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All legislation is a combination of personality, process and substance, and at one time or another one or the other becomes more dominant.1








--Rep. Jim Leach (R-Iowa) 








Chairman, House Banking Committee


Anyone who has worked on or around Capitol Hill can attest to Chairman Leach’s observation about  how the progress of legislation is affected by different factors at different times, not the least of which is the personality of key political players.  The context of the above quote was a stalled financial services industry bill on which the White House and a committee chairman were engaged in “a test of wills” over one provision in the bill.2  It was not clear from the article how much of the deadlock was due to stubbornness and how much to substance.  Suffice to say, on any given day, one can read similar accounts in newspapers about clashes in Congress involving congressional leaders, rank-and-file members, committee and subcommittee chairmen, staff, lobbyists, and Executive Branch officials – in any conceivable permutation or combination of the above actors.  Congress, after all, is about conflict – conflicting ideas, values, interests, and, yes, personalities. 


One of the interesting developments in political science in the last half century is the extent to which the role of personality in politics and policy-making has gradually been de-emphasized and downplayed in importance (if not totally disregarded).   Whereas in the middle of this century, most studies of congressional leadership emphasized personalistic factors (e.g., traits, styles, characteristics) to better understand leadership, in more recent times increasing emphasis has been given to the political contexts in which leaders operate (i.e., the political or social circumstances or environment in which they work).  


  Richard Fenno, in his 1966 book on the House and Senate appropriations committees, explained why he did not use “individual personality data” in his framework of analysis: 

The relevance of personality as a variable is fully recognized and is discussed at length and by example.  But no attempt has been made at a systematic interpretation of the behavior of individuals in terms of their psychological characteristics.  If anything, reference to specific individuals has been systematically underplayed.3

However, Fenno goes on to explain just how difficult it is to ignore personality as part of a formal framework of analysis of committees: 

In one sense, this is a self-denying-ordinance since the Washington researcher inevitably gets drowned in a flood of personality-centered talk – each item of which purports to explain some specific event.4

Nevertheless, he rejects trying to collect personality data from a large number of participants and applying it to institutional behavior, and instead opts for deriving empirical interpretation from repeated events, that is, of viewing things in context, “using a minimum of personality data.”


By 1984, Steven Smith and Christopher Deering are not as apologetic about ignoring personality data in their book on committees in Congress, writing that, “...individuals might well bring some personal talents to a position of authority, but the institutional context within which they serve will be the primary determinant of their styles and their success or failure.”5

The authors go on to concede that, “the ability of personalistic and contextual factors to explain aspects of leadership varies from one situation to another.”   For example, “where committee structures and procedures are only loosely defined, personalistic factors are more likely to be the primary determinant of leadership strategy and success.”  But when those structures and procedures are clearly specified, “leadership options are more limited and personal qualities are less likely to distinguish various committees.”6

The authors note that since the 1970s, when committee procedures and structures were more formalized, “contextual factors have become more useful in explaining differences among committee chairs’ approaches to committee politics.”    However, the authors add that given these new constraints on their powers, committee chairs may have to rely more on their “personal skills, expertise and shrewdness to get things done.”7

Joseph Cooper and David Brady come to a similar conclusion as Smith and Deering that, “institutional context rather than personal traits primarily determines leadership style in the House.”  They go on to write, in their study of Speakers from Cannon to Rayburn:  

To be sure, style is affected by personal traits.  Nonetheless, style is and must be responsive to and congruent with both the inducements available to leaders’ and members’ expectations regarding proper behavior. . . . Thus, if Rayburn was a more permissive and consensual leader than Cannon or Reed, this is not because he was inherently a less tough or more affective person, but rather because of his weaker sources of leverage and the heightened individualism of members.8
Ways and Means: Context and Personality


In a 1969 paper on Ways and Means Committee Chairman Wilbur Mills, John Manley takes specific issue with his colleague, Richard Fenno, about underplaying references to specific individuals. Manley observes that, “those closest to the legislative process do see it in terms of individuals and personalities.”  More importantly, he adds that, “much can be learned. . .by focusing on individual legislators and the contexts within which they function.”9

Manley says the two reasons political scientists shy away from individual or personality-centered studies of Congress are, “first,  the extreme variability of personalities, which stands as a barrier to generalization; and, second, the fact that it is hard to say how much of the legislative process is due to individuals and how much is due to the situational factors that confront them.”10 

But he goes on to quote Lewis Edinger who wrote, “Neither individual character structure nor  the contextual configuration alone can explain a leader’s behavior, but careful analysis of their interaction – in as many instances as possible, may reveal certain patterns and facilitate understanding.”11   


Manley says the group-sociological and the individual-personality approaches to the study of Congress may be treated as complementary.  A good example of this is Ways and Means Committee Chairman Wilbur D. Mills who Manley says “stands out as one of the most influential committee chairmen in recent years, if not in history, and, like all leaders, he also follows.”  The paradox of leadership is that it always involves “followmanship.”  And for Mills, says Manley, the group “that forms the base of his influence in the House and that he is most likely to follow is the Committee.”12  

Manley’s study of Mills, based on interviews with committee members, leads to the conclusion that the chairman filled two types of leadership roles found in groups: the instrumental or task-oriented leader, and the socio-emotional or affective leader.  The task leader is concerned with realizing the group’s goals and directing it towards completion of its tasks.   Task leader traits attributed to Mills by committee members include, “powerful,” “smart,” “clever,” and a good synthesizer.”  An affective leader, on the other hand, is concerned with helping to keep internal relations cool and stimulating a harmonious atmosphere.  Affective traits members applied to Mills include, “fair,” “considerate,” “pleasant,” “patient,” and the “peacemaker.”13
What enables Mills to perform both types of leadership roles, says Manley, is that he is a “democratic committee chairman par excellence” in that he encourages members to influence one another through group decision and participation procedures.   The most common observation of Mills is that he is a “consensus seeker,” which is another way of saying, a “democratic leader.”  Manley says that Mills’s task leadership of the committee was “subtle and indirect,” which was a source of the high esteem in which he was held by members and why they liked serving on the committee.  


Summarizing Republican committee members’ views of Mills’s political style, Manley writes: “To reach a consensus in the Committee, Chairman Mills will compromise, bargain, cajole, swap, bend, plead, amend, coax and unite until as much of the controversy as possible is drained form the bill, and as many members of the Committee as possible support it.”14   


Manley says that few members of either party would disagree with one Democrat’s characterization of Mills as being, “evasive, aloof, coy, and he’s not a stern oak that stands in the wind and splits rather than bends.  He’ll bend in the wind.”  Other Democratic members offered the views that Mills “leads the committee, he doesn’t drive it;” that he has enough skill as a leader “to retreat with dignity;” that “he counts the heads in the Committee and he counts the heads in the House, he’s always counting;” and, that he “loves harmony” and will sometimes “abandon his own position to get it.”15   Ideally, Mills prefers near bipartisan unanimity in committee since this helps guarantee a big success on the floor, and makes it easier to ask for a closed rule that bars floor amendments.16

The Postreform Ways and Means Committee


Wilbur Mills stepped down as Ways and Means chairman in December of 1974 due to personal problems and the likelihood that he would have been ousted by the new freshman class of “Watergate babies”  (who did depose three other southern chairmen).   1974 marked the height of the reform revolution in the House, and the Ways and Means Committee was the brunt of many of those changes.  Its Democratic contingent was stripped of its power to decide on party committee assignments in the House (which it had exercised since 1911); it was forced to create four subcommittees (armed with a new “subcommittee bill of rights”); a Caucus mechanism was established to override committee requests for closed rules; and the committee’s size was increased from 25 to 37 members. Moreover, a new congressional budget process was established to set overall spending and revenue levels.   In short, the committee was singled out because its more collegial, cautious, conservative, and often bipartisan ways were out of step with the newly energized and more liberal caucus. 


Did all of these new constraints result in a less personalistic committee leadership, as Deering and Smith had predicted it would?   And did the new liberal cast of the House lead to a more partisan, ideological decision-making environment as Fenno predicted would happen (in his 1973 book on committees) if members placed more emphasis on the goals of making good public policy?17  


Randall Strahan, in his 1990 book on the postreform Ways and Means Committee, like Manley, takes issue with those who downplay the personal qualities of congressional leaders in favor of the contextual or situational factors.  To illustrate this, Strahan  compares Mills’s two successors as chairmen of the Ways and Means Committee, Al Ullman and Dan Rostenkowski.   In the more complex and unsettled contextual setting after 1975, “each  of the two postreform chairmen have responded differently to the context he encountered,” and this was “in part due to personal differences.”18

Ullman took over the chairmanship of Ways and Means in 1975 “when the House was in an anti-leadership mood,” the ways of his predecessors on the committee had been intentionally dismantled, and there was no consensus on the committee of how to operate in this new institutional environment.    Theoretically, Ullman had a great opportunity to advance his party’s agenda with a swollen party majority in the House and a President of the same party.    However, Carter’s inability to work with Congress plus deteriorating economic conditions and a tax revolt produced a shift in the economic policy agenda away from traditional liberal concerns with distributional equity and toward a more conservative agenda of reducing the tax burden on middle class Americans.  All this led to more partisan voting on the committee, but also more factional splits within Democratic ranks.19

Committee colleagues called Ullman’s style as chairman “open,” “permissive,” “collegial,” “fair,” and “laid back” – a participatory democrat.  Unlike Mills, though, he was not cautious or worried about image or losing any bills on the floor.  Instead, he saw his leadership role as expanding the thinking of Congress in new directions.  However, after advancing an idea in the committee, he would let the deliberative process (and politics) take over.  He also held Democratic committee caucuses prior to markups, leaving Republicans feeling left-out of the decision process.  Strahan notes that this partisan dimension in particular makes a strong case for the contextual explanation of his leadership style since he was not a particularly liberal or partisan individual.  Ullman was more open personally to the participatory aspect of the reform-era.  He was considered more open and direct than Mills, but he was not interested in the persuading, cajoling, and bargaining that was necessary to build successful coalitions.  Instead, true democracy was at work in the committee.  However, as one member put it, “the committee does not work well in that way, unfortunately.”  Or, as another member more bluntly put it, “It was chaos under Ullman.”20    


With Ullman’s defeat for reelection in his Oregon district in 1980, Dan Rostenkowski moved up to the chairmanship in 1981.  Rostenkowski had a slimmer Democratic majority in Congress and a President of the other party in the White House.  While Reagan’s first year tax and budget cuts exacerbated rifts within Democratic ranks, they were soon closed as deficits mounted and the party found new unity and cohesion. 


 The contrast in character traits and styles between Ullman and Rostenkowski were dramatic.  Rostenkowski was more concerned about the power and prestige of the committee, about controlling its agenda, and about winning.  He was not as strong on substance as Ullman, but much stronger on the politics of what it takes to build a winning coalition in committee and on the floor.   His leadership style was “assertive yet personalistic,” notes Strahan.  His view of power was shaped by his Chicago background; the function of politics is control, and Rostenkowski’s leadership style was “the machine Democrat as chairman.”  He was directly involved in committee recruitment.   He encouraged committee solidarity through informal interactions and committee retreats.  He consulted early with committee members before proposing a course of action, then proceeded to win firm commitments.  He was interested in building bipartisan coalitions but could be fiercely partisan when he had to be.  He knew how to threaten dissidents and freeze-out defectors. And, he realized the importance of having central control over staff resources.  As Strahan concludes, while much of these techniques were shaped by context, Rostenkowski was out of context in many respects, drawing more on the old-style machine politics than from the individualistic, participatory politics of the 1970s.21

Strahan comes to the conclusion that “the characteristics of individual leaders should be of greatest importance for explaining leadership style and effectiveness during periods where contextual factors are conflictual or ambiguous, as when existing leadership regimes have broken down.”  During such periods there are “unusual opportunities for individual leaders to redefine institutional forms and members’ perceptions of effective leadership.”  Rostenkowski assumed the chairmanship of Ways and Means at such a time.  The decentralizing reforms of the 1970s were still in place, but some committee members were already becoming frustrated by the unpredictable politics of the Ullman years.  This gave Rostenkowski the opening to establish a more assertive, centralized leadership style and rebuild the prestige of the committee.22 

Conclusion


Perhaps political scientists and other Congress watchers are not so far apart after all on the role personality plays in affecting behavior and policy outcomes.  Just as Fenno has observed that committees matter and committees differ, so, too, do leaders matter and differ.  The political environments in which they operate vary, not just over time, but from issue to issue.  The demands and expectations of their followers change accordingly. The situational and personal variables are not only complementary, but are so intertwined that it is difficult to separate them, let alone weigh their relative influence on outcomes.  This difficulty in identifying and measuring personality variables may explain why political scientists, with their penchant for quantifying institutional behavior, are reluctant to even try.  But few would deny after close and prolonged observation that the personality variable is far from irrelevant or insignificant in a political community that is defined by personal interactions, conflicts, and bargaining.
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