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__________________Preface___________________

IN WRITING THIS BOOK, I often thought about Sisyphus. In Greek mythology, he was the king who was punished by being forced to roll an immense boulder up a hill only to watch it roll back down. My metaphorical boulder involved collecting more data and creating better measures of lawmaking. Fortunately, I was not compelled to repeat this action forever (though it felt like it). Of course, I didn’t make those trips up the hill alone. Many people helped me in this effort. Intellectually, the project began while I was a graduate student Columbia University. I wrote a paper for a graduate seminar taught by Ira Katznelson dealing with conceptual issues related to policy substance, the study of Congress, and American political development. Ira was already my dissertation chair at the time (along with Nolan McCarty, who was co-chair), but the paper was a “critical juncture,” as it led to a series of collaborations. Those collaborative projects have been instrumental to this book. Specifically, the coding schema in this book is based on our joint work. In addition to being a terrific co-author, Ira has influenced my own work in more ways than seem possible. His intellect and work ethic make him a truly inspiring individual. I owe him a great debt.

Many others deserve credit in the making of this book. Josh Clinton, a frequent co-author, was instrumental in turning my earlier work on measuring legislative significance into much more refined and sophisticated work. The legislative significance measure presented in chapter 4 is based on our collaborative efforts. He is clearly a partner in this project. There are others who also provided much good counsel. One of those individuals is David Mayhew. I had the good fortune to develop a relationship with David during my stint at Yale University. He is a scholar who provides inspiration and much good advice. His social science instincts are unparalleled, and his advice was instrumental for many of the concepts in this book.

There are countless other individuals to thank, including Scott Adler, Richard Bensel, Sean Farhang, Bryan Jones, Nolan McCarty, Sunita Parikh, Keith Poole, Rose Razaghian, Charlie Riemann, Eric Schickler, Wendy Schiller, Robert Shapiro, Stephen Skowronek, Rogers Smith, Charles Stewart, and Greg Wawro. I am also grateful for the workshop participants at Cal Tech, MIT, Columbia, Yale, NYU, and Brown. All served as wonderful audiences for different sections of this book. The National Science Foundation provided much-needed resources to complete the data collection in this book (award #0318280), as did the Institution for Social and Policy Studies at Yale University, the Brown Center at the University of Pennsylvania, and the Russell Sage Foundation’s Visiting Scholar Program.

This book required an army of research assistants to help in its making, and some of them were particularly important. David Bateman is a terrific PhD candidate and will soon make a fine professor. His contributions to the casework in this book made him a co-author of chapter 4. Chris Brown is also an amazing graduate student. He is a collaborator of mine in other projects, but his help with this project was instrumental to finishing the book. Many of the earlier research assistants on this project have gone on to become professors at very good institutions or to pursue other fine careers, including Daniel Galvin, Matt Glassman, Christina Greer, Quinn Mulroy, Eldon Porter, and Melanie Springer.

I want to extend a special thanks to Chuck Myers, my editor at Princeton University Press. Chuck is an amazing editor. His guidance and encouragement led to a much better book. His patience is also extraordinary. I also want to thank the two anonymous reviewers: their comments were tough-minded, but again helped me make the book better. I would also like to thank Leslie Grundfest and Eric Henney of Princeton University Press. Finally, I thank my copyeditor Cindy Buck. Her excellent sense of style, combined with a sharp knowledge of the social sciences, made this book sharper and much easier to read. I really cannot believe my luck in being able to work with such a talented group of professionals.

Others have also helped in the writing of this book. The staff of Yale’s Institution for Social and Policy Studies, including Pam LaMonaca, Barbara Dozier, Pamela Greene, and Ella Futrell, provided an ideal work environment. They made me feel like I was staying at the Four Seasons Hotel every day.

The book is dedicated to my wife, Anjali Shaw. I would not have finished this book if it were not for her. She has always provided me with constant encouragement and timely advice throughout my career. Her intellectual prowess and no-nonsense approach to life have greatly contributed to any success I have achieved as an academic. In fact, I would not have pursued this career if it were not for her. I owe her a great debt, which will never be fully repaid.
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_______________Chapter I_______________

Policy Issue Substance and the Revitalization of Legislative Studies

WHEN LEGISLATIVE STUDIES EXPLODED in the 1960s and 1970s, many scholars took seriously the idea that policy issue substance was theoretically and empirically a very important consideration. During this earlier moment, scholars such as Theodore Lowi (1964, 1970, 1972), Aage Clausen (1967, 1973), David Mayhew (1966), and a young aspiring PhD candidate (and future Congress member and vice president), Richard Cheney (Clausen and Cheney 1970) were curious about how the types and content of issues under discussion shape political behavior and how lawmaking subsequently produces particular policy outputs.1 At the outset of this fertile period for legislative studies—which would produce tremendous advances in systematic studies of Congress—work privileging policy issue content seemed poised for prominence, perhaps even predominance, within the subfield. The situation would quickly change, however, for reasons explored in this book. By the mid-1980s the substance-centered line of research was nearly nonexistent, and by the 2000s it seemed to have donned a cloak of invisibility.

The complete disappearance of issue substance from the study of policy-making and Congress by Congress scholars leads to two natural questions. First, what was the reason for this disappearance? And second, does it matter? In other words, has the removal of policy issue substance from our study of Congress hindered progress in our understanding of how the lawmaking and policymaking processes work in the United States?

In attempting to answer the second question—which is the central focus of this book—I demonstrate repeatedly, through both theoretical and empirical exercises, that the removal of policy issue substance from our study of Congress has mattered very much and indeed has been extremely costly.

The cost of omitting policy substance takes two primary forms. The first is mischaracterization of the policymaking process. Specifically, I show that we often make incorrect inferences about lawmaking when we neglect policy substance. Sometimes these mistakes in assessing theories of lawmaking and/or policymaking lead us to lump laws together by issue area in our analyses rather than considering them separately. For example, an empirical regularity that we believe to be true (and that therefore might serve as a cornerstone for future theory building) may be contingent on aggregating all policy types together; that “regularity” changes or even disappears once we disaggregate policies by issue type. A concrete example can be found in the literature on congressional polarization, which is built around two empirical findings that are now treated as facts: that polarization has been increasing since the 1970s, and that polarization has followed a U-shaped form across the last 130 years of American history (McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006). These two empirical findings have driven theoretical and empirical research on polarization, but as I show later in this book, they do not hold across policy issue areas. In reality, the polarization story is a much more complex one after policy issue substance is introduced into the equation.

There are consequences for getting it only partially right, or even wrong. In the case of the polarization literature, introducing a more accurate picture of how polarization behaves across policy issue areas could reshape the theoretical literature on the topic. I show here that domestic politics is almost always highly polarized, but that the pattern changes in the realm of international relations and sovereignty policy. These divergent findings call for a rethinking of polarization. This point is not, of course, confined to the study of elite polarization.2 Regardless of whether our efforts are aimed at testing theories or empirically attempting to understand patterns in policymaking, not taking policy issue substance into consideration repeatedly leads us into making incorrect inferences and statements about lawmaking. Simply put, omitting policy substance makes us get it wrong, and getting it wrong is extremely costly for many reasons, given what is at stake. Fifteen years ago, Charles Jones (1995, 1) made this point about the costs of getting lawmaking wrong in his presidential address to the American Political Science Association:

Lawmaking is the core decision-making process of a democratic state. It is the means for defining, promoting, and regulating community life and, accordingly, is spectacularly interesting and highly relevant to our purposes as political scientists.

Thus, a critical endeavor for political scientists is to arrive at clear and accurate understandings, characterizations, and explanations of the lawmaking process. The lessons of Jones’s address are no less relevant today than when he delivered it. I argue throughout this book that we will never get lawmaking right without seriously bringing policy issue substance into our study of it.

The second cost of omitting policy issue substance as a topic of study is less obvious and also more difficult to prove. I argue that this omission has sequestered congressional studies from other subfields—particularly American political development (APD) and to a lesser extent policy studies—primarily because both are interested directly in what Congress scholars for the most part no longer study: issue-specific policy outputs.3 I also suggest that this sequestering of the Congress subfield is an important reason why it has lost its place as the most theoretically and empirically interesting area of political science. This is not to say that the Congress subfield is not still producing interesting research. Instead, I argue that policy issue substance is the key for the subfield to make another significant advancement in our understanding of how Congress behaves as well as how lawmaking works. Policy issue substance is the key to new progress.

Although there are certainly many reasons why the Congress subfield is not directly engaged with the APD subfield and policy studies, and vice versa, the omission of policy issue substance is probably the most important reason (see Katznelson and Lapinski 2006a). The direct cost of not having Congress scholars engaged with APD and policy studies is, of course, impossible to fully determine. How do we determine what we would know about policymaking if there was synergy between these subfields? Fortunately, this question is one that can be partially set aside: it is axiomatic that having three diverse and talented groups of scholars attempting to better understand policymaking would lead to a much better overall understanding. This question must not, however, be fully avoided. The next section considers not only the contribution of APD and policy studies to congressional studies, but also the potential revitalization of these two subfields by restoring to them the study of policy issue substance in lawmaking.

Before discussing the path by which we might bring policy substance back into the study of Congress and lawmaking—with the goal of providing better inferences and predictions about lawmaking while building synergy between Congress, APD, and policy scholars—I take a closer look at why policy substance is no longer a part of congressional studies, what has been lost as a result, and why we need to bring it back.

WHY WE NEED TO RESTORE POLICY ISSUE SUBSTANCE TO CONGRESSIONAL STUDIES

There is, of course, no single explanation for why policy substance is no longer an important consideration in our study of Congress. One explanation points to the rising prominence of deductive theory within congressional studies: behavior work on policy substance dwindled as scholars began to think of it as limited to descriptive objectives (Katznelson and Lapinski 2006a). In a related development, the powerful work of Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal (1985; 1991; 1997) has demonstrated empirically that roll call voting in the U.S. Congress appears to be largely unidimensional. An even more important finding of Poole and Rosenthal’s for the disappearance of policy substance from the study of Congress is that members’ preferences measured through roll call voting do not vary much issue by issue. Although Poole and Rosenthal’s work on this specific topic is limited, the mountain of empirical findings they have produced on the low dimensionality of the political issue space has encouraged most Congress scholars to conflate low dimensionality with the idea that policy issue substance is inconsequential. Why is it so unfortunate that their forceful results have provided a mistaken empirical foundation to the argument that studying policy issue substance is not necessary to understand the behavior of members of Congress or policymaking in the United States? Because low dimensionality does not imply that members’ preferences across issue areas are more or less the same. I insist throughout the book that these two issues, low dimensionality and policy issue substance, should be separated.

It is somewhat paradoxical to argue that the omission of policy substance from our congressional studies has been costly when that omission coincides with a remarkably fertile period in the history of such studies. From roughly the mid-1980s until a pinnacle in the early 2000s, congressional studies produced important and rigorous findings that have fundamentally changed our understanding of Congress. The bulk of this period’s work focused on why institutions, rules, and procedures are formed and how they influence collective choice. The theory building in congressional studies during this period was supplemented by careful empirical evaluations, and the majority of the hypotheses derived or constructed made empirical predictions that related to political behavior, not to policy outputs.4

The study of Congress through roll call votes has a long and rich history in political science. There is certainly nothing wrong with studying the political behavior of members of Congress, and there is no question that roll call voting records provide an excellent way to do so. However, with so many scholars engaged in this institutionally based work on Congress, the direct study of policy outputs has been left to others. Moreover, the study of political behavior with no counterbalancing focus on outputs may have been unhealthy for both the study of lawmaking and the subfield of Congress studies.

This began to change after the publication of David Mayhew’s Divided We Govern (1991). Mayhew demonstrated the importance of moving beyond an orientation toward rules, institutions, and procedures in studying the behavior of members of Congress and focusing instead on explaining what government does. His seminal work brought the study of policy outputs back into congressional studies, spurring the creation of a small cottage industry that assesses the legislative performance of Congress.5 This work has collectively increased our understanding of the determinants of lawmaking (see Adler and Lapinski 2006; Binder 1999, 2003; Coleman 1999; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006), although it has remained silent on the question of whether policy substance is an important causal factor in lawmaking.

Even though we know more today about the determinants of lawmaking than ever before, much remains unknown. This limited understanding has been attributed by some to the near-invisibility of policy issue substance in our research (Katznelson and Lapinski 2006b; Lapinski 2008; Rohde 1991).6 Evidence that the omission of policy substance is hindering rather than helping our understanding of lawmaking can be found in some fine recent empirical assessments of theoretical models of lawmaking in the United States.

The two most prominent models of this type are the “pivotal politics” model of lawmaking (Brady and Volden 1998; Krehbiel 1998) and the “party cartel” model (Cox and McCubbins 2005).7 The pivotal politics model of lawmaking predicts that policy change occurs when status-quo policies are extreme relative to the preferences of members of Congress. More specifically, a gridlock interval can be constructed by examining key “pivots” in the separation-of-powers system. These pivots are defined by the filibuster in the Senate (the cloture pivot) and the presidential veto.8 Policy change occurs precisely when the status quo of an existing policy is extreme relative to the gridlock interval. Like the pivotal politics model, the party cartel model of lawmaking also constructs a gridlock interval, but it differs in that the gridlock interval depends on the preferences of the median members of the majority party and the chamber median.9 In both models, policy change is determined by the location of status-quo policies relative to the preferences of critical members of Congress.

As mentioned, empirical assessments of these formal models of lawmaking have been less than stellar. For example, in a well-executed test of the pivotal politics, party cartel, and median voter models of lawmaking, Keith Krehbiel, Adam Meirowitz, and Jonathan Woon 2005 summarize their overall findings as “painfully inconclusive.”10 They propose two possible explanations for their lackluster empirical results: either the theoretical models were wrong or the empirical tests were flawed. A lack of attention to policy substance may play a large role in either explanation.

The first possible explanation for why theoretical models of lawmaking do not receive strong empirical affirmation may be rooted in policy content. This would be the case if the mechanisms underlying policymaking vary by policy issue substance (Lapinski 2008; Rohde 1991). The idea here is that different processes explain lawmaking across policy issue domains. The task therefore is to identify how mechanisms vary according to policy substance.11 To understand how these mechanisms work, we need to get a firm grasp on the empirical regularities of lawmaking across policy issues and time periods. This understanding, in turn, will allow us to determine the strengths and weaknesses of our theoretical models.

The second explanation proposed by Krehbiel and his colleagues (2005) for the poor fit between theory and data, the issue of measurement, is also linked to policy substance. Scholars believe that inconclusive empirical results stem from improperly measuring the induced preferences of members of Congress that are needed to assess existing models. In other words, problematic empirical results are not a result of poor models, but of the poor measures used to test the models. This is the explanation favored by Krehbiel and his colleagues for the lackluster results of their study. They believe that the empirical results for their pivotal politics model of lawmaking would improve if the induced preferences of members of Congress were measured by policy issue area. Their belief, in short, is that induced policy preferences vary by policy issue domain. Not accounting for variation by policy substance leads to measurement error and therefore attenuated (weak) results.12

This book contends that policy issue substance is at the center of the poor results found by Krehbiel and his colleagues. Assessing their idea in more detail, we can examine how the assumptions underlying these two models of lawmaking might interact with policy issue substance. Empirical evaluations of the pivotal politics and party cartel models make specific implicit assumptions to produce testable predictions for legislative accomplishment across time. Many of the nonformal theories of lawmaking discussed earlier also make these assumptions, which have to do with the desire and opportunity to pass legislation.

The first assumption is that all legislative regimes are equally interested in legislating. At least one scholar has made the case that not all legislative regimes are alike. John Coleman (1999) argues that Democrats are more likely than Republicans to enact new legislation when they control government. This type of assumption is not fully explored in most preference-based models of lawmaking. Instead, most scholars assume that lawmakers would like to enact or move policies closer to their ideal points regardless of their ideological positioning.13

The second assumption about the opportunity to pass legislation is particularly critical for models of lawmaking that construct gridlock intervals. Empirical assessments of such models require that gridlock intervals, which have been constructed from electoral and roll call data, be highly correlated with the number of movable status quos. The usual assumption is that the distribution of movable status-quo points is uniform across the policy space. A uniform distribution is highly desirable because it ensures that change in predicted legislative accomplishment is not dependent on the location of the pivots being changed. The intuitive idea behind this assumption is that an equal change in the gridlock interval width should have the same effect on lawmaking, regardless of whether the change occurs in a moderate section of the issue space or in a more extreme portion. The problem with this assumption is that the distribution of movable status quos is unlikely to be uniform (or even normal) but is in fact probably quite lumpy across time, particularly across different policy issue areas.

Mayhew’s (2005a; 2005b) most recent work fleshes out much of the intuition about why policy substance and the distribution of movable status quos are likely to be related. He argues that events such as wars, economic crises, and assassinations are important factors that drive policy change. Why do such events matter for lawmaking? In his work, Mayhew leverages the research of others, primarily John Kingdon’s (1984) writings on “policy windows,” which suggest that crises alter the demand and supply of public policies. Another way of expressing this is that crises often delegitimize existing government policies that are directly or, indirectly linked to the specific event. Consequently, a crisis can immediately shift the distribution of movable status-quo policies for linked policies. This type of shift can and usually does happen quickly. The most recent and immediate example is the post–September 11, 2001, 107th Congress.14

Mayhew argues that there are long- and short-term effects of crises and other major events on policymaking. In his article on war, he constructs lists of legislation that would not have come into existence if specific wars in American history had not been fought. Crises and war therefore can rapidly change the status-quo locations of policies linked to such events. Mayhew’s (2005b, 36) own words best explain this intuition.

To use the terms presented by Keith Krehbiel in Pivotal Politics, it is not just elections that are capable of moving status quo policy outside the Capitol Hill “gridlock interval.” Events, too, can shake up a preference distribution among the realm of elected officeholders to the point where presidential vetoes, Senate filibusters and the rest cease to be a bar to action in some direction. Let me nail this down with an instance. On December 7, 1941, Pearl Harbor was attacked. On December 8, 1941, Congress and the president opted to abandon the American status quo of not waging war against Japan, and war was declared.

The status-quo policies that are affected by a crisis are not random. Instead, they are linked by policy substance to the event itself. For example, in the case of war, international affairs issues, including defense policies that are classified as international affairs, as well as war-related domestic policies have movable status quos that were not likely to have been movable immediately prior to the event unless a major change in the gridlock interval resulted because of electoral replacement. An event such as war will not necessarily change the perception and location of status-quo policies across all policy types. Thus, policy substance enters the equation. Crises can change the distribution of movable status-quo points for certain types or groups of policy.15

It has thus been demonstrated that it is quite possible, if not likely, that crises and other significant events by themselves can shift the distributions of movable status quos for different policy issues. Some policies might be quite immune to change, however, because they are not linked to the event. The problem with pooled analysis of lawmaking is that the analysis might not pick up such effects, depending on which and how many policies are affected by such shocks. This example simply calls attention to the fact that different mechanisms might drive lawmaking within substantive issue areas. Empirically, chapter 6 explores in more detail the ideas put forward here about the determinants of legislative performance.

It is also possible to argue that policy issue substance matters for measuring the political preferences of members of Congress. This is a belief that informed the earlier Congress literature on political behavior. For example, if instead of moving distributions of status quos, events actually change the preferences of members, policy substance is equally important because the induced preferences of members are likely to be changed for some policies but not others. There are other good theoretical reasons to expect differences by issue area, depending on the salience of each issue (see, for example, Arnold 1990).

Let’s consider a specific example of how members of Congress might have distinct preferences across issue areas. One of the issue categories introduced later in the coding schema employed throughout this book is sovereignty policy, which is concerned with the boundaries of a state’s internal authority and the content of the citizenship regime linking the state and a diverse population. With only a few exceptions, scholars in American politics have had little explicit interest in sovereignty policy. In particular, the policy has had no analytical traction for Congress scholars, most of whom would lump issues of sovereignty into the category of domestic politics. There is, however, an emerging literature in American constitutional development that has paid closer attention to the differences between sovereignty policy and other policy issue areas. This literature, relatively unknown to Congress scholars, provides important motivation for students of Congress interested in member behavior or lawmaking to consider sovereignty issues separately. It also provides evidence that members of Congress may have very distinct preferences on sovereignty issues compared to other policy categories.

The American constitutional development literature argues that sovereignty policy is unique in the American context because, beginning in the late nineteenth century and continuing today, the Supreme Court has decided that “Congress [has] plenary power to construct the American state and its membership largely immune from judicial review” in cases concerning federal authority over immigrants, Indian nations, and territorial governance—all key aspects of sovereignty policy (Cleveland 2002, 11; Aleinikoff 2002). In deciding that Congress has plenary power to regulate the entry of aliens, the status of the Indian nations, the acquisition of territory, and the admission of states into the Union, “the courts would not subject congressional choices to any limitations on federal power located elsewhere in the constitution (such as the First Amendment or the prohibition against retroactive legislation)” (Aleinikoff 2002, 16). Given the central role of Congress in the formulation of sovereignty policy, the relative lack of attention to it by congressional scholars is striking.16

The dominance of Congress in these issue areas is likely to have changed the dynamics of lawmaking in complicated ways. For one, the stakes of lawmaking have probably been higher, given the foreclosure of alternative avenues for modifying or overturning legislation and the difficulty of substantially modifying existing laws in Congress. At the extreme, statehood is effectively locked in after Congress has admitted a territory into the Union. Immigration law, Indian policy, and territorial governance are unlikely to be overturned by the Court, and although the Court continues to review administrative actions in these areas, it has not significantly challenged congressional plenary power. This may have had important effects on legislator behavior, especially if encouraging the judicialization of an issue has been an important strategy for political leaders to avoid fracturing their political coalitions (Graber 1993).

More broadly, the content of sovereignty policy suggests that it is the site of politics that do not map onto the dominant ideological cleavage. Sovereignty policy is more likely to be concerned with the “background conditions” of national life—who are the people, and over what territory does the state govern—than with proximate questions of economic redistribution and regulation. The prospects of changed citizenship and territory are likely to alter the preferences and relative positions of political actors in complex ways. If nothing else, changes to territory and citizenship could heighten tensions among existing political coalitions. New territories, bringing in new issues and voters or an expanded or contracted suffrage, might alter the scope of conflict and create new cleavages that destabilize existing coalitions. As noted by Daniel Tichenor (2002, 8) in regard to the politics of U.S. immigration policy—a key area of sovereignty—the political dynamics “have long been influenced by the making and remaking of distinctive political coalitions on this issue that cut across familiar partisan and ideological lines.” Even where the boundaries of membership are not being expanded or restricted, sovereignty policy is often concerned with strongly held beliefs about civic identities. Infringements on free speech, the place of religion in American society, and the civic status and equality of citizens are debates that engage beliefs about what it means to be a citizen of a state, and these beliefs are not likely to correspond neatly with the party structure. They may correspond to sectional, religious, and regional identities, or they may be much more idiosyncratic preferences.

For all of these reasons, members of Congress are likely to hold preferences in sovereignty policy that differ from their preferences in many other issue areas. Of course, this literature does not give us strong expectations about the impact of specific member behavior on sovereignty policy. In fact, it does very much the opposite. How these conflicts and altered dynamics play out is historically contingent and depends on how a specific policy interacts with existing coalitional arrangements and member preferences. Nor should we homogenize sovereignty policy or imply that its different dimensions function in the same way. What is likely, however, is that preferences on sovereignty policy will not map onto the dominant issue cleavages of a given period, and so there is good reason to attempt to measure the preferences of sovereignty policy separately for members. A good example of what Krehbiel, Meirowitz, and Woon (2005) were talking about, sovereignty policy shows us why we should take policy issue substance into account when measuring the preferences of members of Congress. The full costs of aggregating roll call votes to study lawmaking are explored systematically in chapters 3 and 4. Here it is sufficient to point out that this is a potentially large problem to which very little attention has been given.

A NATURAL CONNECTION: CONGRESSIONAL STUDIES, AMERICAN POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT, AND POLICY STUDIES

Bringing policy issue substance back to the study of Congress would certainly improve our overall understanding of lawmaking, but how might the study of Congress and lawmaking benefit scholars of American political development? And what specifically might APD scholars bring to the study of congressional policymaking? Before turning to these questions, we should note that APD, though still young as a subfield, has many accomplishments to its credit already, but very few are related to the study of Congress. Congress studies, in fact, have never been integrated into APD (Katznelson and Lapinski 2006a; Lapinski 2000; Whittington 1999), whose focus has been elsewhere, including the pursuit of more and better work on American political history than has been achieved by much of the history profession (especially during the long period, now coming to a close, when political studies were avoided by younger political historians). APD scholars have also contributed a great deal to the growing interest in historical evidence and dynamics on the part of their political science colleagues who are otherwise inclined to deductive modeling and large-N studies. Notwithstanding these achievements, APD currently faces a central problem: the subfield’s distinct purposes have become less clearly defined (Katznelson and Lapinski 2006a).

The APD subfield is at a crossroads partially because of its own success. APD effectively advanced analytical political history when historians of the United States were turning away from political subjects and political scientists were seeking to identify behavioral regularities or distinguish portable models of strategic action without much regard for the singular traits of specific times and places. Perhaps unfortunately, the APD subfield’s monopoly on interesting political history has ended. Many historians, especially talented younger scholars, have taken a decided turn back to politics and the state, while a growing (though still small) number of Americanists in political science have learned the lesson of APD that history is integral to good causal scholarship. Paradoxically, by encouraging the return of historians to political history and prompting an attention to historical questions on the part of other students of American politics, the APD subfield now is under pressure to better explain how its own qualities validate its continued contributions at the intersection of history and political science.

While there is, of course, more than one promising direction that might be taken to move the APD subfield forward and bring its special qualities to bear on a wider arc of issues and institutions, this book advances a path that advocates bringing Congress to the center of APD, although this effort cannot succeed without some decisive moves. The best way forward for a serious engagement between Congress scholars and APD scholars should be one based on a robust and systematic approach to studying the policy issue content of lawmaking. In other words, policy substance can be used to make Congress a constitutive feature of the analysis of the most important APD questions. In order for this to work, the study of lawmaking must draw on policy issue content that makes sense to APD scholars. The lack of a theoretically grounded and empirically useful policy issue classification system has been a major stumbling block for integrating Congress and lawmaking systematically into the study of APD. This book introduces the tools necessary to integrate APD into this work on its own terms.

APD, in turn, could help Congress scholars by continuing to bring important and needed historical perspective to the study of Congress and by helping Congress scholars make conscious connections between their work and the larger overarching themes that are important to the American regime. Specifically, APD scholars have primarily worked in four genres: exploring critical periods; steering critical subjects through key moments in, or even the whole of, American political history; tracing the development of key institutions, in both the medium and long terms; and exploring political speech and ideas. Within these genres, APD scholars have developed a few substantive themes, including liberalism, state building, temporalism, and policy feedback (see Katznelson and Lapinski 2006a). Congress scholars rarely make the connection between these APD themes and ideas, although clear linkages exist. For example, representation, a concept of perennial importance to Congress scholars, has a clear relationship to liberalism, but that connection is ignored within almost all Congress scholarship.

In summary, the themes that define APD as a distinct subfield are rarely, if ever, engaged by Congress scholars, to the detriment of legislative studies.
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