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Resume: Måling af funktionssvigt i den amerikanske kongres.  

– Hvorfor er der så meget funktionssvigt i den amerikanske kongres 

 

Min kandidatafhandling handler om den amerikanske kongres’ generelle funktionssvigt, som vi ser 

i disse år. Den amerikanske kongres er præget af stridigheder i mellem de to store partier, the 

Republican Party og the Democratic Party. Jeg har udvalgt mig fire hovedpunkter, hvor jeg mener, 

jeg bedst kan måle funktionssvigt i kongressen. Jeg har udvalgt polarisering, meningsmålinger, 

senatets godkendelsesproces samt lobbyisme. 

 

Mit formål med denne afhandling er at sammenfatte disse fire områder til en ulineær kæde af 

kausalitet, hvor hvert af disse fire områder påvirker hinanden negativt, dog ikke i nogen nødvendig 

synlig rækkefølge. 

 

Mit første punkt er polarisering. Jeg fokuser på den akademiske debat mellem to forskere på 

området, der mener polariseringen foregår på to forskellige niveauer. Den første er Morris P. 

Fiorina, som er af den holdning at polarisering udelukkende foregår på det elitære, politiske 

niveau. Altså, at det kun eksisterer i blandt politikere, interessegrupper og aktivister. Blandt 

befolkningen er billedet langt mere broget, og der er en generel udbredt moderatisme. 

 

Den anden forsker jeg tager udgangspunkt i, er Alan I. Abramowitz. Hans holdning er, at 

polariseringen foregår på det folkelige niveau såvel som det politiske. Han mener befolkningen er 

polariseret og argumenterer ud fra en ændret amerikansk demografi, hvor vælgergrupperne bliver 

mere definerede og udtrykker sig ved fx at være ikke-hvide, enlige eller tilhørende religiøse 

grupper. 

 

Ud fra anden viden på området, konkluderer jeg at man ikke kan sige hverken Fiorina eller 

Abramowitz har helt ret. Dog hælder jeg mest til Abramowitz’ argumenter. 

 

Mit andet fokuspunkt er meningsmålinger. De amerikanske politikere har oftest som første 

prioritet at blive genvalgt, og da et medlem af Repræsentanternes Hus blot sidder to år ad gangen, 
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vil han eller hun altid skæve til meningsmålingerne. Men befolkningen belønner ikke altid godt 

politisk arbejde med positive meningsmålinger, og data fra studier jeg henviser til, viser at 

kompromiser med politiske modstandere kan give negative meningsmålinger. Der er altså et 

incitament for at skabe splid. Udover kompromis så vægter den ideologiske distance mellem 

politikeren og vælgerne også højt.  

 

Konsekvenserne er politisk hårdknude, som vi ofte har set i de senere år. De to seneste siddende 

kongresser, den 112. og 113. går ned i historien, som nogle af de mest ineffektive kongresser målt 

politisk arbejde. 

 

Mit tredje fokuspunkt er senatets godkendelsesproces. Senatet skal godkende præsidentens 

nominerede kandidater til en lang rækker poster i det føderale system. Senatet har dog en proces, 

som er blevet så langvarig og udmattende for kandidaten, at det oftest er umuligt at ansætte den 

bedst kvalificerede. Det betyder også, at føderale institutioner kan gå lang tid med tomme poster, 

hvor arbejdsbyrden bliver større og større. Der er dog sket tiltag på området, så det er blevet 

nemmere at få godkendelse i senatet. 

 

Mit fjerde og sidste fokuspunkt er lobbyisme. Jeg henviser til studier, der analyserer hvor meget 

virksomheder får ud af lobbyisme, og derudover diskuterer jeg også en ændret tendens indenfor 

lobbyisme, hvor registrering af lobbyvirksomhed bliver sværere og sværere. 

 

Jeg omtaler også den såkaldte Tea Party bevægelses indtog i amerikansk politik, hvor den i høj 

grad af aggressiv lobbyarbejde har fået valgt egne repræsentanter ind i kongressen, og hvordan 

det er muligt at sætte en stor af den Republikanske politiske agenda.  

 

I min konklusion sammenfatter jeg disse fire punkter i en kæde ulineær kausalitet, hvor alle fire 

områder påvirker hinanden på tværs af hinanden. Jeg diskuterer derudover også implikationer ved 

dette funktionssvigt, både på nationalt og globalt plan. 
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Introduction 

 

In this thesis, I have chosen the research question why has the U.S. Congress become so 

dysfunctional? In recent years American politics has seemed dysfunctional to a large degree and 

the U.S. Congress is at the centre of it all. The purpose of this thesis is to measure dysfunction on 

four distinct areas where I think the both cause and effect can be found. What I will do that is 

apart from other studies on the subject is that I will pick out four areas where I can measure 

dysfunction and I will combine them into one large study. My four areas are polarisation, public 

esteem, the Senate confirmation process, and lobbying. I will collect data on all four topics and I 

will link them together in a type non-linear chain of causality where each area has an effect on the 

next one but not necessarily in any particular order and I will argue how they are interconnected 

but all rooted within polarisation. I end my thesis by concluding that each subject area of my 

research has a polluting effect on any of the other areas and I discuss possible consequences for 

the future of American politics if the trends I examine are allowed to continue.   

 

 

- Polarisation 

 

This is an important way of measuring as it can reveal just how far apart the two opposing sides 

are in American politics. Is it purely because of the politicians are so polarised, and if so, how 

polarised is the American society really? Some views are that society, indeed, is more polarized 

now than it has ever been, while some believe that contrary and that it is only on the elite political 

level that polarisation exists. 

 

In the second chapter of my thesis I will discuss polarisation in the context of a debate between 

two scholars on the subject who have two contrasting opinions. The purpose of this is to assess 

whether or not polarisation is occurring among the American electorate or if it happens strictly on 

the elite political level.  
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But if not, then we have to find sources of the apparent political polarisation elsewhere. In the 

following section I will give examples of how polarisation affects politics. 

 

The notion of elite partisan polarisation details how voters arrive at their policy opinions based on 

how polarized their environment is. James Druckman, Erik Peterson and Rune Slothuus have 

conducted two survey experiments on the issues of drilling and immigration reform. Their findings 

show that polarised environments fundamentally affect voter decisions and support of various 

issues. Furthermore, their result show that substantive information means less to voters in 

polarised environment and it only increases confidence in less substantively-grounded opinions 

(Druckman, Peterson & Slothuus, p.57, 2013). 

 

Their survey respondents were identified as 53 % Democrats and 47 % Republicans. Their main 

hypothesis were that strong frames (arguments) would not persuade voters to drop support for 

the weak frames in a polarised environment despite that in a non-polarised environment, their 

results showed, the strength of the frames was significant for the voter’s decision (Druckman, 

Peterson & Slothuus, p. 74, 2013.) 

 

Their hypothesis was confirmed and they sum up the result in the following manner: “Under 

conditions of high polarization, when presented with opposing frames, regardless of strength, 

partisans’ opinions move only in the direction of the frame endorsed by their party. In this case, 

party endorsements drive opinions, regardless of argument strength—that is, even if the other 

party’s argument is stronger” (Druckman, Peterson & Slothuus, p. 70, 2013). So, when the strength 

of the argument does not have significant importance in polarised environment partisans will be 

more attached to their party opinions and affected by party cues. 

 

Another possible area of where polarisation could affect politics is gerrymandering. Thomas E. 

Mann examines what role gerrymandering, or as he defines it “the political manipulation of 

legislative boundaries for partisan or incumbency-protection purposes (Nivola & Brady (eds.), p. 

264. 2006)“ – plays in the study of polarisation. Mann argues that gerrymandering cannot be 

accounted for the polarised political landscape, although he states that however small part it does 
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play, it is important to keep it in mind. Instead, he argues, gerrymandering is more a consequence 

than a cause of polarisation. He argues that “increasing national party investments in the normal 

rounds of redistricting heighten partisan tension and reinforce polarisation.” (Nivola & Brady 

(eds.). p. 280. 2006)     

 

The Senate Budget Committee (SBC) is a directly affected entity due to increasing polarisation and 

homogeneity within the two represented parties on the committee and the majority party and the 

SBC failed to propose a budget for the fiscal year of 2012. Joseph Bafumi points to increasing 

polarisation within both parties as both have appointed more conservative and more liberal 

members to the committee. He argues that the most Republicans started moving more to the 

right in the early 2000’s when they gained control of the Senate and replaced a number of 

members with other, more hard line conservatives. When the Democrats took control after the 

2006 midterm elections, they, themselves, continued this trend and appointed more left-leaning 

members (Bafumi, p. 162. 2012).  

 

While the SBC became more polarised in terms of ideology, the members of Congress of either 

party did not follow this trend to the same degree (Bafumi, p.162. 2012). Bafumi argues that once 

the SBC became so heterogeneous within each party, agreements would be much harder to reach 

as some Democrats had threatened to kill a budget resolution unless it included more taxes and 

fewer spending cuts (Bafumi, p.163. 2012).  

 

It is also notable how the deliberation time within the SBC has declined over the last few decades. 

Bafumi argues this because of the number of party-line voting on amendments during markup (As 

defined by the official Senate online glossary, markup refers to, “The process by which 

congressional committees and subcommittees debate, amend, and rewrite proposed legislation.”) 

that deliberation over actual minority party concerns became non-existent. Since the 1990’s, 

party-line voting on amendments increased from around 10 % in the 1970’s to 90 % in 2006 

(Bafumi, p.165. 2012). The number of days spent on deliberation also decreased from an average 

of 5-6 days in the 1970’s to around 2 in the 2000’s. 
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This is a sign of dysfunction within Congress as it seems like either party is sabotaging the process 

of the SBC by deliberately appointing ideologues in an effort to circumvent chances of reaching an 

agreement that would favour one of the parties more. Because of this pattern, agreements have 

become increasingly harder to reach and gridlock occurs. Processes are halted and programs can 

go unfunded for a period of time until a budget compromise is finally agreed upon. 

 

 

- Public Esteem:  

 

The public’s approval of the politicians is good way of measuring dysfunction. Very low ratings 

might give a clue to the general state of Congressional politics. Approval ratings and general polls 

are done frequently in the US, so it is easy to get an idea how well-liked Congress is and how the 

public views them doing their jobs. We can relate certain numbers in the year to certain decisive 

moments and through them we can measure how Congress fared through in the eyes of the 

voters.   

 

In my third chapter, I will discuss the role of approval ratings and how they are shaped by the 

actions taken by Congress and how the ideological make-up of Congress plays a fundamental role. 

Also, I will discuss how political conflicts in Congress can have both negative and positive effects 

on approval. Finally in the chapter I will discuss passed legislation in relation to gridlock and 

approval ratings. 

  

As of February 2013, the American public’s approval of Congress is at 15 per cent hitting the exact 

monthly average of 2012 as surveyed by Gallup. 81 per cent disapproves the way Congress is doing 

its job. In February and August of last year, Congress hit lows of 10 per cent in the approval 

ratings. Historically, Gallup’s measurement of Congress approval ratings dates back almost 40 

years, and despite holding an average of a low 33 per cent, ratings of today are lower (Gallup, 

February 2013). Gallup might even have polled more generous segments than for example CBS 

news who only registers at 11 per cent of March (CBS News, March 2013).  
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It is argued by Mark Ramirez that the approval ratings of Congress do indeed correlate with 

important policy making. Conventionally, most studies point to economic performance as an 

indicator of how the electorate perceive the policies of Congress and many citizens tend to blame 

Congress for poor economic results. Ramirez says it is unclear whether or not public opinion is 

affected by the average enacted Congressional legislation. He does, however, point to some 

evidence that show that centrist policies that might come from a compromise between the two 

parties , will disappoint ideologues among the public on both sides leading partisans from both 

sides to reconsider their support for Congress (Ramirez, p. 199. 2013). 

 

Ramirez argues that citizens most likely do not pay attention to most legislation but whenever 

major bills and compromises, where ideologues and partisans have strong feelings involved, reach 

the public, the reaction is measurable and predicable drops on congressional approval ratings 

occurs. Furthermore, he argues that individual members of Congress might care more about their 

own approval ratings because of elections than the overall approval of the institution itself, 

despite that studies show that low congressional approval ratings will hurt chances for incumbents 

to be re-elected (Ramirez, p. 208. 2013). 

 

What this means for the ability of Congress to function is open to interpretation. Ramirez’ results 

might give Congress the unconscious, or indeed conscience as we have seen recently with the Tea 

Party, incentive to avoid major policy decisions altogether so as to keep approval ratings - and the 

chances for re-election for its incumbents – intact. We have seen a trend of this in recent years 

when urgent policy questions have gone unanswered. 

 

 

 

- The Senate confirmation process 

 

This is an important way to measure dysfunction the US Congress. If a president cannot get his 

nominated officials approved quickly and efficiently there might be key areas where a top official 

is missing. Whether for a cabinet position or an ambassadorship, the whole system gets halted 
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and overburdened for a period of time where it might be crucial to get the nominee confirmed in 

the Senate.  

 

In my fourth chapter, I will discuss the confirmation process and the problems it creates along with 

its consequences. I will look at a particular area, namely the lower federal courts, where I will 

discuss how the confirmation process has become a political weapon in the battle between 

President and Senate. At the end of the chapter, I will discuss the recent steps the Senate has 

taken to improve and smooth over the process.   

 

In a historical perspective, confirmations to the appeals courts have been affected by long delays. 

During the period from 1947 and 1992, the percentage of nominations that became confirmed is 

roughly between 80 and 90 per cent but after 1992, that number falls to below 60 per cent and in 

some years below 50 per cent (Binder & Maltzman, p. 3. 2009).  

 

The wait for successful confirmations has increased too. From the 1940’s to the 1980’s, 

confirmation rarely took more than two months. During the 1990’s, the wait could take as long as 

200 days while the average time was around 170 from the 1990’s until 2007 (Binder & Maltzman, 

p. 5. 2009), with some examples taking years for confirmation (Binder & Maltzman, p. 79. 2009). 

  

It is important to note the role that interest groups play in the confirmation process because it will 

arguably not create the optimal working conditions for how effective Congress can be during 

confirmation. Nancy Scherer, Brandon L. Bartels, and Amy Steigerwalt have examined the role that 

interest groups might play in lower federal court nominations. They argue that these 

confirmations have increased in length from nomination to confirmation, and instead of looking to 

a changed political landscape; they pose the theory of interest group opposition (Scherer, Bartels 

& Steigerwalt, p. 1. 2008). 

 

They point out that increased focus on nominees from interest groups began in the early 1980’s 

after fear from liberal activists that then President Ronald Reagan would follow through on his 

campaign promise to only appoint conservatives to lower federal courts on the grounds that they 
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shared Reagan’s political philosophy. Scrutiny continued to increase during the Bush and Clinton 

Administrations (Scherer, Bartels & Steigerwalt, p. 3. 2008).  

 

Scherer, Bartels, and Steigerwalt argue that, today, the role of interest groups has been 

transformed due to them scrutinising nominees on their own and that it leads groups to “sounding 

a fire alarm” if they uncover problematic information about a nominee, meaning if a nominee 

might vote against the groups political interest (Scherer, Bartels & Steigerwalt, p. 4. 2008). Outside 

pressure mounts and the Senate might be forced to deny confirmation on grounds it did not itself 

deem problematic to begin with.  

 

Using data from U.S. Courts of Appeals nominations, they hypothesise that “Courts of Appeals 

nominations facing interest group opposition are less likely to be confirmed than nominations 

facing no interest group opposition” and that “Courts of Appeals nominations facing interest 

group opposition will take longer to be confirmed than nominations facing no interest group 

opposition (Scherer, Bartels & Steigerwalt, p. 5. 2008).”  

 

Their findings show that when facing no opposition by interest groups, a nominee is very likely to 

be confirmed by the Senate but once the “fire alarm” has been triggered, senators, who are 

politically aligned with the interest groups voicing concern, now have to give careful consideration 

to this nomination. If they do not, their re-election campaigns might receive negative feedback 

from these interest groups. This might extent the confirmation process greatly and, in some cases, 

blocks the nominee entirely.  

 

They end their study by concluding that this relationship serves both the interest groups and the 

Senate well. The Senate conserves resources by focusing only on a limited number of nominations 

and will not have to work on nominees who have not raised the concern of the interest groups. 

Interest groups, in turn, can help shape the ideological shape of the federal branch (Scherer, 

Bartels & Steigerwalt, p. 13. 2008).  
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- Lobbying 

 

Lobbying is a significant way of measuring dysfunction. Special interest groups and lobbying firms 

can exert a high volume of influence on publicly elected officials and that can lead to an agenda 

that is born, not from the political convictions of the legislative branch, but by outside interests.  

 

In the fifth chapter of my thesis, I will discuss how firms might benefit from lobbying; with an 

example of how the post-2008 economic crisis bailout funds were allocated. I will also discuss the 

emergence of the Tea Party and how they were able to take control over Congress through 

applied pressure on various access points. Finally, I will discuss the future of lobbying, as there has 

been a change in the way lobbyists are working to avoid registration.  

 

There are many policy areas where it seems that overall public opinion does not match the 

opinion of the legislators and there are also areas where certain interests are held above all others 

for many officials in Congress. Lobbying, in many ways, forces the hand of the official and halts the 

system to a stop, and then progress, and compromise seems impossible.  

 

To illustrate how a lobby can influence law makers to move against public opinion, I give the 

following, recent example. On the 17th of April, the pushing of a bipartisan gun control package, 

the Manchin-Toomey proposal, heavily backed by President Obama was defeated in the Senate., 

Needing 60 votes to avoid a filibuster, Manchin-Toomey came up short only gaining a 54-46 result.  

 

Former Democratic congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords, who was shot in the head at a shooting at 

a rally two years ago, pointed towards the Democratic Senators who voted no on the bill, and said 

they were afraid of the NRA, who is a vicious defender of any gun control measure and holds a lot 

sway in Congress. These senators come from traditionally red states and most are up for re-

election. The NRA has been publicly outspoken against the bill and has threatened to work to 

defeat any senator who supported it (Politico, April 17, 2013). It might be that 90 per cent of 

Americans would have supported measures that this bill proposed (Washington Post, April 3rd, 

2013.) but senators might also have a good reason to be frightened of the NRA and the gun lobby.  
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With an annual budget of more than $200 million, the NRA spends money on influencing just 

about anybody. Spending on campaigning totalled more than $25 million in the election cycle of 

2012, where the majority was spent fighting against candidates who would have gun control 

legislation on the agenda (opensecrets.org, 2013). Incidentally, lobbying as a whole is big business 

for congressional members as, aside to campaign contributions, advocacy groups, lobbying firms, 

labour unions, and other organisations spend billions of dollars to lobby Congress and federal 

agencies. However, members of congress heavily rely on these organisations funding them as 

winning an election is becoming increasingly more expensive.    

 

In 2012, winning a seat in the House of Representatives cost, on average, approx. $1.6 million. In 

1986, the same seat would (in 2012 dollars) cost $753,000. Winning a seat in the Senate cost $10.3 

million dollars in 2012 and in 1986 that seat would cost (in 2012 dollars) $6.4 million (Vital 

Statistics on Congress, brookings.edu/vitalstats). Adjusted for inflation, one would spend almost 

twice as much to become elected for Congress today than one would 26 years ago. In total, 

contributions plus party coordinated expenditures on behalf of candidates, for candidates for both 

Democrats and Republicans in both the House and the Senate amounted to $1.4627 billion. 26 

years ago, that number totalled $442.8 million (Vital Statistics on Congress, 

brookings.edu/vitalstats). More than a billion dollars more are spent on candidates each election 

cycle today than in the 1980’s. These costly campaigns are funded by interest groups and 

organisations with a possible stake in the political environment, which may or may not represent 

public opinion.  

 

According to opensecrets.org, these years, numbers for dollars spent on lobbying are higher than 

ever. 2010 saw its highest amount yet when lobbyists spent $3.55 billion in total. Last year, in 

2012, that number was slightly lower at $3.30 billion. The number of active lobbyists, however, is 

falling. In 2008, 14,219 registered active lobbyists, one of the highest numbers recorded, spent the 

same amount of dollars as in 2012, when there was registered almost 2,000 fewer active lobbyists 

(opensecrets.org/lobby). I will try to clarify why that is and why lobbying expenditures are down 

these past few quarters in my chapter on lobbying. 

 



 14 

Lastly, my conclusion will sum up my four areas and I will link these four areas together in a chain 

of non-linier causality which means any action taken revolving around any one of my four topics 

will have a significant impact on any of the three others.  

 

 

Methodology 

 

Before attempting to answer my research question, it is first necessary to determine which 

research paradigm is the most appropriate to apply to the question. Choosing the right research 

paradigm will enable me to identify relevant theories to use in my research and will also assist me 

in my collection and interpretation of data. In this section I will briefly present the relevant 

paradigm most suitable for the purposes of this thesis, after which my choice of theory will be 

substantiated.  

 

My research paradigm is initially that of positivism. Positivism is, in essence, a paradigm which 

views the world from a natural scientific point of view, where everything can be weighed and 

measured. In the world of social sciences, however, positivism is also often applied. In positivist 

research, the researcher works from the perspective of an objective world gaining knowledge and 

examining data they have gathered. Methods of analysis using statistical or mathematical 

procedures are frequently used, and conclusions drawn from the research setting may be used to 

provide evidence to support or dismiss hypotheses generated at the start of the research process 

(ro.uwe.ac.uk). I use collected data in the form of studies conducted by external researchers 

within my four areas that are themselves mostly based on quantitative data. From there I employ 

a more interpretivist approach meaning I will subjectively interpret the results and put it into the 

context of my research question. 
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Chapter 2 - Polarisation 

 

American politics today are greatly affected by an increasing divide between the two major sides 

of the spectrum. Republicans and Democrats are fighting it out in Congress and every issue or non-

issue becomes a battleground for tension and arguments between the opposing sides. This 

infighting has led to a dysfunctional relationship and a wide polarisation between the two parties. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to evaluate how this polarisation manifests itself. I will discuss the 

opinions of scholars Morris P. Fiorina and Alan Abramowitz who have two contrasting views on 

polarisation. The importance of these two scholars in relevance to the question of polarisation 

cannot be understated. They have both done extensive studies and research and both have a body 

of work that extends over decades.  

 

Morris Fiorina is of the belief that polarisation only exists on, what he refers to as, the elite level – 

the group consisting of the political active such as activists, politicians, interest groups etc. Alan 

Abramowitz, however, subscribes to a, to many, more popular belief that the American electorate 

as a whole is polarised. Either way, American politics are greatly polarised and an important 

method of measuring dysfunction. At the end of the chapter, I will discuss implications and the 

possible future of each view and weigh them against each other. 

 

For some time now, the two academic scholars Morris P. Fiorina and Alan I. Abramowitz have 

debated polarisation in academic journals. They represent two contrasting theories of how 

polarisation affects the political and public landscape. Fiorina’s belief is that there the idea of a 

polarised America is a myth. His assertion is “…that polarization in the United States is limited to a 

“political class” made up of elected officials and a very small group of activists. It is this polarized 

political class… [ ] … that is responsible for gridlock in Washington and for the failure to address… [ 

] … the main threats to America’s future….” (Polarized or Sorted? Just What's Wrong With Our 

Politics, Anyway? Abramowitz & Fiorina, March 11, 2013) 
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On the other side of the aisle resides Alan Abramowitz, who believes that polarisation is present 

among the public and it is not only political ideologues that are responsible. As he puts it “… one 

cannot understand the rise of polarization without taking into account important changes in 

American society such as increasing racial and ethnic diversity, the decline of the traditional family 

and growing economic inequality… [ ] … these societal trends have resulted in dramatic changes in 

the makeup of the electoral coalitions supporting the Democratic and Republican parties…”  

(Polarized or Sorted? Just What's Wrong With Our Politics, Anyway? Abramowitz & Fiorina, March 

11, 2013) 

 

 

Morris P. Fiorina  

 

Morris Fiorina asserts that there is no culture war – a clash between the opinions and ideology of 

the conservative and the liberal part of America - happening in the US. During this part of the 

chapter, I will discuss Fiorina’s points in the debate that include his contributing factors for the 

confusion of perceived polarisation among the electorate. I will also discuss his assertion that 

voters are sorted along party lines instead of actively choosing the candidate with the best 

matched opinions. Finally, I will discuss his argument there is not a culture war happening in the 

US. People are not steeply divided on political and moral issues, he argues.   

 

 

Reasons for confusion  

 

As with any other myths, there are contributing factors to why these myths have become, for 

many, truth. First in this chapter, I shall review three contributing factors that, according to 

Fiorina, originates from misinterpreted facts or data and that have come to be perceived as reality 

for observers and commentators.  

 

The first factor is a confusion between a closely divided electorate and a deeply divided electorate 

which stems from interpretations of the sequence of the six straight elections where the winner 
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have not taken a majority of the vote, thereby interpreting this as a polarised electorate with few 

swing voters, them being designated as moderates (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 12. 2011). The 

second factor is the activity and increased polarisation of, what he refers to as, the political class – 

politicians, activists, interest groups – and that the image of this class is not representative to 

general opinion (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 16. 2011). The third factor is the media. Journalists 

spend most of their time talking to members of the political class and rarely move their coverage 

outside that spectrum and are, thusly, very quick to report on partisanship and ideological bias, as 

there is more news value in potential conflict (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 22. 2011).  

 

Fiorina’s first contributing factor is about confusing a closely divided electorate with a deeply 

divided electorate. He points to the string of elections between 1992 and 2000, where no winning 

candidate or party gained the majority of the popular vote. This was the longest such streak in 

over 100 years, and phrases like the “50:50 nation” and the “49 percent nation” became popular 

in discussions on American Politics. This has led to commentators talking about two deeply divided 

voting blocs with few moderates (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 12. 2011). He argues that one cannot 

discern such a conclusion from a close election because even though the popular vote might be 

split, it does not mean the voters reflect the polarised positions of the two candidates (Fiorina, 

Abrams & Pope, p. 15. 2011).  

 

Fiorina’s second factor centres around, what he refers to as, the political class, or political elites. 

This group includes office holders, party and issue activists, interest group leaders, and political 

“infotainers”, like editorialised journalism from Fox News or MSNBC. Fiorina agrees  that this 

group is very much polarised, whether it be for ideological or tactical reasons, but they still only 

consist of a very small portion of the American voting public (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 16. 2011).  

 

To support his argument on sorting, he points to surveys that the New York Times and CBS News 

for the past two decades have conducted of delegates at presidential nomination conventions that 

compare interparty differences between delegates and interparty differences between partisan 

identifiers. In 2004, on the issue of the government’s role in solving national problems, delegates 

of the two parties were 72 percentage points apart whereas party identifiers where only 13 
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percentage points apart. The studies furthermore showed that the difference between delegates 

was wider than the difference between party identifiers on all issues measures and in most cases 

twice as wide (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 17. 2011). This study basically shows that the average 

voter, who might identify him/herself with one party, does not have a completely contrasting view 

on issues that the other an average person voting for the opposite party hold.   

 

The third contributing factor Fiorina argues for is the media’s role and how they cover national 

politics. He argues that few journalists actually spend time hanging around places where normal 

everyday Americans frequent and instead mainly use talking heads from all over the country to 

report on political matters, events, and issues. These talking heads are all members of the political 

class, he argues, and journalists are therefore overexposed to parts of the country and population 

that are not really representative (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 22. 2011). 

 

This overexposure leads to news stories that portray a skewed political landscape that involves 

both conflict and controversy but also contain a lot more news value to the media outlet. The 

media, then, is not overly enthusiastic about looking for the real picture. Fiorina uses an example 

to make his case from the 2000 election. The USA Today selected two towns from where to report 

– one in New Jersey and the other in Tennessee. Public opinion and local residents’ views were 

discussed and reports showed that the two towns were deeply divided. However, the two towns 

were different in almost every way and really not comparable at all. Still, this example is common 

in election coverage and the media portrays a deeply polarised country according to Fiorina 

(Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 22. 2011).        

 

In relation to the overrepresentation of the political class in the media, Michael McCluskey and 

Young Mie Kim did a study on the presence of advocacy groups on the news. Their jump-off point 

was Herbert Gans’ sociological investigation of news organizations from 1979, where Gans 

identified values that subconsciously guide news decisions. What Gans concluded was that these 

enduring values steered journalism towards moderatism and gave less attention to extreme 

opinions (McClusky & Kim, p. 565. 2012).  
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McCluskey and Kim’s research, however, shows that this has reversed to a point where media 

outlets are more likely to give attention and air time to advocacy groups with extreme views. Their 

research was based on data from 208 advocacy groups, combined with data from samples of 

newspaper articles from 118 newspapers. Analysis further showed that polarised groups gained 

more focus from the media and moderate groups less so. They also concluded that membership 

numbers had little correlation with given air time as numbers of these groups did not exceed those 

of groups of moderate views (McClusky & Kim, p. 574. 2012).   

 

Concluding further, McClusky and Kim argue that conflicting views offer better news values. 

“Disagreement, division, polarization, battles, and war make better copy than agreement, 

consensus, moderation, cooperation, and peace. Thus, the culture war frame fits the news values 

of journalists who cover American politics. (McClusky & Kim, p. 576. 2012).”  

 

McClusky’s and Kim’s work backs up Fiorina’s assertion that the media has a role in portraying 

America as a politically polarised nation. As Fiorina says, there is much more potential news value 

in reporting on extreme opinions. Why this trend has reversed from Herbert Gans’ conclusion of 

the media reporting mostly on moderatism probably have a variety of factors such as increased 

media competition, the broadening of the entertainment landscape, and the rise of the 24 hour 

news channels among other things. The strong competition and format changes to journalism has 

likely also made the news outlets focus more on conflicting issues rather than possible bi-partisan 

agreements.  

 

 

Sorting vs. Choosing 

 

One of Fiorina’s main points is sorting vs. choosing. Here, I shall discuss what Fiorina is meaning by 

this. In few words, voters are sorted along party lines and are not choosing the candidate because 

of the opinions, rather it’s because the voters are given no alternative and will most likely vote on 

the candidate from the party that they identify with. The views of the candidate will not 

necessarily reflect the views of his/hers electoral base. A conservative Democrat might not agree 
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with the liberal Democratic candidate on many issues but it is very likely that he/she will like 

him/her more than the opposite Republican candidate. The same goes for a moderate Republican 

and a conservative Republican candidate.  

 

Fiorina uses this argument to illustrate how there is a combined effect of voter choices (Fiorina, 

Abrams & Pope, p. 29. 2011). As the two candidates move further apart, so does their voter bases 

as a liberal Democrat will be a lot less liked by any Republicans and vice versa. This will also 

decrease interest from independent voters from voting and, as Fiorina argues, the polarisation 

appears to be reflected overall because of the candidates and not the voters. This example is 

relatively exclusive to presidential elections, as a traditionally red state in the presidential election 

might still elect a Democratic governor and adopt certain, traditionally liberal, initiatives (Fiorina, 

Abrams & Pope, p. 30. 2011).  

 

In reference to Fiorina’s point about a sorted electorate, work by Shanto Iyengar, Gaurav Sood, 

Yphtach Lelkes (2012) argues in favour of an alternative approach to polarisation. They agree with 

Fiorina on the point of sorting as “political scientists have repeatedly demonstrated that the vast 

majority of the public does not think about parties in ideological terms and that their ties to the 

political world are instead affective, based on a primordial sense of partisan identity that is 

acquired very early in life and persists over the entire life cycle (Iyengar, Sood &Lelkes, p. 427. 

2012)”.  

 

The three authors rely on data from national surveys on party identification from 1960 to 2010. 

Their results show that voters are more likely dislike candidates from the other party because of 

negative campaign rhetoric rather than because of principles. So the voter who, from very early in 

life, identify with one party will most likely dislike the other party’s candidates and representatives 

in Congress because of negative media attention (Iyengar, Sood &Lelkes, p. 427. 2012).  
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Fiorina on the “culture war” 

 

During this part of the chapter, I will discuss Fiorina’s opinion about the notion that a culture war 

is happening in the US. He very much disagrees with this and he argues that while there are close 

to fifty-fifty polls on various moral and political issues, the conservative half is not necessarily 

Republican and the liberal camp not Democrat.  

 

Regarding a culture war, moral issues like abortion or equal rights for homosexuals are usually big 

topics in the discussion. Fiorina argues that while the country might be split down the middle on 

the issue of abortion, there is not viable data to suggest that one half would necessarily be 

Republican and the other Democrat. Fiorina points to data collected by the General Social Survey 

that has included the following six statements for the past three decades: 

Please tell me whether or not you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a 

legal abortion if 

1. The woman’s own health is seriously endangered. 

2. She became pregnant as a result of rape. 

3. There is a strong chance of serious defect in the baby. 

4. The family has very low income and cannot afford any more children. 

5. She is not married and does not want to marry the man. 

6. She is married and does not want any more children (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 83. 2011). 

 

The answers show a more nuanced picture than just pro-life Republicans and pro-choice 

Democrats. On the scale 1-6 from above, results from 2000 show that in red states, residents 

supported legal abortion in about 3.5 of the six circumstances. Residents in blue states supported 

legal abortion in four of the six circumstances. The national average lies in between (Fiorina, 

Abrams & Pope, p. 85. 2011). 

 

Abortion is a major issue in religion and when looking at differences between three mainstream 

religious views, evangelical Protestants, mainline Protestants, and Catholics, there is only a 

difference of about one on the scale above with Catholics being between Evangelicals and 
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mainline Protestants at 3.5 circumstances. Only Jews differ markedly from the national average 

Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 86. 2011). On the frequency of how often respondents go to church, 

results did not show signs of decisive polarisation on the issue. Respondents going each week or 

more support legal abortion in three circumstances, while on the other end of the spectre, 

respondents going only several times a year or less, favoured legal abortion in around 4.5 

circumstances (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 87. 2011). The difference is not as high as one might 

expect if one views the landscape of the typical pro-life groups. 

 

 

Another important issue in the culture war debate is the issue of equal rights for homosexuals. 

Fiorina argues that it is not that hot an issue in the culture war debate as some might make it out 

to be. He notes that after the Supreme Court issued Lawrence v. Texas in 2003, striking down a 

Texas statue outlawing sodomy, the outcry from activists and pundits did not reflect the public 

reaction (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 110. 2011). Also, while some called the issue a factor of the 

re-election of President George W. Bush, who took measures to ban marriage between two 

people of the same sex, Fiorina points to a Gallup poll from February 2004 ranking fourteen issues 

for the upcoming election, with gay marriage coming in fourteenth (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 

111. 2011). 

 

Rather than arguing that it is not a polarising issue he contends that while the American public is 

divided on the question of whether or not homosexuals should have equal rights, it is nevertheless 

an issue where overall opinion is changing rapidly as the years pass. He points to data from the 

National Election Studies that reflect a declining hostility towards homosexuality over a number of 

years (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 113. 2011).  

 

Yet another hot button moral issue is stem cell research. It gets put in with the other moral issues 

as a part of the divide among the people and is debates fiercely. Fiorina argues that, while support 

is significantly stronger among Democrats and Independents, Republicans are divided evenly on 

the morality of the issue. A large minority is actually backing actual research. Fiorina points to CBS 

News poll data that show that more than a third of white Evangelicals and weekly churchgoers 
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approve such research (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 162. 2011). On the principle of federal funding 

of stem cell research is another matter, however, and there is a 20 point difference in that group. 

This figure might be the leading factor for pundits to say Democrats and Republicans are polarised 

on the issue. But his might just be a reflection of what the voters think the government should be 

involved in when it comes to morality rather than an actual “for or against” stem cell research 

question.  

 

 

Polarisation on the elite level 

 

Fiorina has his own personal beliefs of why we think of the two parties as so polarised and why 

they indeed come off as so. He talks about the ascendance of purists in which he means that the 

purists took over the Republican Party in the 1960’s. He points to author Aaron Wildavsky who 

characterised politicians as either professionals or purists (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 188. 2011).  

 

In short, Wildavsky’s review of the professional is a politician who seeks compromise and through 

bargaining can achieve political goals in smaller steps and conciliation with the opposition will 

broad public appeal, a real pragmatist. His characterisation of the purists, however, is different. 

The purist goes after only achieving policy that contends with their deep personal beliefs and they 

reject the compromise in favour of being strictly consistent within their own internal norms. They 

are ideologues (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 191. 2011). 

 

Fiorina believes that this writing about the purist very well sums up the political landscape of 

today and is a mirror of the general public’s view of the two parties. The reason for how parties 

have come to be defined in the 21st century, Fiorina believes, can be found with the changing 

social structures as material incentives have declined. Before, people might fear for their 

livelihoods after political elections but thanks to civil service protection and public unionisation, 

the material gain from political activism have declined. Conflict of interest laws, ethics codes, and 

investigative media have similarly made it harder to “punish ones enemies” and “reward ones 

friends” (Fiorina, Abrams & Pope, p. 190. 2011). 
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Political activism has then moved on to social and moral issues where the gain is more immaterial. 

Gun lobby groups, anti-defamation groups, anti-tax advocacy groups, and civil rights groups are all 

very proactive on the political scene and they reach out through the the media and exert their 

influence very much overtly to the general public. These purist groups are not seeking the 

compromise as that devalues their cause and their goals, according to Fiorina (Fiorina, Abrams & 

Pope, p. 191. 2011).  

 

As these groups are appealing directly to the voter who does not have the material incentives 

mentioned before, elections and politics often comes down to those purist issues. These purist 

groups can dominate the political landscape as their media coverage far outweighs that of the 

more mundane political news. They often have vast resources and wide networks that exist also 

on grassroots level so they are able to both reach the individual and get through to legislators and 

federal agencies through lobbying.  

 

Fiorina’s beliefs are that America is not such a politically polarised nation as the elected officials 

and the media would have us believe. Instead, people have identified so much with one party and 

the candidates adoption of still more extreme views that there just is not any alternative. 

However, the actions and interests of interest and advocacy groups are far less representative to 

the overall American public compared to their influence, argues Fiorina. His statistics show more 

moderate views among the public than the “50/50 nation” would have us believe, however, they 

are still identifying with their own parties and the stats he use are fairly old. The lobbying being 

done on both grassroots level and elite level and the media’s coverage all play a part in dividing 

the nation little by little. So with stats from 14 years ago, Fiorina cannot be certain that the same 

results would be yielded by the same surveys today. Alan Abramowitz, in any case, will represent a 

different view altogether. 
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Alan I. Abramowitz  

 

Alan Abramowitz has a very different opinion than Fiorina when it comes to polarisation. In this 

part of the chapter, I will discuss Abramowitz’s arguments that the electorate is polarised and also 

the voters are more politically engaged and informed about politics. He says Americans are 

polarised on both the elite level and among the electorate. Furthermore, I will discuss two areas 

that Abramowitz argue have significant effects on polarisation; the continuing racial and cultural 

divide and the decline of the white working class.  

 

 

The polarised electorate and the politically engaged 

 

In this section, I will talk about how, according to Abramowitz, the American population is 

polarised. He uses election data to show how America has become more polarised over the last 

three decades. He also says that the Americans are more politically engaged than ever before and 

this is a part of the polarisation process. 

 

To state his case that the electorate has become increasingly polarised, Abramowitz compares 

voter margins from the 1976 elections, where Gerald Ford lost to Jimmy Carter by a two point 

margin, with the 2012 election that saw Barack Obama beat Mitt Romney with a four point 

margin. The results show that there were far more competitive states in 1976 than there were 

2012. In 1976, 20 states were decided by a margin of less than five points – including the six most 

populous states. In 2012, that number fell to four. In contrast, in 2012, 27 states were decided by 

a margin of 15 points or more (Abramowitz, p. 717. 2013). 

 

On the congressional level, again comparing the two elections, the shift has increased even 

further. In 1976, 186 house districts were decided by margins of five or less, while that number 

was only 47 in 2012. More important perhaps, in 1976, just 26 districts had margins of 20 or more 

points, while that number increased considerably to 232 in 2012 (Abramowitz, p. 717. 2013). 
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To explain the cause of these shifts, Abramowitz talks about what he refers to as the politically 

engaged. This group, Abramowitz argues, is highly polarised and is comprised of ordinary 

Americans who are interested in politics and follow it closely on the news or in the media. They 

have political issues that are important to them and they discuss politics with friends and relatives, 

donate money to campaigns and parties, and display their affiliation publicly. In 2004, the Annual 

National Election Study (ANES) pre-election survey showed that 84 per cent of respondents 

indicated that they were at least somewhat interested in the political campaigns and 40 per cent 

answered very interested. The same survey asked whether the respondents cared about who 

would win the election and 85 per cent answered a good deal while 67 per cent answered very 

much (Abramowitz, p. 16. 2010a). 

  

Abramowitz contends that the results of this ANES survey do not automatically entail political 

engagement but he refers to a point in the ANES survey that asked about participation in the 

political process and 85 per cent responded that they had engaged in at least on political activity 

(Abramowitz, p. 17. 2010a). In his opinion, polarisation has not been entirely a bad thing for 

politics in America, as it has served to energise the public, as he argues. It has given each voter an 

individual stake and voter turnout has increased the last three elections and active political 

engagement is larger than ever before (Abramowitz, p. 5. 2010a). 

   

Abramowitz argues for a polarised electorate and the voter margins in compared contested 

elections show a great increase of decisively decided states and districts. Combine that with high 

political interest shown in the ANES survey it is possible to reach a conclusion of a more divided 

American electorate. However, the results have weaknesses as they do not display the electorate’s 

real affiliation with the two parties outside elections, where campaigns and media coverage might 

skew reality. Coming down to Fiorina’s earlier argument of a more sorted electorate, it is fairly 

possible that the voters feel a stronger identification with their party and that this identification is 

rooted in the local culture.  
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The racial and cultural divide 

 

The first of two significant areas that Abramowitz argues have been a cause for the polarised 

electorate is the continuing racial divide. In this section, I will review what Abramowitz means by 

this and why it is a cause for the changing electorate that we are seeing. 

 

Higher birth-rates among non-whites and increased immigration have led to an increased non-

white share of the electorate. That share was 13 per cent in 1992 and rose to 28 per cent in 2012 

(Abramowitz, p. 719. 2013). This increasingly non-white electorate is more centred towards to the 

Democrats. In fact, according to national exit poll data, Democratic congressional dependency on 

non-white voters increased from 19 per cent in 1992 to 44 per cent in 2012. During that same 

period, Republican dependency on non-white votes just increased six percentage points to 11 per 

cent. The Democrats lost the white vote with a margin of 20 points in both presidential elections 

and in House Elections (Abramowitz, p. 719. 2013). 

 

Looking at the 2008 election, 24 per cent of Barack Obama’s voters were African-American and 16 

per cent were Hispanics. In contrast, less than one per cent of John McCain’s voters were African-

American and Hispanics and other non-whites comprised only 9 per cent (Abramowitz, p. 597. 

2010b).  

 

Abramowitz stresses that this racial divide contributes to the ideological divide between the 

parties as non-white voters generally have much more liberal views than white voters. He also 

argues that there is an increasing cultural divide as well. Data from the 2008 ANES study show that 

54 per cent of Republican congressional voters were white, born-again, or evangelical Christians. 

That number for Democrats is 24 per cent. In the same ANES study, 53 per cent of white born-

again and evangelical Christians identified themselves as strongly conservative on issues such as 

legalising gay marriage and abortion (Abramowitz, p. 721. 2013).  

 

White married Christians make up less than half of the electorate and less than one fifth of voters 

were under thirty (Abramowitz, p. 127. 2010a). This group is one of the most loyal bases the 
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Republican Party can rely on. According to National Election Pool (NEP) data from 2006, married 

Republican white Christians outnumbered Democratic married white Christians 49 per cent to 26 

per cent.  Although both whites and self-identified Christians each make up 80 per cent of the 

electorate, the combination of the two as married now make up only 40 per cent (Abramowitz, p. 

129. 2010a).  

 

In a historical context to this shift in voter bases,  from the 1930’s through the 1960’s the 

Democratic Party dominated politics and Abramowitz points out that white ethnic voters from the 

North were a major contributing factor. These were often immigrants or descending from 

immigrants and were Roman Catholics. For example, 82 per cent of white Catholic voters 

supported Kennedy over Nixon in 1960 (Abramowitz, p. 68. 2010a). During this time, two-thirds of 

white Catholics in the North identified themselves as Democrats and just 40 per cent of non-

Catholics. However, by the 1990’s that number fell below 50 per cent for northern white Catholics. 

Abramowitz argues that these numbers prove the importance of the northern white Catholic 

voters for the Democrats and that it is a clear indicator of how there has been a big cultural shift 

(Abramowitz, p. 68. 2010a).    

 

According to Abramowitz, this racial and cultural divide has also led to this ideological divide we 

have today that pits Republican voters in one camp on various topical issues and Democratic 

voters in another. It is not just on cultural and moral issues but also on economic issues. Data from 

the national exit poll in 2012 which compares the preferences of Republican and Democratic 

congressional votes on the proper role of government along with four with four specific policy 

issues: health care reform, taxes, abortion, and same-sex marriage. The overwhelmingly majority 

of Democratic voters had liberal opinions on all the mentioned issues. The majority of Republicans 

shared the conservative opinion on all issues, however, 44 per cent favoured raising taxes and 43 

per cent favoured some sort of legal abortion (Abramowitz, p. 724. 2013).  

 

Another component of the polarised electorate is generational realignment, where younger voters 

now form a bloc of its own. Abramowitz points to this another key contribution to the election of 

Barack Obama in 2008. Voters below the age of 30 are more likely to be liberally oriented and it is 
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a trend that is continuing to gain momentum as more and more voters between 18 and 29 are 

backing Democrats in elections. This group comprised 34 per cent of Obama voters and that was 

the largest margin ever recorded in national exit poll history (Abramowitz, p. 598. 2010b).  

 

 

The decline of the white working class 

 

The second significant area, according to Abramowitz, where there has been change in the 

structure of the electorate is “the decline of the white working class and the rise of a mass upper-

middle class (Abramowitz & Teixeira, 2008).”The white working class was traditionally consisting 

of followers of the Democratic Party, especially the New Deal Democrats who handled the Great 

Depression, with care and attention to the worker’s issues and gained substantial support because 

of this (Abramowitz & Teixeira, p. 395. 2008). Today, this group is more affiliated with the 

Republican Party and they are more represented in the south and in rural areas where people hold 

more conservative values.  

 

This Democrat voter base began to deteriorate as social changes began to happen. With the rise of 

the civil rights movement, along with feminism, and the anti-war movement, the classic 

framework of the Democratic Party was taken apart into various different constituencies that all 

had different issues they demanded the government to handle (Abramowitz & Teixeira, p. 398. 

2008). 

 

In response to these new causes, an increasing number of white working class voters in the North 

became tired of the liberalism of the Democratic Party and had conservative leanings towards 

these issues (Abramowitz, p. 65. 2010a). It was not until Bill Clinton captured the presidency in 

1992 that the Democrats were able to convince voters that they had economic and fiscal 

responsibility. Still, he only garnered 41 per cent support of white working class voters across his 

two elections (Abramowitz & Teixeira, p. 401. 2008).  
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However, the Democrats have not held onto the white working class base Clinton won, as during 

the two elections that George W. Bush won, Democrats lost more voters from this base to 

Republicans than in the 1990’s and, as Abramowitz has asserted, their constituency is of a vastly 

different structure than in the immediate post-war years (Abramowitz & Teixeira, p. 401. 2008). 

 

Abramowitz sees this trend in white working class flight from the Democratic Party as natural. The 

white working class is overrepresented in Southern states and rural areas, where voters are far 

more likely to hold conservative values (Abramowitz & Teixeira, p. 412. 2008). So now that the 

Democratic Party adhere to a more static ideology as well as the Republican Party does, white 

working class voters are now more sorted ideologically compared to the times of the Dixiecrats - 

the conservative Democrat. As he puts it: “the increasing clarity of ideological differences between 

Democratic and Republican elected officials and candidates has made it much easier for voters to 

choose sides based on their own ideological predispositions (Abramowitz & Teixeira, p. 408. 

2008).”  

 

On the other hand, to counter the mass flight of white working class workers away from the 

Democrats, there is now a rise of upper-middle class workers. Using household incomes of 

$100,000 as a dividing line, Abramowitz declares this group the upper-middle and this group was 

very small in 1940 compared with today (Abramowitz & Teixeira, p. 418. 2008). The significance of 

this is that where this group was once a traditional Republican base it is now more of an evenly 

divided mix. The GOP is losing these voters and finding themselves fighting harder to keep them 

for each election that passes (Abramowitz & Teixeira, p. 419. 2008).  

 

   

The state of polarisation – Fiorina vs. Abramowitz 

 

There is no doubt that party politics have gotten seriously polarised. But is this strictly happening 

of an elite level as Fiorina claims or is it happening in the public as well? In this final section of the 

chapter, I will discuss the merits of both arguments and find common ground between them. My 

interpretation is that there is something to both arguments; however, they both have their 
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weaknesses as well. To illustrate these, I use external authors who have different takes on what 

polarisation is and how it has come to be.  

 

To analyse the status of polarisation between the opposing sides, author Gary Jacobson uses data 

from the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES). He argues that the CCES data yields 

substantial evidence that the average voters are indeed divided over a broad range of political 

issues legislative preferences. He argues that partisan sorting can itself polarise the electorate 

even if the partisans are not adopting extreme positions (Jacobson, p. 1625. 2012). He goes on to 

suggest that this relationship between the elite political class and the constituencies can generate 

polarisation both ways, as the data from the CCES show even more polarised views when 

comparing the two sides of the congressional constituencies.  

 

Particularly in primary elections when candidates seek more extreme views and then move in to 

the centre once this person goes through and secures his or her party’s nomination (Jacobson, p. 

1626. 2012). Mitt Romney’s campaign was a clear example of this, where he fought his opponents 

in the 2012 primaries over who could have the most extreme views  and then, once he won his 

party’s nomination, altered his strategy displaying more moderate views on a variety of issues he, 

months before, had  different opinions about.     

 

To illustrate his point, Jacobson points to the 2010 midterm election where a number of Tea Party 

candidates challenged more mainstream Republicans and beat them even though their opponents 

had the backing of the Republican establishment (Jacobson, p. 1626. 2012). Jacobson goes on the 

state that this polarisation is more a result of Republicans moving further right than Democrats 

moving left. Using DW-Nominate scores, he shows that between the 92nd Congress (1971-1972) 

and the 111th (2009-2010) 82 per cent of congressional polarisation were Republicans becoming 

more conservative in the House and 69 per cent in the Senate (Jacobson, p. 1625. 2012).  

 

While this work from Jacobson clearly proves the uncontested notion of polarised politics, it also 

says something about what Abramowitz is referring to. If the parties see a need to go after the 

lowest common denominator, e.g. the most extreme views, in the primary elections they will 
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adjust their own views accordingly. Abramowitz talks about the active and the politically engaged 

voters. These voters will most likely always vote in congressional elections and in primary elections 

and if these voters are of the more extreme parts of the electorate then it would be reasonable to 

assume that their number is considerably high.     

 

While Abramowitz believes that America is polarised and Fiorina does not, there is some evidence 

to suggest that both men can be right and both can be wrong. An alternative analysis done by 

Shanto Iyengar, Gaurav Sood, and Yphtach Lelkes, referred to earlier in this chapter, from the 

perspective of social identity, takes the approach of indicating mass polarisation through affect 

instead of ideology. The basis of affect as a polarisation indicator means that the majority of the 

electorate does not think of parties in terms of ideologies but more in terms of personal identity, 

or as they state “their ties to the political world are instead affective, based on a primordial sense 

of partisan identity that is acquired very early in life and persists over the entire life cycle (Shanto 

Iyengar, Gaurav Sood & Yphtach Lelkes, p. 427. 2012).” 

 

Through their study, they found that principled dislike of the opposing party only made up a small 

part of the inter-party affect. For a better explanation, they instead point to negative rhetoric 

during campaigns and the repeated attacks and counter attacks during elections. Also, the media 

recycles the negative messages from the candidates which only affirm partisans’ distrusts about 

the other party (Shanto Iyengar, Gaurav Sood & Yphtach Lelkes, p. 427. 2012).  

 

This, however, does not make up the strongest factor. Technological advances have made it easier 

for the partisan to only seek out information that pertains to his/hers world view. The media have 

increasingly been trying to reach this segment of the population and have started to deliver an 

increasing amount of biased news programs. The ability to sort through media channels and chose 

one that routinely show a negative aspect of the other side is likely to lead to more division 

between the two sides (Shanto Iyengar, Gaurav Sood & Yphtach Lelkes, p. 428. 2012). 

 

What Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes are conveying gives an image of an America where polarisation is 

inevitable because of the way election campaigns are run today. The overall factor, negativity 
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towards the other side, is their chief principle. It plays on the individual’s elemental sense of 

belonging to one party, being an identity marker for the person. Fiorina talks about the sorted 

voters, the people who cannot even think of voting for the other party because of identity. Fiorina 

also points blame towards the media, however not as much as Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes do. What 

they portray, is a media landscape that is being manipulated by the two parties in a sense, where 

they know in which manner to deliver their message so it gets the maximum coverage and 

repetition. 

 

This study, however, also backs up some of what Abramowitz is saying about mass polarisation as 

people indeed are polarised. Although it is not concluded, through this study, that the electorate is 

more politically engaged, it does conclude, however, that constant negative focus on the 

opposition only affirms the feeling of righteousness of partisans. Whether it is possible that voters 

are politically engaged if they accumulate enough exposure to negative campaigns and news 

stories, that their view on the opposite candidate get affected, and therefore polarised, is difficult 

to answer. 

 

Whether or not we have a more politically engaged electorate than we had a generation ago 

might be true. However, Morris Fiorina argues that much of the reason we are seeing these 

polarised candidates could stem from the way the primary elections and caucuses are held. In 

2012, Rick Santorum had gained enough momentum to get a decent prediction of a possible final 

nomination because of his wins in Minnesota, Colorado, and Missouri. These three contests saw 

only between one and seven out of every 100 eligible voters turning out to participate. It is 

reasonable to think that the voters who turned out might have great interests in conservative 

issues as Santorum, holding some of the most extreme views in the field of candidates, was 

declared the winner in all three states (Fiorina, the-american-interest.com, 2013).  

 

What this basically tells us is that if the primary candidates can only expect to meet voters with 

already extreme views they will try to cater to those views in order to scrape enough state 

delegates together for the national nomination convention. It is certainly also reasonable to 

suggest that these groups of voters are drawing candidates out to the far sides of the spectrum, 
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despite them not being representative of the overall electorate when as many as 40 per cent still 

choose independent when asked in national surveys (Fiorina, the-american-interest.com, 2013). 

Moderates, no matter how many there may be are deterred from participating in these early 

primaries because the candidates simply will not cater to their opinions.  As they, in effect, decide 

who gets nominated we can argue that the democratic process is dysfunctional. 

 

So, in a sense both authors can be right in their assertions on polarisation. The changing 

demographic is happening, but to argue that Americans are more politically engaged is impossible 

to do when looking at the primary season elections. However, the shifts in the electoral base do 

seem to suggest that a more homogenous electorate has formed. Not one that is just sorted along 

party lines but also one that was able to mobilise support for one of the worst electoral defeats 

the Democrats have ever suffered. In 2012, the Tea Party movement showed what it was able to 

achieve with 63 gained seats in the House of Representatives. 

 

The Tea Party movement is an entity that is certainly the polar opposite to much of the 

Democratic Party. Vowing to never compromise with the Democrats in Congress and threatening 

members who might, this far right wing of the Republican Party has given new meaning to the 

phrase dysfunctional Congress. With well-funded groups influencing Congressional politics and 

candidates elected solely on Tea Party rhetoric the results have been had severe consequences. 

For five years there were no budget that was passed in, the massive debt problems remained 

unsolved, and a rare government shutdown even occurred. 

 

The Tea Party is not representative of the average voter; however, they do adhere to 

Abramowitz’s polarised and politically engaged electorate. If this trend would continue into to the 

foreseeable future then Congressional politics look to get even messier. In large parts of the 

Republican Party there is an agreement that there is a need to cater to America’s ever growing 

multicultural population but the Tea Party strongly opposes immigration reform and equality for 

LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and, transgender) people so the progressive path the Republicans 

might need to take in order to grab voters from the ever increasing number of ethnic minorities 

looks to be very far away.     
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Furthermore, the issue of climate change is rapidly becoming the most divisive issue in politics. 

Poll data from the Carsey Institute from New Hampshire show that while 83 per cent of Democrats 

believe human activities have changed the climate only 36 per cent of Republicans and, even 

lower, 28 per cent of identified Tea Party Republicans do the same. Furthermore, there is a huge 

distrust in science in general among Tea Partiers (Hamilton, p. 6. 2014). 

 

While this data is strictly based on New Hampshire respondents, the study says the proportion of 

belief in climate change is somewhat higher than on the national level. This distrust in science can 

have worrying prospects if the Republicans and the Tea Party continue to dominate Congress as 

any bills concerning climate change will most definitely get blocked. As the US is the second 

highest contributor CO2 emissions in the world, the whole globe might be affected by this 

politically polarisation. 
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Chapter 3 - Public Esteem 

 

The people’s esteem of its elected officials is a good way of measuring dysfunction in the US 

Congress. Approval ratings are done each month and they are the best reflection we have of how 

well the public thinks Congress does its job. But what constitutes a job well done for the public? 

Why is the approval rating of Congress currently so low?  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to show how approval ratings have an effect on Congressional 

politics. I will points to studies that show how approval ratings are shaped, sometimes illogically 

so, by various actions Congress takes. First, I will discuss the effect policy decisions have on 

approval ratings. Second, I will point to arguments that show how the ideological make-up of 

Congress plays a fundamental part of approval. Third, I will discuss how political conflicts within 

Congress can have both a negative and positive effect on approval ratings. Lastly, I will discuss 

passed legislation in relation to both gridlock and approval ratings. 

 

 

What shapes the public’s perception of Congress approval ratings? 

 

If policymakers are not doing a satisfactory job in the eyes of the electorate, monthly polls taken 

by various outlets will reflect how they feel. As of February 2014, realclearpolitics.com registers 

the average of seven polling outlets Congress’ job approval rating to be 12.6 per cent 

(realclearpolitics.com, 2014). This number is very low for Congress but is it an overall reflection on 

how it does its job? Is the 12.6 per cent an expression of a dysfunctional Congress that is not doing 

its job? 

 

Mark Ramirez has done a study to measure the effect of major legislation approval ratings of 

Congress and his results show that fluctuations do indeed correlate with important policy making. 

Ramirez says it is unclear whether or not public opinion is affected by the average enacted 

Congressional legislation. He does, however, point to some evidence that show that the centrist 

policies that might come from a compromise between the two parties , will disappoint ideologues 
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on both sides leading partisans from both sides to reconsider their support for Congress (Ramirez, 

p. 199. 2013). 

 

Ramirez’s study measures the effect of major legislation in the both short-term and in long-term. 

Only the most significant and interesting pieces of legislation will reach the mass public, so less 

significant legislation is left out as a factor. As an example, his model shows that a policy 

divergence will result in an immediate 0.20 drop in congressional approval with a further 0.58 

decline in the following quarter. In total measured effect, a major policy decision will result in a 

3.05 drop (Ramirez, p. 203. 2013).  

 

Ramirez argues from his results that citizens most likely do not pay attention to most legislation 

but whenever major bills and compromises, where ideologues have strong feelings involved, reach 

the public, the reaction is measurable and predicable drops on congressional approval ratings. 

Furthermore, he argues that individual members of Congress might care more about their own 

approval ratings because of elections than the overall approval of the institution itself, despite 

that studies show that low congressional approval ratings will hurt chances for incumbents to be 

re-elected (Ramirez, p. 208. 2013). 

 

 

The ideological distance between Congress and the public 

 

Then, is major policy decision the only factor on approval ratings? An important argument in the 

debate about how approval ratings reflect the work Congress does is how well the public feels 

represented by its representatives. A study done by David R. Jones and Monika L. McDermott tests 

the hypothesis “that individuals’ perceptions of ideological distance from the congressional 

majority party influence their approval of Congress’ job performance (Jones & McDermott, p. 214. 

2002). If the majority of Congress, for example, is leaning towards either the left or the right, does 

it influence the moderate American’s view of Congress? 
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Jones’ and McDermott’s findings do in fact show that the public’s perception on the majority 

party’s ideological stance have an effect on their opinion towards Congress’ job. The bigger the 

ideological distance the individual feels the less likely he/she is to give approval of Congress. This 

leads Jones and McDermott to conclude that ideology means a lot to the American people and 

that they would prefer a Congress that was more in tune with their own ideological leaning and 

that this has a heavier effect on approval ratings than actual policy making. Also, individuals are 

not just blindly following their own party and  will wish for a closer ideological alignment between 

them and their party leadership (Jones & McDermott, p. 259. 2002). 

 

Jones and McDermott further poses the likely scenario that individual approval ratings of 

members of Congress might be affected when their party is in majority as this ideological distance 

the leadership has reflects upon the representatives and they might take a beating when they are 

up for re-election. The Republican Congressman might lose the re-election if he is elected in a 

district with more moderate Republican voters in a time where a strict conservative Republican 

party is in majority (Jones & McDermott, p. 259. 2002).  

 

 

In support of the argument that ideological distance can hurt approval ratings, Gary Jacobson has 

done a study based on data from the official Job Approval Ratings (JAR) from the period May 2005 

through January 2006 – a period of record low approval ratings for then current President George 

W. Bush. His findings show that senators generally perform better than President Bush with the 

lowest score edging out Bush slightly (Jacobson, p. 742. 2006).  

 

In general, moderate senators from less populous states fare better in the collected JAR data. The 

coefficients show that the most moderate senator scored about 12 points higher than the most 

extreme senator and senators from the least populous states scored around 15 points higher than 

senators from California, the most populous state (Jacobson, p. 742. 2006).  When looking at party 

leaders like Ted Kennedy and John Kerry, they had the most polarising figures. Senators from less 

populous states typically have an easier time seeking compromises because of the rather 

homogenous electorates there.  
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The reason for the success of moderates, according to Jacobson, is because moderates do not 

polarise the electorate in the same degree as senators with more extreme views and voting 

records. Jacobson’s numbers show a difference ranging from -6.2 points – a moderate senator 

who has higher JARs from the other party’s supporters – to a 42.7 point partisan difference for the 

most extreme senator. Jacobson retains the notion that these numbers are recorded during the 

presidency of George W, Bush, the most polarising president in the history of recorded approval 

ratings, so even though all senators had higher JARs than the president, the ideological distance 

may have dragged some senators along with the president (Jacobson, p. 744. 2006).  

 

However, Jacobson argues that extreme views of senators and a more extreme party line has 

more positive effects than negative on Republican approval ratings. Partisan approval of the most 

conservative Republican senator is estimated to be 14 points higher than the most moderate. 

Furthermore, extremism has little or no effect on Democratic approval ratings, as extremism has 

little significance on how Democratic partisans view Democratic senators (Jacobson, p. 746. 2006). 

 

Backing up the assertion that ideology has a significant effect on approval ratings, Brian Schaffner, 

Wendy Schiller, and Patrick Sellers have done a study of the effect of tactical factors such as bill 

sponsorships and media activity and contextual influences such as economic performance, state 

population size, and the evaluations and behaviour of other elected officials on U.S. Senators’ 

approval ratings. Their findings show that senators might have some success in tackling and 

steering their state approval ratings. However, they also conclude that contextual factors beyond 

their control tend to have a bigger influence and that suggests that the distance the senator has to 

his or hers state electorate ideology determines the electorates opinion (Schaffner, Schiller & 

Sellers, p. 218. 2003).  
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The effect of partisan conflicts 

 

A third factor of how public perception might be shaped is partisan conflict within Congress. Mark 

Ramirez has researched the consequences of party conflict on the dynamics of congressional 

approval. Using quarterly approval data collected between 1974 and 2000, his results indicate that 

partisan conflicts within Congress have a direct and lasting effect on congressional approval 

ratings (Ramirez, p. 681. 2009). 

 

Ramirez argues that there is a link between partisan conflicts and how the public perceives the 

work that they are doing. It has a lasting effect, and Ramirez says it is consistent with the reward-

punishment model of how the public views its government institutions. Furthermore, it appears to 

Ramirez that the public is able to make an informed evaluation based on both external factors 

such as the performance of the economy – where members of Congress have little control - and 

the behaviour of its elected representatives (Ramirez, p. 692. 2009). 

 

Ramirez concludes that public esteem for Congress diminishes when political parties unite in 

Congress to represent their partisan constituencies. As he says: “Thus, the public does not want 

‘responsible’ political parties and instead desire, at least in appearance, more bipartisan 

cooperation and policymaking (Ramirez, p. 692. 2009).”  

 

From these three areas of examining congressional approval it is difficult to conclude any one 

model of study can give us a definitive result. The mass public is a heterogeneous group that might 

have different hopes from its Congress. Some might want Congress to be moderate and seeking 

compromise while partisans, like Tea Party identifiers, might detest any compromise with the 

Democrats whatsoever. While the public might be informed on significant policy achievements, 

they also let external factors influence their perception, factors Congress might have little or no 

control over.  

 

It does seem paradoxical, however, that approval ratings will reflect poor numbers when Congress 

is doing the job that you would expect Congress to do. Also, the public seem to award Congress 
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with higher approval ratings when the parties reach stalemates with each other on ideological 

grounds.  

 

Pundits will say that Congress is dysfunctional when looking at poor approval ratings, when in 

actuality it might be the other way around. Members of Congress will look to their approval 

ratings when seeking re-election and if they achieve higher numbers among their constituencies, 

then, it could very well be with methods that have caused dysfunction. So in a totally different way 

than conventional thinking would have you believe, public esteem could very well tell us that 

Congress is not dysfunctional because they have such low numbers of approval. However, it is 

important to note, once again, that there is, in actuality, no pleasing the whole of the American 

public on the issue of Congress and especially not with two polarised parties and two, possibly, 

polarised constituencies.    

 

 

Implications of seeking approval 

 

The implications of this relationship between approval ratings and the quality of Congressional 

politics can be that ideologues will always look to achieve the highest possible approval from 

his/her constituency that for all intents and purposes would hold the same extreme views. So in an 

effort to do this, he/she would perhaps take actions that would obstruct the mechanisms of 

Congress in such a way that very little legislation could be done and gridlocks and stalemates 

would become the norm instead of compromises and passed legislation.  

 

In fact, coming out of the 2010 midterm election, the 112th session of Congress has the doubtful 

honour of being the least productive session of Congress in history. When the 112th adjourned at 

the end of its session the amount of total passed legislation came to 283 pieces of legislation 

(http://thomas.loc.gov). Compared to the 104th congress, which was in session with Newt Gingrich 

as Speaker of the House in a time, when Republicans were actively trying to block anything the 

Democrats put forth, enacted 236 measures (Stanley & Niemi, p. 202. 2011). 
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So far during the current 113th session of Congress, examples of dysfunction are still prevalent. An 

important one is the matter of the gun control law, the Manchin-Toomey gun measure. The 

Republicans promised to filibuster the bill, so to avoid this 60 votes were needed in the senate. 

The bill was defeated 54-46, a clear result that does not reflect public opinion where polls show 

that upwards to 90 per cent of the population would support it (Washington Post, April 3rd, 2013). 

 

Comparing the figures of passed legislation to the number of measures enacted by Congress in the 

1950’s, a session could enact as much as 1,900 measures, while that number has dropped to 

around 400 and less each session after the millennium (Stanley & Niemi, p. 202. 2011) with a 

record low 283 for the 112th, and most recently ended, session of Congress (http://thomas.loc.gov). 

  

Gridlock happens on all measures in Congress if both parties diametrically oppose each other on 

every proposed piece of legislation. Party unity voting can kill any bill and the frequency of how 

often it occurs is a good way to measure dysfunction within Congress. 

 

Today, the number of members who vote with their party majority to oppose the other party’s 

majority is very high. In 2010, the percentage for both parties of party unity voting was 93 per 

cent. That number has risen in the post-war decades from when records show 80 per cent for both 

parties in the Senate in 1956 and as low as 76 per cent for Democrats and 73 per cent for 

Republicans in 1979. In the 1990’s the percentage hung around the mid 80’s for Democrats, while 

the Republican number was a bit higher. When looking at the Southern Democrats, who would 

traditionally be more conservative, those percentages have steadily increased as well and caught 

up with the rest of the Democratic Party. The same trend can be seen in the House as well (Stanley 

& Niemi, p. 207-208. 2011). 

 

The reason for voting so strictly with their own parties comes down to the polarisation of the 

political climate. Looking deeper, each individual member of Congress would not always go blindly 

with the party but rather they would try to please their own constituency and seek increased 

approval. As seen earlier in the chapter, denying any will to compromise and/or work together 

with the other party is reflected positively in the approval ratings so the conscious decision to 
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cause gridlock might come from other interests than just an innate hatred towards the opposite 

party. Seeing as Congress might come together on issues that are, to the public, less visible and 

actual work can be done, the drive towards gridlock on important issues that have a lot more 

awareness and importance to the public might come from different motives.    

 

If this trend of gridlock continues, then it will most certainly be impossible to pass any meaningful 

legislation, much less to avoid future crises. As it is now, the two parties are deeply divided on 

issues that will cause imminent problems if not taken care of. The gigantic national debt, the issue 

of climate change, the problems of agreeing to any budgets etc. are all problems that have real life 

effects on Americans across the country. If the public are continually being affected by problems 

that are not being taken care and/or if they cannot perceive any will to solve them then the 

growing apathy towards politics will take over, voter turnout will plummet, and any notion of a 

representative democracy will be shattered. 
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Chapter 4 – Senate Confirmation Process 

 

 

One of the main issues of government dysfunction is the long and arduous confirmation process 

that nominees for federal positions must go through to be deemed acceptable for his or her new 

position. The US Constitution divides the responsibility of choosing those who runs the federal 

government by granting the President the power of appointment and the Senate the power of 

advice and consent. This responsibility is very important and several hundred people go through 

the confirmation process each year and prior to 2012, approximately 1,200 to 1,400 positions in 

the executive branch alone needed the Senate’s advice and consent. The major critic points are 

that process takes too long is halted by political motives, and the vetting process discourages 

qualified candidates from seeking those positions (Carey, p. 2. 2012). 

 

The point of this chapter is to display the negative aspects of the confirmation process that lead to 

dysfunction in government. First, I will discuss some of the criticisms of the process and the 

various consequences a lengthy process of confirmation might have. Second, I will focus on one 

area where data show significant trouble. For this I have selected the case of appointees to the 

federal judiciary. What I show clearly prove that the process is far from perfect and is used as a 

weapon, holding the nominated justices hostage in the struggle between a divided government. At 

the end of the chapter I will discuss recent developments that show that steps are in fact being 

taken to diminish the power that the Senate has over the process and to decrease the numbers of 

positions that need Senatorial confirmation. 

 

 

The process: Criticisms and consequences 

 

In that time it takes presidential appointees to be confirmed, top executive positions and positions 

as U.S. representatives in international organisations and ambassadorships remain unfilled. The 

consequences of this can be lack of influence on various international stages, weak government 

institutions, and suffering foreign relations. When John F. Kennedy took office, cabinet and 
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subcabinet positions were nominated and confirmed within a short time and all 196 top-level 

executive positions requiring Senate confirmation were filled less than two and a half months into 

the presidency. At the time when Bill Clinton was sworn in as president over thirty years later, the 

786 top-level executive positions took, on average, almost nine months to be nominated and 

confirmed in the Senate (Ornstein & Donilon, p. 88. 2000). 

 

The process the nominee goes through to be confirmed in the Senate includes providing 

information on finances, trips to foreign countries, speeches made, and investment records. Most 

of this gets stored into public filing available to any who might make use of it. Furthermore, full FBI 

background checks are needed, which includes interviews with family, neighbours, friends, and co-

workers, conducted by agents. These requirements stem from the Ethics Act of 1978, to make sure 

that the appointee lives up to the standards of the federal position he or she is hoping to fill 

(Ornstein & Donilon, p. 90. 2000). 

 

Most of the information that is gathered can be accesses publicly and can and will be used by 

political adversaries and researching journalists with stakes in halting the confirmation of the 

nominee. The smallest misstep in conduct or misfortune can lead to a rigorous investigation that is 

costly both economically and personally for the nominee. This can create significant problems. 

Norman Ornstein and Thomas Donilon remark that “people with direct experience and expertise 

in a policy area are often considered unfit to manage that area because they cannot be trusted to 

oversee their previous employers or patrons. (Ornstein & Donilon, p. 91. 2000).”  

 

They argue that the skill and effort that is needed for top-flight positions are difficult to come by 

as the costs that the nominee must take on become too much and the best candidates will often 

not consider positions in federal government. To illustrate their point, they mention the position 

of Deputy Secretary of Defence during the Bush Senior administration. They went through more 

than 20 candidates on the list before reaching a candidate who was even willing to go through the 

process of confirmation (Ornstein & Donilon, p. 92. 2000). 
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It is not only the majority party in a divided government that has the power to halt confirmation. 

Procedural rules in the Senate give the minority party a lot more leverage and control during the 

confirmation process that it would in a more majoritarian system of government. Former White 

House staff member Gary Andres argues that these arrangements are the cause of why it has 

taken longer for each president since JFK to get nominees through the Senate. Also, when the 

same tactics employed halting major appointments they spill over into minor appointments 

creating a back log of unfulfilled positions (Andres, p. 151. 2002).  

 

Andres remarks that the procedure of the confirmation process that exhorts a relatively large 

amount of power to the minority party takes away much of the advantages that the majority party 

has and that the minority party are using strategies and rules to their advantage in slowing down 

the confirmation process more often compared to just a few decades ago (Andres, p. 152. 2002). 

 

This process has become a battlefield between parties and between Congress and the president. If 

halting a nomination for a long period of time means as defeat for the nominating president then 

it does not seem to matter that institutions might go months without key members of 

management or if it leads to other employees getting overworked being tasked with the 

assignments that should be handled by someone who has yet to be confirmed.   

 

 

 

The case of federal branch judiciary appointments  

 

One of the areas where the confirmation process has increased outside the major executive 

positions is the lower federal branch. Here, I will display evidence from studies on the 

confirmation process for the lower federal branch and the evidence I present illustrate the length 

of the process and what the motives might be for delaying them. Also, I will involve the president’s 

role in the cause for delays in both nomination and confirmation. 
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Justices face much harder opposition in the confirmation process than they did a few decades ago. 

The opportunity to tilt the ideological spectrum, even just in the smallest way, seems to be the 

motive; however, the real advantage of this is up for debate. Certainly, the consequences of 

delaying these processes for long periods of time can be much more impactful. Richard Paez, a 

federal district court judge, was nominated to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals by President 

Clinton in 1996. Even though the American Bar Association gave him the highest rating possible it 

still took a Republican Senate four years to finally confirm him (Binder, p. 38. 2001). 

 

To illustrate the increase in length it takes to confirm presidential appointees to the lower federal 

bench, Sarah Binder and Forrest Maltzman have conducted a study of the period between 1947 

and 1998, where they focus on the confirmation process to the United States Courts of Appeal and 

to put into a context of ideology and institutional opportunities. Their findings show ideological 

differences and institutional rules predictably constrain presidents from swiftly getting their 

appointees confirmed by the Senate (Binder & Maltzman, p. 190. 2002). 

 

In this study, they also argue that there is great strategic value for political adversaries to hold up a 

nominee. The longer the Senate holds up a nominee the less likely the nominee will be confirmed 

and in a presidential election year a nominee will often fail to be confirmed altogether (Binder & 

Maltzman, p. 195. 2002). 

 

Furthermore, the confirmation delays of the nominees does not seem to be necessarily facilitated 

by ideological distance between the majority party and the president and his nominee – rather the 

fact that they are on the opposing side alone is enough for the majority party in the Senate to take 

advantage of its scheduling power to delay confirmation. However, the Senate will find it crucial to 

deny any ideological deviation attempt made by the president, in this case appointees to the 

lower courts (Binder & Maltzman, p. 196. 2002).  

 

In the case of nominees being appointed close to an upcoming presidential election, chances are 

that the nominee might just be obstructed in reaching confirmation altogether.  For example, the 

outgoing 106th Congress, who was of Republican majority, left 40 judicial nominees without 
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confirmation in 2000 because there was a chance the presidency might change hands and so there 

was an opportunity for the Republicans to save these lifetime appointments for a president from 

their party (Binder, p. 38. 2001). 

 

Historically, the Senate has always treated judicial nominees differently when a presidential 

election was approaching. It does not just take longer to be confirmed but there is a considerable 

chance that the nominees might not get confirmed. The data from between 1947 and 1998 shows 

that a nominee was 25 per cent less likely to be confirmed during presidential election years than 

earlier in the president’s term, even with (Binder, p. 38. 2001). 

 

On the same topic of confirmation time to the federal courts, Marcus Hendershot has done an 

analysis of data dating back to 1901. His goal is to seek out any structural changes within the 

appointment process. What his results show is that there has been a change in the bargaining 

process as he divides up the time period from 1901 to 2006 into periods of either Senate consent 

form, where the Senate is detached from the president in the nomination process and only abides 

to confirm the nominee, or the intrabranch advice-and-consent form, where the Senate and the 

president bargains and negotiates on the particular nominee before the actual confirmation 

process (Hendershot, p. 329. 2010). 

 

Hendershot’s conclusion argues that before World War II, the president had a sizeable party 

majority in the Senate and there were strong party coalitions, therefore, the confirmation process 

was consent based and the Senate had little say in the nomination process. In the post-war period, 

party coalitions became weaker with the advent of civil rights issues and the president increasingly 

found himself presiding over a divided government. Because of the weakened structure, the 

Senate gained more control in the selection process (Hendershot, p. 339. 2010).  

 

The emergence of independent executive selection strategies done by Carter and Reagan, where 

the selection process was often done without Senate involvement held the Senate in a role of 

consent form in unified government but the length of confirmation delays increased in periods of 

divided government. Hendershot ends his analysis concluding that appointments in recent times 
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have been affected by greater Senate control and outside obstacles posed by interest groups and 

lobbying firms. The Senate has now moved into advice-and-consent form even though party 

polarisation has made any actual bargaining unsuccessful (Hendershot, p. 340. 2010).   

 

What Binder’s and Maltzman’s and Hendershot’s studies show is that even on a relatively low level 

in the judiciary system where Senate confirmation is needed the Senate committee seek to deter 

any presidential nomination to be confirmed if there is even the smallest discrepancy to be made. 

As times have changed, the process of confirmation has become more rigorous and ideological 

and the fight between the two opposing parties can best be described as trench warfare where a 

vicious fight over even the smallest bit of influence is being fought with possible great collateral 

damage.  

 

 

The role of the President  

 

One consequence of the long delays in the confirmation process is that presidents start to play a 

political game with a formulated strategy trying to circumvent the motives of the Senate for 

delays. The importance of judges on the lower federal bench cannot be understated. Any judge 

serve for life and they are important policy makers with preferences close to that of the president 

who appointed them. Presidents often move slowly in appointing judges and that might seem 

paradoxical when these nominees face such a long process in the Senate and so the president 

would want to fill vacancies quickly. However, presidents have often waited to fill these vacancies 

for long periods of time, sometimes over a year, increasing the workload and overburden the 

judicial system (Massie, Hansford & Songer, p. 145. 2004).  

 

But what are these strategic concerns that presidents have when appointing judges? Tajuana 

Massie, Thomas Hansford, and Donald Songer have examined this issue in a study that attempts to 

explain why this happen. For this, they use a model with data from between 1977 and 1997 that 

revolve around the length of time between vacancy and nomination for all vacancies in the U.S. 

District Courts and U.S. Courts of Appeals. Their results indicate that the timing of a nomination 
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depends on when the president can best reflect his policy preferences while the Senate 

confirmation process is under temporal constraint (Massie, Hansford & Songer, p. 145. 2004). 

 

These temporal constraints depend on when the president’s party is in control of the Senate. 

Massie, Hansford, and Songer argue based on their results that the president does not move 

quickly if his party controls the Senate but often makes nominations when the current session of 

Congress approaches its end, thereby taking advantage of a friendly Senate who will be interested 

in gaining quick results to improve its record and will then confirm quickly. On the other hand, if 

the opposing party controls the Senate, then the president will move quickly to nominate as the 

nominee is likely to face a long and scrutinising confirmation process (Massie, Hansford & Songer, 

p. 153. 2004). 

 

Furthermore, they argue that senatorial courtesy plays a significant role in the timing a 

presidential nomination. Senatorial courtesy means that the president will consult with the senior 

home-state senator of his party regarding the nomination. What this means to the nomination 

process is that not all vacancies will be treated equally. If the president has little chance of getting 

a judge appointed who shares his policy preferences because of the ideological distance between 

him and the senator then the president often opts to delay nominations. He instead moves to 

nominate for vacancies where the home-state senator shares political ideology with him (Massie, 

Hansford & Songer, p. 153. 2004). 

 

This study shows us that the president’s actions have a direct effect on the confirmation process. 

The increasing attention that presidents since Richard Nixon has had on judicial nominations to 

the lower courts as a way to shape policy agendas has been countered by the Senate who, in their 

advice-and-consent role, has been focusing increasingly with scrutiny on the nominees (Hartley & 

Holmes p. 260. 2002).  

 

Some members will stress the importance of advice-and-consent as a significant way of 

scrutinising the judicial philosophy of nominees as to avoid the bench to become too extreme 

while others simply use it in response to the treatment their own previous president received 
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while appointing candidates (Hartley & Holmes p. 277. 2002). In any case, the increasing delays in 

confirmations builds up judicial workloads as long vacancies take an enormous toll on the system. 

 

Delays in the confirmation process is often attributed to the Senate playing politics instead of 

confirming good and qualified candidates for a vacancy. However, the President plays the political 

game as well when he speculates on timing and delays nominations for periods often longer than 

the actual confirmation process.  

 

This institutional framework is a cause for dysfunction as important positions will be taken hostage 

and held up in vacancies in a political game that will end up unnecessarily costing resources and 

time because of an overburdened system or weak government bodies. There will of course be a 

response to any affective treatment that nominees receive when power shifts in Congress and if 

there has been particular heavy scrutiny on nominees that the previous president from the other 

party appointed then the environment can be just as hostile for nominees of the new president. 

However, should power shift to the president’s favour then vacancies would not necessarily get 

filled up any quicker as the president would speculate and strategize on the best opportune 

moment to appoint a candidate.  

   

 

Recent developments 

 

Things are beginning to shift towards a much smoother process in the Senate as the 112th session 

of Congress and, recently, the 113th Congress have adopted new measures to improve the 

expedition of nominations to receive confirmation in the Senate. The currently Democratically 

held Senate has been trying to solve some of these issues after decades of criticisms towards the 

Senate confirmation process with both sides accusing either the president of playing political 

games or the Senate to hold old grudges against the other party and the increased polarised 

political environment. In 2011, a bipartisan group of Senators proposed two measures that set out 

to streamline the confirmation process. They would decrease the number of positions needing 

confirmation in the Senate and also set up the framework to speed up the confirmation process 



 52 

for many other positions. Also established was a work group that would examine the confirmation 

process (Carey, p. 2. 2012). Both these measures were adopted by the Senate, not needing 

confirmation in the House of Representatives. 

 

In the fall of 2013, the Senate took further, more drastic measures when they allowed for a simple 

majority of Senators voting to invoke cloture on nominees other than appointees for the Supreme 

Court. Beforehand, a total of three-fifths, or 60 senators, would be required to avoid a blocking of 

a nominee (Rybicki, p. 2. 2013). As it rarely occurs that one party controls the Senate with 60 or 

more senators, this development is very significant as it can smooth out the confirmation process 

considerably.  

 

In times of unified government, the president will now almost certainly get his appointee 

confirmed in the Senate quicker than before. However, in times of divided government a president 

will still have to nominate quickly as the process for many positions remains the same, even 

though the process for many positions has been smoothed out by the new measures. In any case, 

any will and action to improve the process of confirmation is significant. As I have discussed in this 

chapter, the consequences of this broken system are substantial and in a system where the 

majority of the Senate has potential to switch every two years these improvements are important 

and perhaps even farther steps needs to be taken.       
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Chapter 5 - Lobbying 

 

Lobbying goes all the way back to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution. The rights of interests to 

organise and petition the government is protected by the first amendment. More recently, over 

the last six decades the role of interest groups has become subject of many studies of political 

science. In the 1950’s arguments began to discuss business interest as having structural 

advantages in American politics and that interest groups were able to set political agendas.   

 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss how firms might benefit from lobbying; with an example 

of how the post-2008 economic crisis bailout funds were allocated. I will also seek out the role of 

Tea Party and how they have been able to dictate Republican politics for so long. Finally, I will 

discuss the future of lobbying. There has been a decrease in lobbying expenditures and I will 

discuss why this has happened and argue for why this change possibly means for the future. 

 

Organised interests have steadily increased their lobbying efforts and play a major role in politics 

today. An ever increasing number of interest groups seek out to address any political topic 

imaginable and to influence legislators and ally themselves with politicians who share their 

interests, backing them financially and spending money independently on their behalf. This 

pressure can effectively result in inefficient policy or even put an end to necessary reforms 

(Loomis, p. 1. 2011). 

 

If the result of lobbying leads to inefficient policies and broken governance, then lobbying is a 

clear cut cause for dysfunction in the U.S. Congress. If the legislature cannot pass meaningful 

legislation because of pressure from various interests then Congress cannot do its job properly and 

that would be a major concern in any country with democratic structures.  
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The effect and possible gains from lobbying 

 

With interest groups spending $3.3 billion on lobbying in 2013, a figure that more than doubled in 

the last fifteen years (opensecrets.org), one would expect, and the groups as well, that some real 

influence would be made on the political agenda. It stands to reason that these groups might gain 

a lot from spending so much money. But how much do they really gain? In this part of the chapter 

I use some examples of where lobbying efforts have been concentrated to show how firms gain 

advantages by spending large sums on influencing the legislature, namely the allocation of the 

bailout money after the economic crisis hit and the example of tax rates. 

 

The world saw its most severe economic crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930’s and many 

huge corporations in the US, who were deemed “too big to fail”, received large amounts of money 

as a bailout from the US government. Benjamin Blau, Tyler Brough, and Diana Thomas have 

conducted a study on lobbying expenditures and political connections of the banks that were 

recipients of government support from the 2008 Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP), also 

known as corporate bailouts. Their aim was to determine if these banks gained a considerable 

advantage from their lobbying efforts and their political connections when the TARP funds were 

allocated and also if their connections secured them bigger amounts than those without political 

connections (Blau, Brough & Thomas, p. 3007. 2013). 

 

Their results clearly show that firms with political connections are more likely to receive corporate 

bailouts than firms without. Their analysis suggests that firms that lobbied five years prior to TARP 

had between 37 per cent and 51 per cent better chance of receiving TARP support. Similarly, they 

found that firms with political connections had between 23.5 per cent and 39.3 per cent better 

chance of receiving TARP support (Blau, Brough & Thomas, p. 3016. 2013). 

 

Furthermore, their findings showed that the both lobbying and political connections secured 

earlier pay outs. TARP was paid out during 33 instalments and 62 per cent of firms that lobbied 

five years prior received bailout payments during the first two instalments. Also, 71 per cent of 

firms with political connections received TARP funds during the first two instalments. 100 per cent 
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of firm that both lobbied and had political connections received TARP funds within the first nine 

instalments (Blau, Brough & Thomas, p. 3017. 2013).    

 

Their final set of results found that the magnitude of payments heavily varied from firms that 

lobbied five years prior and firms that did not. A firm that lobbied received between $2.02 and 

$5.14 billion more in TARP money than a firm which did not. Furthermore, firms with political 

connections received between $3.08 and $6.47 billion more than firms without. Their final set of 

results also showed that for every dollar spent on lobbying firms received between $485.77 and 

$585.65 (Blau, Brough & Thomas, p. 3017. 2013). 

 

What Blau’s, Brough’s, and Thomas’ can tell us about the overall effect of lobbying is less 

significant than of the effect when the TARP funds were allocated. It is clear that lobbying and 

having political connections were very important factors when, after the 2008 economic crisis, 

several large banks and firms needed bailouts. These efforts can be seen as insurance for when an 

economic crisis occurs. In retrospect, these firms had a firm upper hand when the TARP money 

was to be paid out and perhaps it is debatable how many of the firms received a fair share 

compared to their actual economic trouble.   

 

Aside from lobbying for government support, firms also lobby to gain lower tax rates. Brian 

Kelleher, Krislert Samphantharak, and Jeffry Timmons have conducted a study on the lobbying 

expenditures of firms and what these firms gain from what they spend. Their thesis is that firms 

with higher lobbying expenditures in one year pay lower effective tax rates in the following year 

(Richter, Samphantharak & Timmons, p. 893. 2009). 

 

Their results comply with their thesis. Firms who spend more on average will receive tax benefits 

the following year. If the average firm spend one per cent more on lobbying, it can gain a drop in 

its effective tax rate between 0.5 and 1.6 in percentage points. The authors illustrate the 

significance of their result by putting it into dollar terms. “In our sample, the mean firm that 

lobbies spends $779,945 and the mean tax rate is 22.9%. An increase of lobbying expenditures by 
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1% only costs the mean firm $7,799 over its prior year lobbying expenditures; the tax benefits it 

receives range from $4.8M to $16M (Richter, Samphantharak & Timmons, p. 907. 2009).” 

 

While the authors are careful to state that these results come from observational data and not 

experimental data (Richter, Samphantharak & Timmons, p. 906. 2009) but the results of the 

possible gains per spent dollar is significant in and of itself. They conclude their study by stating 

the importance of their findings as they are in stark contrast to similar research on campaign 

contributions where findings suggest the gains might not be so substantial (Richter, 

Samphantharak & Timmons, p.907. 2009).  

 

This research on tax lobbying is significant as it shows how much a firm can gain from the state by 

lobbying for lower tax rates by reclassifying some of their activities to areas where the 

government has instituted tax benefits. It further show that lobbying works and just like the study 

of the bailout allocations firms who lobby will gain considerable advantages.  

 

 

The Tea Party 

 

In this part of the chapter I will discuss the rise of the Tea Party as a movement who have been 

highly successful in mobilising support, lobbying legislators, and putting candidates of their own 

into office.  

 

The Tea Party came onto the scene in early 2009 starting in Massachusetts, Virginia, and Arizona. 

As a reaction to the Obama administration and its plan of creating a system that gives medical 

insurance to uninsured Americans, the Tea Party mobilised support by setting up local groups and 

regional networks, staged protests, and were able to push Republicans back into leader position of 

the House of Representatives in Congress at the midterm elections in 2010. Their effort 

culminated in 63 seats in the House, six seats in the Senate, and six new governorships. On a 

platform mix of second-amendment rights, pro-life and traditional family values, reduced 

regulations on businesses, reducing taxes and slash public spending, anti-immigration, and 
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decreasing the power of labour unions, The Tea Party has been supported by many interest groups 

with these goals in mind (Skocpol & Williamson, p. 4. 2012).  

 

Signifying original American patriotism, the name “Tea Party” refers to the Boston Tea Party 

incident where American rebels tossed crates of British tea into Boston Harbor opposing British 

tyranny and their rallying cry “I want my country back!” became synonymous with the feelings 

within the movement (Skocpol & Williamson, p. 7. 2012). Shortly after its formation, advocacy 

groups and political pundits took over and spread the message via their networks and launched 

major protests. Soon thereafter and after the midterm elections of 2010, the Tea Party became an 

established part of Republican Party and many large and well-funded advocacy groups who heavily 

promoted free market policies received a major boost all the while the ideological make-up of the 

newly elected 112th session of Congress took a sharp turn to towards the right (Skocpol & 

Williamson, p. 9. 2012). 

 

While on the local level, the Tea Party movement is heavily dependent on local conservative 

citizens but on the national scene the Tea Party is largely run by various interest groups who all 

subscribe to the Tea Party moniker. These groups are well funded and are able to influence the 

political process directly, via the representatives in Congress that also call themselves Tea Partiers 

and indirectly through lobbying and their political connections. So there is no collective Tea Party, 

rather it is an assembly of angry highly conservative citizens and various advocacy and interest 

groups orchestrating the unofficial political agenda (Skocpol & Williamson, p. 84. 2012). 

 

Tea Party candidates and their political action committees (PAC) also gained from this inflow of 

money from these groups. Many news PACs have been established since the advent of the Tea 

Party and many business linked to the PACs sell campaign services to these candidates as well 

making the PACs doubly powerful in reaching the political goals of the movement. Many of these 

strong PACs have not sprouted up from the unknown. Many of the new and prominent ones have 

direct ties to advocacy groups who have been promoting these values for many years (Skocpol & 

Williamson, p. 106. 2012). 
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In their book The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism, Theda Skocpol and 

Vanessa Williams set out to define the organisational structure of the Tea Party movement. They 

state that one should not ask whether it is a billionaire-backed organisation or a grassroots 

movement. Rather they argue the questions should be “What do local Tea Partiers want from 

national advocates and impresarios? What do national organisations hope to get from various 

sorts of ties to grassroots groups or protesters? What tensions flare up as some actors step on the 

toes or offend the sensibilities of others? And are the relationships shifting over time? (Skocpol & 

Williamson, p. 111. 2012).” 

 

After analysing motivations of Tea Party networks, groups, and organisations and discussing the 

intricacies between, Skocpol and Williamson that the Tea Party movement benefitted greatly from 

both dedicated local networks and grassroots groups but also from the national advocacy groups, 

pundits, and other actors on the national level. While there were no overall leader or official Tea 

Party leadership that has made it possible for each individual network and group to seek out their 

goals through various means. Going off in different direction have not hurt the movement even 

though some directions have been perceived as hurting the Republican Party. As the two authors 

state, “the overall point of the movement was to free conservatism from the tainted “Republican 

Party” label in order to maximise the election of conservatives in 2010 (Skocpol & Williamson, p. 

120. 2012).” 

 

Furthermore, they argue that this special relationship within the Tea Party movement gave them 

an advantage with no centre cause or no centre candidate to focus on, they could fund any one 

cause that subscribed to the far right wing values of the movement. No authority could be linked 

to and therefore hurt by scandals of individual candidates or pundits and no one had to take 

responsibility for “mess-up”. The movement would get much farther through this relationship 

than it would have with a centralised traditional party structure (Skocpol & Williamson, p. 120. 

2012). 

 

The Tea Party may have started as a public protest by local conservatives but with the speed and 

momentum it arrived on the national scene was highly due to special interests and that did not 
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matter to the movement. As long these advocacy groups had goals that subscribed to the Tea 

Party spirit it did not matter that they in many ways stood for the same principles as the 

traditional Republican Party which the movement was highly critical of in the first place. But as the 

movement is organised in a totally different way with no official leadership – although the steering 

might be controlled by rich advocacy groups – there can be no accountability and each individual 

actor or group has a lot more leeway when it comes to pushing the legislature. We see this push 

on the amount of legislation that the 112th session of Congress got done. The amount was record 

low and the obstructions by the Tea Partiers of any bill that just as much as had a faint trace of 

smell of compromise.   

 

 

The Tea Party’s effect on the GOP 

 

In this part of the chapter I will discuss how the Tea Party movement has affected the Republican 

Party and what the possible future the party have with the pushing of Tea Party activists. I will also 

briefly reflect on what effect it has made on Congress’ ability to function.  

 

In the midterm elections of 2010 the Republican Party won big and took over as majority of the 

House of Representatives. This is in large part owed to the Tea Party movement who reshaped the 

Republican agenda, coming off a defeat in 2008 and without popular leadership. The GOP did not 

as much set the stage for the Tea Party as they took advantage of it. The many protest, the large 

media coverage on Tea Party complaints of big government, Obamacare, bailouts, etc changed the 

national agenda of Republicans and conservatives to a stance on anti- or pro-government and 

Obama (Skocpol & Williamson, p. 160. 2012).  

 

However, as Skocpol and Williamson points out, they movement also did some damage in the 

process. The Tea Party secured GOP nominations for candidates who did not have a real chance of 

winning. This happened in the contests for Senate seats in Colorado, Delaware, and Nevada where 

seats were considered winnable with the candidates otherwise running in the primaries. However, 
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in the end the gains from the movement might very well have outweighed the losses (Skocpol & 

Williamson, p. 168. 2012). 

 

In any case, the Tea Party movement and the infusion of Tea Partiers into Congress has made the 

112th session of Congress elected in 2010 far more leaning to the right compared to the previous 

session. Adam Bonica of Stanford University has made a scale that runs from less -1.5 for extreme 

to liberalism to 1.5 for extreme conservatism. It shows that the Democratic base in the House of 

Representatives, which became smaller, only went a little towards the left. Republicans, however, 

would take a much farther leap towards the right. In fact, 77 per cent of all newly arriving 

Republicans were to the right of the typical Republican in the previous session. This shift is the 

largest the House has ever taken according to Bonica’s scales (Skocpol & Williamson, p. 170. 

2012). 

 

What does that mean going forward? Why do the Republicans take such extreme stances on 

issues when previously they were able to seek compromise? The Tea Party movement mobilised a 

great deal of advocacy groups, wealthy interests, and well-funded lobbying organisations to 

pressure candidates and members of Congress to take harder stances on social issues and on 

lower taxes. Before 2009, these entities were still able to steer candidates, debates, and agendas 

but it was not until they were able to reach down to the grassroots levels of the fledgling Tea Party 

Movement that they could collectively fight under on single banner, the Tea Party (Skocpol & 

Williamson, p. 172. 2012). 

 

What this has done to the functionality of Congress is that it has made a lot tougher to reach 

compromises. The 112th Congress was the least productive in history and for good reason. Tea 

Partiers are viciously opposed to making any deal with the Democrats and much of the GOP policy 

proposals were put forward by lobbyists with ties to the elite advocacy groups all working under 

the Tea Party banner. Meanwhile, if Republican representatives seemed to stray from the line, Tea 

Partiers would through various means push them back into line (Skocpol & Williamson, p. 173. 

2012). They made sure that any Republican Representative knew that they were watching and 

would be ready to take action if they did not fell back into the ranks.  
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Skocpol and Williamson comment that not only are the Tea Party watching GOP representatives 

but they also consider them theirs to direct. They further state that “In many places, Tea Partiers 

have taken over chunks of the Republican Party apparatus, the local and state committees that 

determine nominating procedures and deploy resources in each election cycle (Skocpol & 

Williamson, p. 180. 2012).”  

 

To observe the American politics today, one cannot avoid taking the Tea Party movement 

seriously. As studies show they have pulled the Republican Party sharply to the right and have 

made reasonable compromises with the Democrats a very uphill battle. To say this is dysfunction 

in Congress is to put it mildly. If the two major parties in Congress cannot reach any agreements 

on legislation that is both necessary to secure the future of the country and to secure its 

population a democracy they can count on. 

 

 

 

Lobbying in decline? 

 

In this part of the chapter I will discuss the recent trends in lobbying numbers. Resources spent 

seem to go down, and I will discuss if this is either a real reflection on lobbying activities in the US 

or if perhaps  there is a whole other reason such as shifted activities and resources. 

 

Today, the money spent on lobbying far exceeds that spent just a few decades ago and the 

resources going into informing, influencing, and affecting legislators and federal agencies amount 

to several billion dollars. However, the exact numbers do hint to a possible decline in lobbying 

activities. Opensecrets.org, who bases their figures on data from the Senate of Public Records, 

shows that 2010 was a record year for lobbying but since then their numbers show a decline 

(opensecrets.org/lobby). 

 

Since 2010 there has been recorded a steady decline in lobbying activities and active lobbyists in 

Washington. While 2010 recorded $3.55 billion in money spent, 2013 totalled $3.21. That is a 
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decline of $340 million. The trend is set to continue in 2014 with figures from the first quarter 

showing similar signs (opensecrets.org/lobby).  

 

What could be the cause for this decline? Is lobbying becoming less influential or is it perhaps a 

matter of evolving tactics that firms employ that does not show up in the public records? It is not 

possible to say whether or not lobbying has become less influential but of 3,021 firms reporting to 

have been paid for lobbying so far this year, just 562 saw an increase in profits compared to the 

same time last year (Choma, 2014, for opensecrets.org).  

 

The president of the Association of Government Relations Professionals, Monte Ward, points to 

the economy as a reason, as it still weak and these firms are affected by it. But he also points to 

another, wholly different factor. He believes that the decline in lobbying activities can be 

attributed to the Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA), designed to register and regulate lobbying 

activities.  

 

In relation to this Ward argues that "the LDA is not really measuring who is lobbying anymore," 

Ward said. "If we had a true representation of lobbying, whether it was grassroots work or 

whatever it may be, we might be seeing a little bit better numbers. (Choma, 2014, for 

opensecrets.org." 

 

Opensecrets.org has documented these trends in declining lobbying activities and their report 

from 2013 shows that the number of federally registered lobbyists has decreased since 2008. 

However, their report also show that 46 per cent of those who stopped lobbying in 2012 were still 

employed by the same firm and were now doing other activities. Opensecrets.org argue that they 

might be shifting responsibilities just enough to avoid the registering requirements of the LDA 

(Auble, 2014, for opensecrets.org).  

 

Their work suggests that many of the lobbyists who now are no longer registered are still heavily 

involved with lobbying activities. These “unlobbyists”, as they have dubbed them, might be former 

government employees working for or running firms that have never been registered as lobbying 
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firms. They bring up two prominent examples of unlobbyists in Tom Daschle, fomer Senate 

Majority Leader and Newt Gringrich, former Speaker of the House (Auble, 2014, for 

opensecrets.org). 

 

Opensecrets.org does admit that there might be other reasons for people who have deregistered. 

They might just have stopped lobbying because of various reasons. However, their conclusion is 

that much of the decline on lobbying is attributed to lobbying going underground, shifting 

activities just enough to avoid the registering requirements. In regards to the decrease in 

spending, lobbyists are becoming inactive at a quicker rate than spending decreasing and in some 

cases even with increased spending (Auble, 2014, for opensecrets.org). 

 

The data suggest that lobbying is not really declining but it is evolving. That means that it becomes 

increasingly difficult to track lobbying activities and get a real picture of the situation. This could in 

worst cases lead to corruption but also weak legislation and dysfunction in Congress and federal 

agencies in general. Of course there might very well be many former registered lobbyists who now 

are employed in a different sector or are just retired. But the figures opensecrets.org show 

indicates an increasing trend of unlobbyists. 

 

The future of lobbying seems to be in uncharted waters. There are arguments that call for an 

updated legislation on the subject as a lot of lobbying work is done under the radar, fully legally 

and not accountable to public registration under the current law. With these new access points 

lobbying firms might achieve higher gains as the person or institution being lobbied might be more 

persuadable as activities cannot be registered and connections to the lobbyist invisible. More 

capital, in one form or the other, could change hands in exchange for increased influence. 

 

The well-funded advocacy groups behind the Tea Party might gain further access into the GOP and 

be able to advance various Tea Party causes. If there is not a more structurally sound framework 

for lobbying registration in place then the old notion of policy being dictated by corporations 

might become a truism among the public and confidence in the political establishment would 

collapse.  
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Conclusion 

 

With this thesis I wanted to answer the question why has the U.S. Congress become so 

dysfunctional? By dysfunction I mean the lack of ability for Congress to adequately do its job as it 

is expected to. To answer this question I focused on four distinct areas where I sought out to 

measure dysfunction, namely polarisation, public esteem, the Senate confirmation process, and 

lobbying.  

 

Starting from the topic of polarisation, Alan Abramowitz talks about the politically engaged as a 

reason for mass polarisation. However, the study by Shanto Iyengar, Gaurav Sood, and Yphtach 

Lelkes (2012) point out that party affiliation – a different phrasing of what Morris Fiorina would 

call sorted – is something that is primordial and not so much an expression of actual informed 

political knowledge. People are more likely to hold certain views depending on where they were 

born and what views their parents held. It is certainly likely to be the case and Fiorina’s point looks 

strong. However, the same study also concludes that there is a principled dislike of the other 

party. This can indicate that there is, to an extent, mass polarisation and therefore also an 

argument for Abramowitz’s theory.    

 

Looking at polarisation, one starts to look for motives as to why. It can very well be that the quest 

to be re-elected has taken us into this state of political polarisation. A politician’s first priority 

might be to just get re-elected. To get an indication of where he or she stands in that regard they 

look to approval ratings. Now, as I noted, these signposts show a very arbitrary glimpse of how 

well the public actual perceives Congress. But it is an odd relationship between positive approval 

for individuals who seek to obstruct the political process and cause gridlock and negative approval 

for Congress as a whole. 

 

As I stated, there is no pleasing the entirety of the American public but Congressional 

representatives will repeatedly try in an effort to get re-elected. This gridlock that occurs leads to 

a Congress that is very inefficient and passes little legislation. Recent sessions of Congress go down 

in history as some of the least efficient. 
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So, now we have a politically polarised Congress that cannot get anything done and this leads me 

to my third topic, the Senate confirmation process. We have a battle between the parties and this 

battle extends into the seat of the most coveted position any politician or party might hope to 

hold, the presidency. The President appoints candidates for federal positions and it is one of the 

most important responsibilities he has. However, when the Senate is bestowed the power of 

advice and consent it often uses this power to hold up a candidate for long periods of time. 

 

This political game is costly in resources and is making already fragile government institutions 

become overburdened and the consequences might be incalculable. It is obvious that whoever is 

opposing the President in the Senate have a stake in not getting the President’s nominees 

confirmed quickly as any dirt the vetting process will turn up will reflect poorly on the President. In 

the end, the Senate confirmation process deters the best candidates from seeking federal 

positions and the political game that goes on between the President and the Senate can inflict 

great damage on the system when for example certain agencies go without a director for long 

periods of time. 

 

My fourth topic, lobbying, can also give an answer to how dysfunction has spread within Congress. 

Lobbying firms have gained an enormous amount of influence over the political process and the 

power they wield, alongside interest groups, can set the political agenda of politicians even if this 

agenda is not the one he or she was elected on. The funds being spent can obviously be justified 

from the firm’s point of view. As I showed, firms have a clear advantage when they spend large 

funds on lobbying. 

 

It is not only the mere presence of lobbying. It is also who might use it. In recent years the Tea 

Party Movement has put many representatives into Congress and taken many out as well. They 

refuse any real compromise with the Democrats and they have proven that they can make good 

on their threats. Just recently, one of their own elected representatives from the 2010 elections, 

Eric Cantor, was defeated in his primary election. Cantor, the incumbent, was also House Majority 
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Leader. The defeat of such a significant figure shows that the Tea Party can, through pressure and 

lobbying, set many political agendas. 

 

What I have tried to do here is to set up a chain of non-linear causality. Dysfunction does not occur 

out of the blue. I refer to this chain as non-linear because all four topics I discuss in my thesis are 

interconnected and they cause problems for each other. For example, lobbying groups have power 

in the Senate confirmation process as they might do their own investigations and “sound the fire 

alarm” on the nominee if something suspicious turns up and this information, however 

insignificant it might appear to be, can cause the termination of the nominee’s chances. 

 

A different example from this chain comes from huge lobbying efforts to affect approval ratings. 

Groups like the NRA are able to mobilise a great deal of negativity towards any legislator that 

could they feel could threaten them. So to seek the best possible situation before a re-election the 

Representative might just try to appease the NRA instead of reaching the political goal.  

 

However, I argue that most of it goes back to polarisation. Polarisation has fuelled the divide 

between the two parties in Congress to a point where gridlock and abandonment of ambitious 

policy happens very often. It is important to note, however, that the lines that have been drawn 

seem to be drawn for the benefit of the few among the electorate instead of the many. Social 

movements continually challenge officials and counter movements appears in an effort to 

circumvent them.  They might not be that many or representative to the whole of the electorate 

but they are loud. And the media loves loud. 

 

Officials are gravitating towards these few, very politically active, groups of people because these 

people are the ones who are invested in the primaries, the first battleground of an election to 

Congress. American legislators are of the mind that politics are a zero-sum game. There is no such 

thing as a win-win situation. If this trend continues, then the consequences for the political 

environment on a global scale might be severely affected. 
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We have already seen dangerous conflicts over the national debt that has triggered crises such as 

the fiscal cleft, the sequester, and a government shutdown. The effect of these three crises has 

been significant. As the U.S. is still the largest economy and the most important, the decisions of 

kicking the can down the road can have serious effects on a global scale. Climate change, Russian 

expansionism, growing Islamist extremism, emerging power economies, and the recovery of the 

world economy after the 2008 crisis are all external forces that need the full attention of the U.S. 

Congress.  

 

But, as political author Thomas Sowell has said: "No one will really understand politics until they 

understand that politicians are not trying to solve our problems. They are trying to solve their own 

problems — of which getting elected and re-elected are number one and number two. Whatever 

is number three is far behind (Sowell, 2009)."  

 

 

- Anders Bram Møller Jensenx½ 
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