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Mandate Politics

Whether or not voters consciously use their votes to send messages about
their preferences for public policy, the Washington community sometimes
comes to believe that it has heard such a message. In this book, the
authors ask, “What then happens?” This book focuses on these perceived
mandates — where they come from and how they alter the behaviors of
members of Congress, the media, and voters.

These events are rare. Only three elections in postwar America (1964,
1980, and 1994) were declared mandates by media consensus. These
declarations, however, had a profound if ephemeral impact on mem-
bers of Congress. They altered the fundamental gridlock that prevents
Congress from adopting major policy changes. The responses by members
of Congress to these three elections are responsible for many of the defining
policies of this era. Despite their infrequency, then, mandates are impor-
tant to the face of public policy and our understanding of Congress, the
president, and the responsiveness of our government more generally.
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Preface

We confess. We are sinners. According to the gospel of political method-
ology, one should never let method determine choice of topics to inves-
tigate. The prohibition is so sensible that it needs no explanation. And
yet this is exactly what we did. In the spring of 1997, four of us sat
around a table in a seminar room in Minneapolis and asked the ques-
tion, “What would be a good application of the duration modeling
techniques that we had been studying together?”

In a few minutes of conversation, we spun a story about observ-
ing members of Congress faced with a Washington consensus that the
election just passed had carried a voter mandate. We asked what the
reaction should look like and, because this was a methods course and
we are social scientists, how we could model it. Although we may not
have known it then, the question of the impact of perceived mandates
had been investigated before. Importantly, however, the tools used and
assumptions made were blunt. Scholars asked if the year following a
mandate was different from the year that preceded it, concluding that
it was not. The duration model, in contrast, focused on a temporary
response that had run its course, as we now know, by midyear — and
lost most of its force well before that. In this case, the tool matters.

The question originated from both the 1994 election and its after-
math, on the one hand, and the opportunity to test a piece of the theory
Stimson had developed elsewhere (“Dynamic Representation,” with
coauthors Michael B. MacKuen and Robert S. Erikson), on the other.

X1



xii Preface

The four of us were quite amazed at the dynamics of the aftermath of
the Republican revolution. The Republicans took control of Congress
for the first time in a generation and were poised to make tremendous
changes in public policy. In the space of two years, this opportunity had
collapsed. We could not agree if there really was something in public
opinion that propelled the Republicans to power in 1994. We could
not agree if that election had been a mandate or if any election could
be a mandate. Despite years of trying, we never could develop a test
of whether or not a mandate had occurred. Instead, we decided that
the beliefs of the members of Congress comprised a more testable, and
ultimately more theoretically interesting, question.

The second motivation is the one we were more interested in and
the one that maintained this project for eight years. Stimson’s work
in “Dynamic Representation” proposed a theory that members of
Congress were forward-looking observers of public opinion who con-
stantly monitored all the signs of what the public wanted and how that
might be changing so that they could be ahead of the curve, reacting to
what could be known today so that they would never be caught out of
line with public sentiment in a future election. This required members
to be ambitious — and they are — and to be assiduous processors of all
the little scraps of information that might forecast where the public
was heading. If these were true, then the currents that move elections
should be fully anticipated and the elections themselves should have no
influence on the future behavior of members. Future elections in this
world of rational expectations might move current behavior, but past
elections were just history.

But we found one detail in this story troublesome. In a world of un-
certainty, it should be the case that even the most assiduous information
processors make forecast errors. Trying very hard to get it right, as if
one’s whole career depends on it — which it does — still does not guaran-
tee that all will be foreseen. The loose end is the answer to the question,
“What if some elections surprise, their outcome different from what
informed observers expected?” Then, contrary to the main line of the
dynamic representation theory, these elections should matter. Surprises
do lead rational actors to change behavior.

And so our interest in statistical theory, tied to our observations
about politics and grafted onto a nugget of theoretical anomaly, led to
an animated discussion of thirty minutes or so in which much of the
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research that would eventually lead to this book was anticipated. It
played out in our minds without a scrap of data at hand.

We were a class, not a research group. We were not looking for a
project and had no plan to do something together. In most circum-
stances it would have been a fun discussion and then. .. nothing, on to
the next week’s topic. The work we anticipated was massive and none
of it had been started. There was no assurance that it would work,
that we actually could demonstrate that mandate elections changed
behavior. It was crucial in this regard that the computer routines that
produced the data for the dynamic representation research were avail-
able off the shelf. With them in hand, we generated the aggregate voting
patterns that will be seen in Chapter 4, a matter of a few hours’ work.
This evidence was unmistakable. For the three elections that we con-
sidered reasonable candidates to have been perceived by Washington
insiders as mandates, there was noticeable movement toward the man-
date at the beginning of a new Congress, which then decayed back to
normal voting patterns as the session progressed — exactly what we had
anticipated with our prior theory.

From that first discussion in which we had real results, tentative
though they were, we were hooked. We knew then that the difficult
and sensitive duration analysis was likely to uncover the same pat-
terns already seen in the easy aggregate analyses. It was worth the
effort, which was considerable. We ceased to be a class and became a
research team of four. Our fourth member, Amy Gangl, was present
at the creation and made valuable contributions to our early research
program, including the first published article from it. To our regret,
she decided that this project was too far removed from the political
psychology that is her specialty and professional identity.

And what of the duration modeling that sparked the discussion that
was the origin of this research? Well, we did it. As we thought it would
be in advance, it became the key evidence for the micro theory of
member response to mandates. But to put the matter in context, it is
just one section in one chapter of the seven-chapter book that follows.
How members of Congress respond to news of a mandate is a pretty
important part of our story, but it led us to ask several other questions.
How do the media create the story of an election being a mandate? Why
do some elections create these messages, whereas others don’t? What
are the policy changes induced by these responses? How do voters react
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to these responses in subsequent elections? Each of these questions was
completely beyond our original plan and each caused us to immerse
ourselves in history and in textual analysis that were well beyond our
normal research styles. In combination, we have a more or less complete
story of mandate elections that begins with those elections and ends
when members of Congress face the voters two years later.

For eight years, we immersed ourselves in the idea of electoral man-
dates. This book is the result.
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A Single Time in a Single Place

On the morning of November 5, 1964, Arthur Krock of the New York
Times posed a problem for newly elected President Lyndon Johnson.
How would he answer the “great question created by the most em-
phatic vote of preference ever given to a national candidate: How will
he use the mandate to lead and govern that has been so overwhelmingly
tendered by the American people?” (1964, p. 44). Krock’s words cap-
ture the reaction of many to the landslide that had brought victory to
more than Johnson. In the upcoming Congress, the Democrats would
hold a two to one margin in both chambers. Thirty-eight new House
Democrats extended their majority to 295 seats while two new Demo-
cratic Senators gave them a total of 68, the second largest majority the
Democrats had ever held in both chambers (Morris 1965). If there ever
was a partisan surge, this was it.

There was, as always, a debate over whether the Democratic surge
constituted a mandate for Johnson’s policies. Most Republicans at-
tributed the defeat to the rejection of Barry Goldwater’s brand of con-
servatism. Some Democrats argued that the victory was rooted more
broadly in support of liberalism than in support of Johnson. There was
some truth to this last notion. Outside the South, liberal Democrats
replaced conservative Republicans. In the South, conservative Repub-
licans replaced equally conservative Democrats. The liberal gains thus
went beyond additional Democratic seats. Still, many in the media
and in politics saw this as a mandate, and many of them ranked it as
among the most significant in history. Even reluctant Republicans had
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to concede defeat and admit that voters had expressed their support
for the major parts of Johnson’s program. One Republican congress-
man summed up the meaning of the election well. “He’s got the votes.
There’s not much we can do to stop his program if we tried” (“Great
Society” Editorial, p. Ex).

Johnson’s answer to Krock’s question came the following January
in his State of the Union Address. Johnson (1965a) would seek the
creation of a “Great Society [that] asks not how much, but how good;
not only how to create wealth but how to use it; not only how fast
we are going, but where we are headed.” The Great Society included
calls for health insurance for the elderly, the federal funds to support
secondary and higher education, a department of housing and urban
development to lead a war on poverty, and efforts to fight crime and
disease. Johnson also touched on his desire to build on the passage of
the Civil Rights Act the year before. The statement was brief, promising
“the elimination of barriers to voting rights,” but it would come to have
major consequence for American politics.

Voting rights were on the agenda of others as well, and well they
should have been. In 1964, only about 43 percent of Southern blacks
were registered to vote, but the figure was as low as 7 percent in
Mississippi (Davidson 1994). One week after the Democratic land-
slide, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference decided that it
needed a rallying point around which to build support for voting rights
across the nation (Davidson 1992). The rallying point would be Selma,
Alabama. Selma and surrounding Dallas County had 30,000 blacks el-
igible to vote, of whom only 355 were then registered. Soon the Rev.
Martin Luther King Jr. would request a meeting with the president
to discuss voting rights proposals. The election results played a role
in the renewed drive to pass a voting rights bill. One reporter noted
that “passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the outcome of the
Nov. 3 election had the effect of crumbling much of the massive white
opposition to change that existed in the Deep South states” (Herbers
1965, p. E5). It did not crush all the resistance, and it had little effect
on the white leaders of Selma. It was they who on March 7, 1965 —
hence forth known as “Bloody Sunday” — led a group of men on to
Edmund Pettus Bridge to attack civil rights marchers, wounding close
to a hundred.
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The violence of Bloody Sunday led members of Congress from both
parties to call on the Johnson administration to quickly send the an-
ticipated voting rights bill to Congress. The mandate made it time
to act. Johnson had wide public support outside the South, and he
saw the need to take advantage of the Democrats’ massive advan-
tage in Congress before Southern support for the party eroded further
(Davidson 1994). On March 15, the president spoke to the country
about the need for a voting rights bill. He spoke of an American promise
that had to be kept and of the destiny of democracy. He also spoke of
Selma. His words were eloquent:

...at times history and fate meet at a single time in a single place to shape a
turning point in man’s unending search for freedom. So it was at Lexington
and Concord. So it was a century ago at Appomattox. So it was last week in
Selma, Alabama. (Johnson 1965b)

As critical as Selma was, it was not enough to ensure passage of a
forceful voting rights bill. The bill had to get through the U.S. Senate
where Southerners controlled key committees and where they could
filibuster the bill to death. The first challenge was the Senate Judi-
ciary Committee. Since 1953, James Eastland (D-MS) had chaired the
committee. In that time, 122 civil rights bills had been referred to the
committee. Of that number, only one was ever reported back, and
that case required the entire Senate to overrule the chair (Kenworthy
1965a). The mandate consensus, however, had strengthened Johnson’s
hand and the hand of the Senate leadership. To get past Senator East-
land, the Senate leadership required that the bill be reported back in
fifteen days. If not, the party leaders would cancel the Easter recess.
The mandate effect also lowered the threat of a filibuster. A number
of Southern Senators who had opposed the Civil Rights Act of 1964
appeared ready to allow a bill to come to a vote. Their ranks included
J. W. Fulbright of Arkansas, George Smathers of Florida, and Albert
Gore of Tennessee. Of them, only Gore would join four other Southern
Senators who — along with sixty-five others — would vote for cloture.

The belief in a mandate would have a direct influence on the content
of the bill as well. In analyses to come, we suggest that certain elections,
such as 1964, are perceived to carry a message about the will of the
voters. These mandates lead members of Congress to reevaluate how
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to vote on legislation to satisfy their constituents. We can assess the
effect of the perceived mandate by asking what would the outcome of
roll call votes have been absent these reevaluations. We rerun history
(by a method to be detailed later) to observe roll call outcomes in a
“normal” 1965 Senate — one in which the effect of the mandate has
been removed.

Absent the mandate, two votes on amendments to the Voting Rights
Act would have come out differently. One was a (Republican) amend-
ment to limit the ability of the U.S. Attorney General to bring cases
under the Act’s provisions. The second was a Southern Democratic
amendment that would have given federal courts in the South the dis-
cretion to hear cases arising from the Act. Both had a simple purpose:
gutting the enforcement provisions of the Act. By putting enforcement
in the hands of Southern state attorneys general and sitting Southern
judges, the amendments would have watered the bill down to almost
nothing, an endorsement of voting rights that would be without practi-
cal effect. Both were defeated, primarily because the spirit of the times
led a small number of Senators to cast votes that were more liberal
than would have been the case in normal conditions.

The result was a second “single time in a single place” when history
and fate met to extend freedom to a long oppressed group of citizens.
The moment came on August 6, 1965, in the U.S. Capitol. President
Johnson entered the President’s Room off the Senate chamber, the very
same room that Abraham Lincoln entered in 18671 to free slaves pressed
into confederate military duty. He sat at the desk he used as a Sena-
tor and at which some believe Lincoln also sat on that earlier day
(Kenworthy 1965b). There Lincoln freed the slaves, and there Johnson
signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Johnson (1965¢, p. 8) would
remark that “today is a triumph for freedom as huge as any victory
that’s ever been won on any battlefield.”

The implication here is striking. The Democratic gains in Congress
were not enough to ensure an effective voting rights bill.” Absent the
unusual politics a sense of mandate put in place, the Great Society
would have been very different, especially to black voters across the

T And we don’t need to rerun history to know that numbers weren’t enough. That same
89th Senate would turn balky the following year, denying Johnson much of what he
wanted.
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South. Mississippi may not have seen the percentage of blacks regis-
tered to vote increase from 7 percent in 1964 to nearly 6o percent in
1968. Nor would the South see the number of black elected officials rise
from fewer than 100 to over 3,265 by 1989 (Davidson 1992). Absent
the mandate, the history of racial politics and, indeed, partisan politics
might have been very different (Carmines and Stimson 1989).

1.0.1  “Our Enemy is Time” — Budget Politics
and the Reagan Revolution

On May 7, 1981, two roll call votes took place in the House of Repre-
sentatives. The first sought to replace the Fiscal 1982 Budget Resolution
prepared by the (Democratic) majority Leadership with a substitute res-
olution written by Ronald Reagan’s budget director, David Stockman.
The second would be on the adoption of the resolution that emerged.
The substitute resolution was the Reagan revolution. It called for nearly
$37 billion in spending cuts for fiscal 1982, another $44 billion in cuts
by fiscal 1984, and left room for a 30 percent cut in individual tax
rates that would cost nearly $50 billion in its first year and over $700
billion over five years. The goal was simple; fundamentally scale back
the scope of the federal government. Victory for Reagan was not as-
sured. The Republicans had 192 members in the House, 26 short of a
majority.

In scheduling the two votes, the Democratic controlled Rules Com-
mittee had imposed an up or down vote on the revolution. The Reagan
White House framed the vote in simple terms (Stockman 1986, p. 174):
“Are you with Ronald Reagan or against him?” In the end, 253 mem-
bers were with Reagan on the first vote, 270 on the second. Sixty-three
Democrats joined 190 Republicans to defeat the Democratic alterna-
tive. As members prepared to vote on final adoption, the easy victory
led Minority Leader Robert Michel (R-IL) to proclaim, “Let history
show that we provided the margin of difference that changed the course
of American government” (CQ Almanac 1981, p. 253).

Six months earlier, in October 1980, historic change in the course of
American government was not inevitable, in fact, it seemed unlikely.
Opinion polls showed that President Jimmy Carter had eroded the
lead Ronald Reagan had held since early summer (Pomper 1981). Just
before the two candidates debated on October 28, Carter opened a



