promotion 

• The more powerful majority party leadership is, the better of a record 
they can build of legislative accomplishments





What happens when…

• Heterogeneity comes from disagreement within a central ideology (CPG) 
• If “activist” primary voters are more ideologically-extreme, they will pull their 

representatives to the extremes as well  
• If primary voters are not systematically extreme, this will create preference diversity 

within the parties 

• Leadership are not able to satisfy party members (Cartel Theory) 
• Cartel sticking together is built on (1) fear of punishment, (2) members need for party 

brand name to remain untarnished, and (3) the fact that nearly all divisive legislation 
can be blocked 

• Consequences…?





The 2023 2024 Government Shutdown

• What is a government shutdown? 
• Under the Antideficiency Act of 1884, no spending without approval  
• When Congress fails to enact 12 annual appropriations bills that fund the government 

before the start of the fiscal new year, the government “shuts down” 
• Fiscal appropriations must be enacted by SEPTEMBER 30TH 

• What does a shutdown entail? 
• Non-essential federal employees are told not to report to work 
• Essential employees work without pay  
• National parks close down, passport processing stops, food safety inspections 

cease, small business loans halted…



The 2023 2024 Government Shutdown

• Why is there a threat of a government shutdown now? 
• Since last fall, there have been a string of continuing resolutions — temporary 

spending bill that funds government operations until a specified date (in this case, 
November 17th, January 19th, March 1st!)  

• In September 2023, a far-right faction of the Republican Party wanted to cut 
spending; refuse to vote for Senate resolution 
• Q: Why doesn’t far-right faction want to sign on to the continuing resolution? 
• Q: What options did Speaker McCarthy have?  
• Q: Why did McCarthy have to try to appease far-right faction?







So why isn’t the government shutdown?



The 2023 2024 Government Shutdown

• McCarthy joins with House Democrats to pass bill (335-91) 
• Senate passes 88-9, Biden signs before midnight to avoid shutdown 

• Q: Why did McCarthy end up working with the Democrats? 

• Q: What does this tell us about preference cohesion in the Rep. Party? 

• Q: Per CPG, do you think Republican Party is strong? 

• Q: Per Cartel Theory, do you think Republican Party leadership is strong?










