
Congressional Leadership on the Front
Lines: Committee Chairs, Electoral
Security, and Ideology

@T#he elections on November 7th will have
enormous consequences for this nation, one
way or the other. In all the decisions that
will come in the next two years, it’s going to
matter a great deal which party has the ma-
jority on the floor and the gavel in commit-
tee. And I don’t need to tell you what kind of
legislation would come to us by way of com-
mittee chairmen like Joe Biden, Ted Kennedy,
John Conyers, Henry Waxman, Barney Frank,
or Jay Rockefeller.

—Vice President Dick Cheney
at fundraiser for Jim Ryun ~R-KS!

Topeka, Kansas ~October 12, 2006!

D uring the 2006 campaign, many on the
political right expressed anxiety about the

slate of Democratic representatives and sena-
tors poised to become committee chairs in the
event of a Democratic victory. After the elec-

tion, despite post-
election promises of
“unity” and “bipartisan-
ship” among congres-
sional Democrats, the
question remained: How
well would this progres-
sive group of “old
bulls” work with the
new majority, the exis-
tence of which was due
in part to the 61 Demo-
crats representing House

districts that President George W. Bush won in
2004? ~Greenblatt 2007, 524! In this paper, we
investigate the claim that Democratic commit-
tee leaders in the 110th Congress are out of
step with their party caucus by comparing the
ideological leadership profiles of chairs in the
110th Congress with those of their Republican
predecessors in the 109th, as well as those of
Democratic chairs from the “Textbook,” “Re-
form,” and early “Post-reform” eras. We show
that Democratic chairs in the 110th Congress
are primarily drawn from the most liberal ranks
of the Democratic Caucus, particularly in the
House. Furthermore, this pattern of committee
leadership selection is not the result of aggres-
sive party leaders attempting to “grease the
skids” for their favored legislation. Instead, the
liberal cohort of committee chairs reflects the
changing ideological face of seniority among
congressional Democrats.

In his classic piece, “The Changing Text-
book Congress,” Kenneth Shepsle ~1989! ar-
gues that in the “Textbook Congress” of the
1950s, conservative Southern Democrats were
disproportionately powerful within the Con-
gress because a disproportionate number of
them had risen to the ranks of committee
chairmanships. Conservative Southerners were
advantaged in the Textbook Congress, of
course, because the norm of seniority was the
path to the chairmanship of committees and
Southern Democrats were more electorally se-
cure than their non-Southern counterparts. As
Shepsle argues, the disjunction between the
policy preferences of these powerful committee
barons and the policy preferences of the major-
ity of the Democratic Caucus ultimately led to
a wave of institutional reform that saw signifi-
cant power shift from committee leaders down
to subcommittees and rank-and-file members
and from committee leaders up to party leaders
~see also Rohde 1991!. But, in the wake of
these reforms, the norm of seniority that guides
the selection of committee chairs, at least
within the Democratic Caucus, was left largely
unchanged. Upon assuming majority status in
the 104th Congress, Republican leaders vio-
lated the norm of seniority in a number of
cases but, assuming power for the first time in
12 years, Democratic leaders in the 110th Con-
gress have not followed their lead. Republican
leaders also instituted term limits for chairs and
congressional Democrats have followed suit.
However, term limits further cement incentives
for members: longevity of service on individual
committees, combined with the electoral secu-
rity necessary for continual service, eventually
leads patient committee members to a full
committee chairmanship.

While Richard Cohen ~1999! correctly points
out that committees are no longer the key cen-
ter of action that they once were, committee
chairs in both chambers remain key players in
the policymaking process because of the juris-
dictional rights and markup authority commit-
tees retain, the agenda setting and resource
allocation powers chairs command in their
committees, and the power chairs still have on
the floor and in conference committees. Fur-
thermore, the personal policy and political
goals of committee chairs emerge as important
factors in understanding the organization and
operation of committees ~Reeves 1993! and the
outcomes they produce ~Strahan 1990; Evans
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1991!. Finally, as the longstanding legislative col-
laboration of Judiciary Committee colleagues and
ideological polar opposites Orrin Hatch ~R-UT!
and Edward Kennedy ~D-MA! illustrates, commit-
tees may foster bipartisan cooperation in ways the
broader political milieu does not. As CQ Weekly’s
Rebecca Kimitch ~2007, 1080! argues, “Although
tense debates sometimes erupt, committees are
still the venues for at least occasionally productive
conversations across party lines.” To paraphrase
Vice President Cheney, committee chairs matter,
and it matters who the committee chairs are.

Our central argument is that because the norm
of seniority remains the primary path to commit-
tee chairmanships and because the ideological face
of seniority in the Democratic Party has changed
since the heyday of the Textbook Congress, those
most likely to acquire the power of full committee
chairmanships are more likely than ever to be
drawn from the more liberal wing of the Demo-
cratic Caucus. Below, we document a long-term
power shift within committees from the Textbook
Congress, where moderate and conservative Dem-
ocrats disproportionately held committee chairmanships, to the
110th Congress, where those drawn from the more liberal wing
of the Democratic Caucus hold the reins of committee power.
Importantly, we frame this transition within the Democratic
Party as a result of the greater electoral security of those from
this more “extreme” wing of the party rather than being the re-
sult of the enhanced power of more ideologically extreme party
leaders.

Who Are the Chairs in the 110th Congress?
Unlike the Republican takeover in the 104th Congress ~1995–

1996!, the Democratic takeover in the 110th Congress was not
marked by several moves by the party leadership to hand signif-
icant committee chairmanships to less-senior ideologues instead
of ranking members. The only violation of the norm of seniority
in the selection of full committee chairs was the elevation to
chairman of Rep. Silvestre Reyes ~D-TX!, the third-most-senior
member on the House Intelligence Committee. However, the
circumstances on Intelligence in 2007—Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s
~CA! well-documented personal conflict with the panel’s rank-
ing Democrat, Rep. Jane Harman ~D-CA!, and the potential po-
litical costs of naming the committee’s number two Democrat,
impeached federal judge Alcee Hastings ~D-FL!, as chair—
suggest that Intelligence might best be treated as the exception
that proves the rule in 2007.

As a group, the Democratic House chairs in the 110th Con-
gress were noticeably more diverse than their Republican coun-
terparts in the 109th. While all 20 of the Republican House
chairs in the 109th Congress were white males, the 20 chairs
named at the beginning of the 110th Congress included four
African Americans and two Hispanics, and three of the 20 were
female.1 In the Senate, the demographic profile of committee
leaders remained, unsurprising given the makeup of the cham-
ber, largely white and male. None of the Senate’s 19 legislative
committees was chaired by a person of color in the 109th Con-
gress, and in the 110th the same would hold were it not for
Asian Pacific Americans Daniel Inouye ~Commerce, Science,
and Transportation! and Daniel Akaka ~Veterans Affairs!, both
of Hawaii. The number of female chairs remained constant at
two between the 109th and 110th Congresses.2 We compiled
data on age, longevity of service in the chamber, and electoral
security on the chairs in the 110th and 109th Congresses in
Table 1. The chairs in the 110th Congress were older and served

in their chamber for longer than their GOP predecessors in the
109th Congress. The differences are particularly noticeable in
the House where the Democratic chairs in the 110th served an
average of more than 27 years in the chamber. This is at least
partly a result of the term limits rule Republicans imposed when
they took control in the 104th Congress ~the effects of which
were felt primarily in 2001!, but the greater seniority of the
Democratic Chairs has an important potential impact. By virtue
of their longevity, these members have accrued more of the var-
ious incumbency advantages—including the compound effects
of years of constituency service, deliveries of pork, and the real-
ity that so many of the House members have been around long
enough to have been able to lobby their friends in the state leg-
islatures during at least two rounds of redistricting—than their
less senior colleagues. Additionally, as Bruce Oppenheimer
~2005, 136! argues, “the increasing ability of Americans to se-
lect where they reside, and their tendency to do so on bases that
are strongly correlated with political party preferences” has re-
sulted in larger numbers of “deep blue” districts. The combined
effects of these two trends is clear: those Democrats who come
from “deep blue” districts are those most likely to be more
electorally-secure and therefore more senior than other mem-
bers, and it is these electorally-secure members who are most
likely to be chairs.

In order to make an “apples-to-apples”3 comparison, we com-
pared the percent of the two-party vote received in 2004 for
House chairs in the 109th and the 110th Congresses. Consistent
with our primary argument, House chairs in the 110th were
more electorally-secure than their Republican predecessors in
the 109th. On the Senate side, new chairs in the 110th Congress
were less electorally-secure on average than their Republican
counterparts in the 109th. We believe this distinction between
House and Senate chairs may help to explain the differences we
outline later in the ideological positioning of the chairs within
their chambers.

While Democratic chairs in the 110th Congress received, on
average, only a slightly larger percentage of the two-party vote
in 2004 than others in their caucus ~74.9% vs. 73.0%!, this
small difference radically understates the difference between
chairs and all other members of the caucus, as it excludes those
who retired, resigned, or were defeated in the primary or gen-
eral elections in either 2004 or 2006. Additionally, just one of
the 20 Democrats who would become chairs in the 110th Con-
gress received less than 60% of the two-party vote in 2004, and

Table 1
Comparison of Committee Chairs in 109th and 110th

Congresses

109th

(2005–2006)
110th

(2007–2008)

House of Representatives
Average Age 60.2 68.1
Average Years of Service in House 18.4 27.4
Average % of 2-Party Vote in 2004 68.7 75.0

Senate
Average Age 66.8 68.2
Average Years of Service in Senate 17.9 24.9
Average % of 2-Party Vote in Last Election 72.1 67.0

Note: “Average Age” is the average of the ages of the various members at
the beginning of the respective Congress. “Average Years of Service” is
the average of the number of years since the member was first elected.
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that was Bennie Thompson ~D-MS!, who received 59%.
In contrast, a full 15% of the Democratic Caucus re-
ceived less than 60% of the two-party vote in that elec-
tion. Democratic committee chairs were not characterized
by electoral vulnerability.

Partisan Middlemen, Extremists, and
Committee Leadership Selection

In 1963, Samuel Patterson investigated the ideological
postures of party and committee leaders in the 80th

~1947–1948! and 87th ~1961–1962! Senates, the 1957
Wisconsin Assembly, and the 1959 Oklahoma House of
Representatives, pitting Truman’s ~1959! “partisan mid-
dleman” hypothesis against MacRae’s ~1956! “extremity”
hypothesis. While Patterson concedes that his data yield
“no generally uniform relationship between leadership
status and ideological position” ~410!, he did find that the
modal profile assumed by committee leaders in these leg-
islatures was that of “partisan middleman” ~1963, 403–5,
409!. Twenty years later, taking advantage of newly-
available data on committee voting, Joseph Unekis and
Leroy Rieselbach ~1983! extended Patterson’s study into
the Post-reform era, investigating the ideological profiles
of committee chairs in the House and Senate. Noting that
the coalition building strategy employed by Truman’s
“partisan middleman” is still fundamentally partisan in
nature, Unekis and Rieselbach identify a third potential
profile derived from Fenno’s ~1973! work on congres-
sional committees—that of the “bipartisan consensual
leader” ~253!. In contrast with the “partisan middleman,”
who attempts to build support for his proposals among
the various members of his party caucus, the bipartisan
consensual leader relies on members of the other party to
build majorities: “@h#ere, the chairperson will try to build
general support for committee positions, drawing votes
from wherever they are available” ~253!. Like Patterson,
Unekis and Rieselbach find that the modal profile as-
sumed by chairs in the Congresses they analyze was that
of “partisan middleman” ~1983, 258!.

In this section, we update these two studies, categoriz-
ing committee chairs in the 110th Congress using Unekis
and Rieselbach’s three-part scheme as a guide. We cat-
egorized all House and Senate committee chairs in the
87th, 95th ~1977–1978!, 103rd, and 110th Congresses
using Keith Poole’s common space estimates ~Poole
1998; 2004!.4 Categorizing committee leaders in this way
yields a clear, if unsurprising, pattern: over time, Demo-
cratic committee leaders have been drawn increasingly
from the left-most wing of the Democratic Caucus. This
leftward shift among Democratic committee chairs is
made even more striking when one considers that, using
common space estimates to measure ideology, the aver-
age Democrat in both the House and Senate is signifi-
cantly more liberal today than in 1963.5 Additionally, our
analysis of the 87th Congress suggests that by pitting “partisan
middlemen” against “extremists,” Patterson may have under-
stated the degree to which committee leaders in the Textbook
era were oriented toward building bipartisan coalitions. Clearly,
the “bipartisan consensual” profile that predominated in the
Textbook era and the “partisan middleman” profile that predom-
inated in the early Post-reform Congresses no longer dominate.
Instead, Democratic committee leaders in the 110th Congress
are drawn disproportionately from the extreme wing of their
party, particularly in the House. Furthermore, this pattern of
“extremist” leaders represents a continuation from the last Con-
gress in which the Democrats controlled both chambers of Con-

gress ~the 103rd!. In the final section of the paper, we explain
the shift from “bipartisan consensualists” to “partisan middle-
men” to “extremists” documented here in terms of broader elec-
toral trends that have affected Democrats and Republicans alike.
~See Tables 2, 3, and 4.!

One pattern some may find surprising is that Republican
House committee chairs in the 109th Congress were drawn al-
most equally from each wing of the legislative party, and Re-
publican Senate committee chairs were drawn disproportionately
from the “bipartisan consensualist” wing. This is particularly
surprising given that Republican Party leaders have been far
more active in hand-picking committee leaders than their

Table 2
Ideological Profiles of Democratic Standing
Committee Chairs in the U.S. House, 1963–2007
(Selected Congresses)

Chair Leadership Profile

Congress
#

Committees
Extremist

N (%)
Middleman

N (%)
Bipartisan

N (%)

87 20 5 (25) 5 (25) 10 (50)
95 22 8 (36) 10 (45) 4 (18)

103 22 13 (59) 5 (23) 4 (18)
110 20 11 (55) 3 (15) 6 (30)

Note: Modal category in bold.

Table 3
Ideological Profiles of Democratic Standing
Committee Chairs in the U.S. Senate, 1963–2007
(Selected Congresses)

Chair Leadership Profile

Congress
#

Committees
Extremist

N (%)
Middleman

N (%)
Bipartisan

N (%)

87 16 0 (0) 7 (44) 9 (56)
95 18 2 (11) 7 (39) 9 (50)

103 19 1 (5) 10 (53) 8 (42)
110 19 7 (37) 6 (31.5) 6 (31.5)

Note: Modal category in bold.

Table 4
Ideological Profiles of Republican Standing
Committee Chairs in the House and Senate,
109th Congress

Chair Leadership Profile

Chamber
#

Committees
Extremist

N (%)
Middleman

N (%)
Bipartisan

N (%)

House 20 6 (30) 7 (35) 7 (35)
Senate 17 5 (29) 3 (18) 9 (53)

Note: In the 109th Senate, one leader categorized as an extremist
(Judd Gregg [NH], Budget) falls on the cutoff between extremist
and middleman. Modal category in bold.
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Democratic counterparts. Current debates over partisan polariza-
tion have not investigated the potential impact of growing polar-
ization among committee leaders in the House and Senate.
However, our results suggest that, to the degree such polariza-
tion exists, it is being driven to a large extent by leadership se-
lection dynamics in the Democratic Caucus. It is Democratic
committee leaders in the House, not their Republican counter-
parts, who are being drawn disproportionately from the extreme
wing of their party caucus.

Two additional points merit discussion. First, the degree to
which the policy preferences of Democratic and Republican
committee leaders diverge varies by chamber. Using common
space estimates, we calculated the spatial distance between Re-
publican chairs in the 109th and their Democratic successors in
the 110th Congresses. As might be expected, the ideological
distances covered in House committee leader transitions were
statistically significantly larger, on average, than transition dis-
tances in the Senate.6 This does not mean that there were not
some extremely large transitions in Senate committees—
arguably the most notable being the transition on Environment
and Public Works from James Inhofe ~R-OK!, who was recently
named the League of Conservation Voters’ ~LCV! number one
target for electoral defeat in 2008 ~LCV 2004!, to LCV environ-
mental “champion” ~LCV 2006! Barbara Boxer ~D-CA!. But,
on balance, Senate committees experienced significantly less
“ideological whiplash” during chair transitions than House com-
mittees in 2007.

Second, Figure 1 shows that the degree to which the policy
preferences of Democratic and Republican committee leaders
diverge also varies by type of committee, but only in the House.
On average, constituency committees in the House experienced

the least dramatic shifts in leader
ideology, and policy committees in
the House underwent the most dra-
matic leadership transitions. The
Bob Goodlatte ~R-VA! to Collin
Peterson ~D-MN! transition on the
constituency-oriented Agriculture
Committee and the James Sensen-
brenner ~R-WI! to John Conyers
~D-MI! transition on the policy-
oriented Judiciary panel were
among the smallest and largest
swings in leader ideology, respec-
tively. But despite the clear trend
that emerges in the House, Figure 1
also illustrates that swings in leader
ideology in the Senate between the
109th and 110th Congresses did not
vary by committee type.

Electoral Security and
the New Ideological
Face of Seniority

From the Textbook Congress
through the Reform era and into the
era of the Post-reform Congress,
one constant was that, with few
exceptions, senior committee mem-
bers of the majority party were
rewarded with committee chairman-
ships in the Democratic Caucus.
Electoral security and seniority go
hand in hand because members
would not have seniority without
some measure of electoral security

over the years and their seniority ~and the influence that comes
with seniority! can be used to enhance their electoral security.
For our purposes, the causal relationship is not all that relevant.
It is enough to say that these variables are correlated and com-
mittee chairmanships flowed to those who were both senior and
electorally-secure. However, two things have changed in the
transition from the Textbook Congress to the Post-reform Con-
gress: among Democrats, the ideological face of seniority
changed; among Republicans, the value of seniority in securing
committee leadership positions changed. We discuss each below.

Because of a lack of significant partisan competition in the
South, Democratic chairmen in the Textbook Congress were
drawn disproportionately from the South where these conserva-
tive Democratic members were largely shielded from variations
in the electoral weather. This aspect of the Textbook Congress
proved both one of its distinctive characteristics—and its undo-
ing. As the disjunction between the more liberal majority in the
caucus and the more conservative preferences of many of the
chairs grew, the institution erupted in a fit of reform. Congres-
sional reforms of the 1960s and 1970s did plenty to change the
distribution of power within the Congress, but it did very little
to change the method by which the committee chairs in Con-
gress were selected by Democratic Caucuses. Committee
chairmanships continued to flow to those with seniority and
electoral security even as the ideological identity of those with
seniority and electoral security changed radically. As greater
partisan competition emerged in the South and as more and
more Democratic districts elsewhere became “deep blue,” non-
Southern liberals replaced Southern conservatives as the most
electorally-secure and the most senior Democrats. By the time
the 103rd Congress ~1993–1994! convened, as evidenced in

Figure 1
Ideological Distances in Chair Transitions by Committee Type,
109th–110th Congresses

Note: Distances calculated using Poole’s (1998) common space estimates. Committee type taken
from Smith and Deering (1997) for the 17 House and 15 Senate committees they categorized.
Based on interviews with committee members, Smith and Deering categorize eight House
committees as constituency, five as policy, and four as prestige. In the Senate, they identify five
constituency committees, five policy committees, and five mixed-policy/constituency committees. We
categorized two new House committees, Homeland Security and Intelligence, as policy committees.
The Committee on House Administration was excluded from the analysis. N of cases (House,
Senate) = 20, 15.
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Table 2, the new Democratic committee chairs were dispropor-
tionately drawn from the most liberal wing of the party caucus.
Importantly, and in contrast with actions of Republican House
leaders between 1995 and 2006, this change was not because of
the newly enhanced power of Democratic Party leaders or their
willingness to buck seniority, but rather because of this new
ideological face of seniority.

Among Republicans, seniority is no longer sacrosanct. Re-
publican leaders who took over in the 104th Congress passed
over senior committee members to appoint more conservative
ideologues as chairs in four committees, and beginning with the
first round of term-limited chair replacements occurring in 2001,
violations of seniority in choosing committee leaders became
commonplace. In fact, between 2001 and 2006, the Republican
Steering Committee violated seniority in exactly half of the 18
instances in which term-limited chairs of legislative committees
were replaced ~Deering and Wahlbeck 2006; see also Renka and
Ponder 2005!. Focusing primarily on the 2001 round of “musi-
cal chairs,” Deering and Wahlbeck find that while seniority was
a significant predictor of who received Steering Committee in-
terviews in the 107th Congress, once prospective chairs reached
this stage, seniority no longer provided a statistically significant
boost to their chances of becoming chairs. Instead, campaign
contributions to fellow Republicans and party loyalty in floor
votes emerged as the lone predictors of which of the interview-
ees received leadership positions ~2006, 234!. At least initially,
however, House Democrats have not replicated these trends.
Committee longevity, and the electoral security required for it,
has remained the path to Democratic chairmanships despite the
changed norm during the 12-year Republican interlude.

In the Senate, both Democrats and Republicans have almost
exclusively adhered to seniority as the guiding principle in com-
mittee leadership selection. In part, this is simply a nod to the
realities of a smaller institution where 49 Democrats plus the
two independents that caucus with them have to fill just about
20 committee chairs without handing two chairmanships to any
individual ~Kimitch 2007!.

So, among House and Senate Democrats, adherence to the
norm of seniority in choosing committee chairs has yielded a
team of policy leaders who are drawn disproportionately from
the liberal wing of the party. Among Republicans, violations of
seniority have been commonplace in the House, and continued
to be so as Republicans in the 110th Congress handed five
Ranking Minority Member positions to less-senior members
~Kimitch 2007!. But interestingly, these Republican moves have
not, on average, yielded a slate of committee leaders as ideolog-
ically extreme within their caucus as the committee leaders on
the other side of the aisle. In short, while much of the literature
on party polarization in the Post-reform era has focused on the
enhanced power of party leaders and party caucuses to enforce
greater ideological cohesion, these data suggest that the more
polarized relationship between Democratic committee chairs and
Republican ranking members is in no small part the result of a
lack of interference in committee leadership decisions by party
leaders on the Democratic side.

Implications
So what are the implications of a disjunction between an

“extremist” more liberal group of chairs and a caucus that is
already somewhat liberal? We might begin to answer that ques-
tion by remembering that arguably the most important way
chairs can influence the legislative process is through their neg-
ative agenda-setting power. By serving as gatekeepers, at least
within a set jurisdictional realm, committee chairs have more
power to stop legislation that is out of step with their own pol-
icy preferences than they have to positively impose their policy

preferences on the rest of the majority caucus and the rest of the
Congress.

Within this context, the revolt against the power of committee
chairs that ultimately led to the fall of the Textbook Congress
can be understood not as a reaction to gridlock generally, but
rather as a reaction to the consistent bottling up or blocking of
particular policies ~most notably, Civil Rights legislation! that
the majority of the caucus viewed as desirable. The ideological
positioning of committee chairs in the 110th Congress presents a
different kind of challenge to the majority of the majority cau-
cus. The rise of a group of “extremist” committee chairs in a
Congress already polarized to a significant degree could make
the bipartisan cooperation necessary to enact any significant
piece of legislation all the more difficult to come by. Where the
“bipartisan” moderates who dominated the ranks of committee
chairs in the Textbook Congress could look across the aisle for
help in building coalitions, the “extremist” chairs of the 110th

Congress will not have that option. Thus, gridlock and a lack of
legislative production may be one implication of the findings
here. A related point is that if polarization among committee
leaders contributes to gridlock and a lack of legislative produc-
tivity, then the Senate, due to the smaller average ideological
distances between chairs and Ranking Minority Members, will
be the most likely source of bipartisan cooperation in the 110th

Congress and beyond.
A second set of potential implications has to do with legisla-

tive organization. The ideological disjunction between the policy
preferences of the majority of the chairs and the majority of the
caucus in the Textbook Congress ultimately led to a fit of insti-
tutional reform that re-shaped power dynamics within the insti-
tution, moving power from committee chairs down to the
rank-and-file and up to party leaders. That history begs the
question of whether the current disjunction between the policy
preferences of the majority of the institution’s chairs and the
policy preferences of the majority of the Democratic Caucus
will lead to a similar fit of institutional reform at some point in
the future. We suspect not for several reasons. First, the reforms
of the 1970s were the result of decades of pent-up frustration
among liberal Democrats; talk of institutional reform less than
one election cycle after the Democratic takeover is obviously
premature. Second, and relatedly, even though committee chairs
have considerable authority, they are no longer the only ~or
even the most important! power structure standing in the way of
a potentially frustrated rank-and-file in the caucus today. Third,
the Democrats have, at least for now, retained the Republican
rule change limiting terms of service for chairs to six years, so
the caucus may well have the opportunity to turn chairs out of
their positions and choose others in a relatively short timeframe.
Finally, moderates may make for good legislators but they don’t
make for good “revolutionaries,” and they have seldom been the
driving force behind revolts. It is probably more likely that a
caucus potentially frustrated by the lack of legislative produc-
tion we suggest as a possibility above would seek to replace a
few extremist chairs than it is that they would seek to make
fundamental changes in the organization of the institution as
was the case in the Reform era.

Conclusion
Committee chairs remain important leaders within the Post-

reform Congress, and the committee chairs in the 110th Con-
gress are no exception. We have shown that, while seniority
rather than selection by party leaders remains the path to a
chairmanship in the Democratic Party, the ideological face of
seniority has changed radically. The chairs in the 110th Con-
gress are drawn disproportionately from the liberal wing of an
already far more ideologically cohesive and liberal caucus than
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Democratic Caucuses of the Textbook Congress era. For schol-
ars of Congress, these findings have important implications in
explaining the causes and consequences of the well-documented
trend toward a more polarized legislative institution. If seniority
remains the primary route to committee leadership, and
electorally-secure senior members represent increasingly deep
red and deep blue constituencies, then the prospects for cooper-
ation would seem slim. If committees remain an important

forum for policymaking—and Richard Hall’s ~1998! work on
participation and power gives us no reason to believe that they
will not—and the ideological distances between chairs and rank-
ing minority members and chairs and their party caucuses con-
tinue to grow, opportunities for the sorts of bipartisan
cooperation observed by Fenno ~1973! will continue to
evaporate.

Note
* The authors wish to thank Sara Callow for her excellent and timely

research assistance.
1. The four African-American House committee chairs at the beginning

of the 110th Congress were John Conyers ~D-MI! of Judiciary, Charles Ran-
gel ~D-NY! of Ways and Means, Bennie Thompson ~D-MS! of Homeland
Security, and Juanita Millender-McDonald ~D-CA! of House Administration.
Millender-McDonald died on April 22, 2007, at which point her chairman-
ship fell to the next most-senior member of the committee, Robert Brady
~D-PA!. The two Hispanic chairs are Silvestre Reyes ~D-TX! of Intelligence
and Nydia Velasquez ~D-NY! of Small Business. In addition to Millender-
McDonald and Velasquez, the other female committee chair was Louise
Slaughter ~D-NY! of Rules. We exclude the Ethics Committee, chaired by
Stephanie Tubbs Jones ~D-OH!, from all of our calculations.

2. Susan Collins ~R-ME! of Homeland Security and Governmental Af-
fairs and Olympia Snowe ~R-ME! of Small Business were replaced by Bar-
bara Boxer ~D-CA! of Environment and Public Works and Dianne Feinstein
~D-CA! of Rules.

3. We could have used 2006 numbers for the new House Democratic
chairs in the 110th Congress ~and 1994 numbers for new GOP chairs in the
104th Congress! but the various factors that made 2006 ~and 1994! an un-

usual election year weighed heavily against doing so. Not surprisingly, the
average percentage of the two-party vote in the 2006 election for Demo-
cratic House chairs was much higher ~79.3%!.

4. Common space estimates ~Poole 1998; 2004! “place the members of
the House and Senate in the same space,” thus allowing “members to be
compared across Chambers and across Congresses” ~2004!. Chairs who fell
in the outer-most third of their party caucus ~left for Democrats and right
for Republicans! were categorized as “extremists”; chairs who fell in the
middle third of their party caucus were categorized as “partisan middle-
men”; and, chairs who fell in the inner-most third of the caucus were cat-
egorized as having a “bipartisan consensual” leadership profile. Some of the
data on committee chairs in the 87th, 95th, and 103rd Congresses were taken
from Nelson ~N.d.! and Stewart and Woon ~2005!.

5. House difference significant at p � .0001 ~t � 7.84!. Senate differ-
ence significant at p � .05 ~one-tailed test; t � 1.73!.

6. The mean ideological distance between Republican chairs in the
109th and Democratic chairs in the 110th House was 0.7433 ~N � 20!; the
mean distance in comparable Senate transitions was 0.618 ~N � 19!. This
difference is statistically significant at p � .05 ~t � 2.04!.

References
Cheney, Dick. 2006. Remarks By Vice President Richard Cheney at a Lun-

cheon For Representative Jim Ryun ~R-KS!. 12 October. Federal News
Service ~retrieved from Lexis-Nexis Academic Universe, October 2,
2007!.

Cohen, Richard E. 1999. “Crackup of the Committees.” National Journal,
31 ~July 31!.

Deering, Christopher J., and Paul J. Wahlbeck. 2006. “U.S. House Commit-
tee Chair Selection: Republicans Play Musical Chairs in the 107th Con-
gress.” American Politics Research 34 ~March!: 223–42.

Evans, C. Lawrence. 1991. Leadership in Committee: A Comparative Analy-
sis of Leadership Behavior in the U.S. Senate. Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press.

Fenno, Richard F. 1973. Committees in Congress. Boston: Little, Brown.
Greenblatt, Alan. 2007. “Democrats in Congress.” CQ Researcher 17 ~June

8!: 505–28.
Hall, Richard L. 1998. Participation in Congress. New Haven: Yale Univer-

sity Press.
Kimitch, Rebecca. 2007. “CQ Guide to the Committees: Democrats Opt to

Spread the Power.” CQ Weekly Online, April 16, 1080–3.
League of Conservation Voters. 2006. “National Environmental Scorecard

’06.” www.lcv.org0scorecard. Accessed October 6, 2007.
_. 2004. “LCV Names Senator Barbara Boxer as Environmental

Champion.” www.lcv.org0newsroom0press-releaseslcv-names-senator-
barbara-boxer-as-environmental-champion.html. Accessed October 6,
2007.

MacRae, Duncan Jr. 1956. “Roll Call Votes and Leadership.” Public Opin-
ion Quarterly 20 ~Autumn!: 543–58.

Nelson, Garrison. N.d. “Committees in the U.S. Congress, 1947–1992,”
web.mit.edu017.2510www0data_page.html @House and Senate087th and
95th Congresses# . Accessed October 1, 2007.

Oppenheimer, Bruce I. 2005. “Deep Red and Blue Congressional Districts:
The Causes and Consequences of Declining Party Competitiveness.” In

Congress Reconsidered, 8th Edition, eds. Lawrence C. Dodd and Bruce
I. Oppenheimer. Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 135–57.

Patterson, Samuel C. 1963. “Legislative Leadership and Political Ideology.”
Public Opinion Quarterly 27 ~Autumn!: 399–410.

Poole, Keith T. 1998. “Recovering a Basic Space From a Set of Issue
Scales.” American Journal of Political Science 42 ~July!: 954–93.

_. 2004. “Description of NOMINATE Data.” http:00
voteview.ucsd.edu0page2a.htm. Accessed October 1, 2007.

Reeves, Andree E. 1993. Congressional Committee Chairmen: Three Who
Made an Evolution. Lexington: University of Kentucky Press.

Renka, Russell D., and Daniel E. Ponder. 2005. “Committee Seniority Vio-
lations in the U.S. House.” Presented at the annual meeting of the Amer-
ican Political Science Association, Washington, D.C., September 1.

Rohde, David W. 1991. Parties and Leaders in the Postreform House.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Shepsle, Kenneth A. 1989. “The Changing Textbook Congress.” In Can the
Government Govern?, eds. John E. Chubb and Paul E. Peterson. Wash-
ington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 238–66.

Smith, Steven S., and Christopher J. Deering. 1997. Committees in Con-
gress, 3rd ed. Washington, D.C.: CQ Press.

Stewart, Charles III, and Jonathan Woon. 2005. “Congressional Committee
Assignments, 103rd to 105th Congresses, 1993–1998” web.mit.edu0
17.2510www0data_page.html @House and Senate# , @Updated 12 July# .
Accessed October 1, 2007.

Strahan, Randall. 1990. New Ways and Means: Reform and Change in a
Congressional Committee. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press.

Truman, David B. 1959. The Congressional Party: A Case Study. New
York: Wiley.

Unekis, Joseph K., and Leroy N. Rieselbach. 1983. “Congressional Commit-
tee Leadership, 1971–1978.” Legislative Studies Quarterly 8 ~May!:
251–70.

82 PS January 2008

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096508080116 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096508080116

