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From Congress: The Electoral Connection

Davip R. MayHEW

Are members of Congress motivated by the desire to make good public policy that
will best serve the public and national interest? Are they willing to go against
their constituents’ opinions when they think it is the right thing to do? The
political scientist David Mayhew argues the motivation is not so idealistic or
complex. Members of Congress simply want to be reelected, and most of their
behavior—advertising, credit claiming, and position taking—is designed to make
reelection easier. Further, Mayhew argues that the structure of Congress is ideally
suited to facilitate the reelection pursuit. Congressional offices and staff advertise
tember accomplishments, committees allow for the specialization necessary to
claim credit for particularistic benefits provided to the district, and the political
parties in Congress do not demand loyalty when constituent interests run coun-
ter to the party line.

Mayhew's arqument is not universally accepted. Many political scientisis
accept his underlying premise as a given: elected officials are self-interested, and
this is manifest in their constant pursuit of reelection. But others disagree with the
premise, Motivations, they argue, are far more complex than allowed for by such a
simple statement or theory. People often act unselfishly, and members of Congress
have been known to vote with their consciences even if it means losing an election,
Others have pointed out that parties now put stronger constrainls on congressio-
nal behavior than they did when Mayhew was writing in the early 1970s.

[1] The organization of Congress meets remarkably well the electoral
needs of its members. To put it another way, if a group of planners sat
down and tried to design a pair of American national assemblies with the
goal of serving members’ electoral needs year in and year out, they would
be hard pressed to improve on what exists. * * * Satisfaction of electoral
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needs requires remarkably little zero-sum conflict among members. That
is, one member’s gain is not another member's loss; to a remarkable degree
members can successfully engage in electorally useful activities without
denying other members the opportunity successfully to engage in them.
In regard to credit claiming, this second point requires elaboration fur-
ther on. Its application to advertising is perhaps obvious. The members
all have different markets, so that what any one member does is not an
inconvenience to any other. There are exceptions here—House members
are sometimes thrown into districts together, senators have to watch the
advertising of ambitious House members within their states, and senators
from the same state have to keep up with each other—but the case gener-
ally holds. With position taking the point is also reasonably clear. As long
as congressmen do not attack each other—and they rarely do—any mem-
ber can champion the most extraordinary causes without inconvenienc-
ing any of his colleagues.

® * ®

A scrutiny of the basic structural units of Congress will yield evidence
to support both these * * * points. First, there are the 535 Capitol Hill
offices, the small personal empires of the members. * * * The Hill office is a
vitally important political unit, part campaign management firm and part
political machine. The availability of its staff members for election work
in and out of season gives it some of the properties of the former; its case-
work capabilities, some of the properties of the latter. And there is the
franking privilege for use on office emanations. ** * A final comment on
congressional offices is perhaps the most important one: office resources
are given to all members regardless of party, seniority, or any other quali-
fication. They come with the job.

Second among the structural units are the committees. * * * Comunittee
membership can be electorally usefulin a number of different ways. Some
committees supply good platforms for position taking. The best exam-
ple over the years is probably the House Un-American Activities Commit-
tee (now the Internal Security Committee), whose members have displayed
hardly a trace of an interest in legislation. [Theodore] Lowi has a chart
showing numbers of days devoted to HUAC public hearings in Con-

gresses from the Eightieth through the Fighty-ninth. It can be read as a-

supply chart, showing biennial volume of position taking on subversion
and related matters; by inference it can also be read as a measure of pop-
ular demand (the peak years were 1949-56). Senator Joseph McCarthy
used the Senate Government Operations Committee as his investigative

base in the Eighty-third Congress; later on in the 1960s Senators Abraham

Ribicoff {D., Conn.) and William Proxmire (D, Wis.) used subcommittees
of this same unit in catching public attention respectively on auto safety
and defense waste. With membership on the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee goes a license to make speeches on foreign policy. Some com-

s,

mittees perhaps deserve to be designated “cause committees”; member-
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ship on them can confer an ostentatious identification with salient public
causes. An example is the House Education and Labor Committee, whose
members, in Fenno's analysis, have two “strategic premises™: “to prosecute
policy partisanship” and “to pursue one’s individual policy preferences
regardless of party.” Committee members do a good deal of churning
about on education, poverty, and similar matters. In recent years Educa-
tion and Labor has attracted media-conscious members such as Shirley
Chisholm (D, N.Y)), Herman Badillo (D., N.Y,), and Louise Day Hicks (D,
Mass.). :
Some committees traffic in particularized benefits.

* #* *

Specifically, in giving out particularized benefits where the costs are
diffuse (falling on taxpayer or consumer) and where in the long run to
reward one congressman is not obviously to deprive others, the members
follow a policy of universalism. That is, every member, regardless of
party or seniority, has a right to his share of benefits. There is evidence of
universalism in the distribution of projects on House Public Works, proj-
ects on House Interior, projects on Senate Interior, project money on
House Appropriations, project money on Senate Appropriations, tax ben-
efits on House Ways and Means, tax benefits on Senate Finance, and (by
inference from the reported data) urban renewal projects on House Bank-
ing and Currency. The House Interior Committee, in Fenno’s account,
“takes as its major decision rule a determination to process and pass all
requests and to do so in such a way as to maximize the chances of passage
in the House. Succinctly, then, Interior's major strategic premise is: to
secure House passage of all constituency-supported, Member-sponsored bills.”

* # *

Particularism also has its position-taking side. On occasion members
capture public attention by denouncing the allocation process itself; thus
in 1972 a number of liberals held up some Ways and Means “members’
bills” on the House floor. But such efforts have little or no effect. Senator
Douglas used to offer floor amendments to excise projects from public
works appropriations bills, but he had a hard time even getting the Senate
to vote on them.

Finally, and very importantly, the committee system ajds congressmen
simply by allowing a division of labor among members. The parceling out
of legislation among small groups of congressmen by subject area has two
effects. First, it creates small voting bodies in which membership may be
valuable. An attentive interest group will prize more highly the favorable
issue positions of members of committees pondering its fortunes than the
favorable positions of the general run of congressmen. Second, it creates
specialized small-group settings in which individual congressmen can
make things happen and be perceived to make things happen. “I put that
bill through committee.” “That was my amendment.” “I talked them around
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on that” This is the language of credit claiming. It comes easily in the
committee setting and also when “expert” committee members handle
bills on the floor. To attentive audiences it can be believable. Some political
actors follow committee activities closely and mobilize electoral resources

to support deserving members.

T * *

The other basic structural units in Congress are the parties. The case
here will be that the parties, like the offices and committees, are tailored
to suit members’ electoral needs. They are more useful for what they are

not than for what they are.

#* * *

What is important to each congreésman, and vitally so, is that he be
free to take positions that serve his advantage. There is no member of
either house who would not be politically injured—or at least who would
not think he would be injured—by being made to toe a party line on all
policies (unless of course he could determine the line). There is no con-
gressional bloc whose members have identical position needs across all
issties. Thus on the school busing issue in the Ninety-second Congress, it
was vital to Detroit white liberal Democratic House members that they
be free to vote one way and to Detroit black liberal Democrats that they be
free to vote the other. In regard to these member needs the best service a
party can supply fo its congressmen is a negative one; it can leave them
alone. And this in general is what the congressional parties do. Party lead-
ers are chosen not to be program salesmen or vote mobilizers, but to be
brokers, favor-doers, agenda-setters, and protectors of established institu-
tional routines. Party “pressure” to vote one way or another is minimal.
Party “whipping” hardly deserves the name. Leaders in both houses have
a habit of counseling members to “vote their constituencies.”

DiscussioN (QUESTIONS

1. If members are motivated by the desire to be reelected, is this such
a bad thing? After all, shouldn't members of Congress do things
that will keep the voters happy? Does the constant quest for reelec-
tion have a positive or negative impact on “representation”?

2. How could the institutions of Congress (members’ offices, commit-
tees, and parties) be changed so that the collective needs of the insti-
tution would take precedence over the needs of individual members?
Would there be any negative consequences for making these changes?

3. Some have argued that term limits are needed to break the never-
ending quest for reelection. Do you think that term limits for mem-

bers of Congress are a good idea?
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“U.S. House Members in Their
Constituencies: An Exploration”

RicHARD E FENNO, JR.

Through much of the 1970s, political scientist Richard Fenno traveled with House
mermbers in their districts, “looking over their shoulders” as the politicians met
with their constituents, Fenno was interested in answering the questions, “What
does an elecled representative see when he or she sees a constituency? And, as a
natural follow-up, what consequences do these perceptions have for his o;‘ her
behavior?” This approach to research, which Fenno called “soaking and poking,”
gave us new insight into how House members represent their constituents.

In this excerpt from his classic book Home Style: House Members in their
Distr.icts, Fenno argues that members perceive their districts as a sef of concen-
tric circles: the geographic, reelection, primary, and personal constituencies. The
outer part of the circle is the geographic constituency, which is the entire district,
At the center of the circle is the personal constituency—the inner group of advi-
sors who are central to the member’s campaign and governing operations (with
the reelection and primary constituencies in between). Fenno describes how each
part of the constituency has a different representational relationship with the
member.

Fenno also discusses how each member develops a distinctive “home style” in
dealing with their constituency, which determines the components of district
fepresenmtion: the allocation of resources, the presentation of self, and explain-
ing of Washington activity. Fenno concludes by pointing out that we have an
mcomplete picture of how Congress operates if we only focus on what happens in
Washington. He says, “. .. the more one focuses on the home activities of its
members, the more one comes to appreciate the representative strengths and pos-
sibilities of Congress. Congress is the most representative of our national politi-
cal institutions.” '

Despite a voluminous literature on the subject of representative-
constituency relationships, one question central to that relationship
remains underdeveloped. It is: What does an elected representative see
when he or she sees a constituency? And, as a natural followmup, what con-
sequences do these perceptions have for his or her behavior? The key prob-
lem is that of perception. And the key assumption is that the constituency
a representative reacts to is the constituency he or she sees. The corollary



