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(An Address Delivered to the New York Herald Tr;Lbune Forum october 24, 1949) 

I appreciate your invitation to participate in this stimulating forum, to 
speak on the very important subject of ,the political program for our democracy. 
Tonight I use the term npoliticaln as a descriptive term for the mechanics of 
decision making by goverTh~ent. 

Professor Ro gers has given us a good, succinct statement of the conditions 
that confront us in America as we attempt political r eform, He lists nfederal
ism, localism, and seniori tyn as fo r mi cl.able facts of our polity to be reckoned 
with. I agree. These conditions ar e obstacles to effective political leader
ship in this country. 

The conduct of public affairs in these crucial days calls for positive di
rection and responsibility if v'Te are to achi eve the promises of the American 
life at home, and safeguard democracy i n the vror:)..d at lar ge. What we seek, 
within the framev!Ork of our inl1eri ted fo·nn of government, is a series of ar
rangements which will at once promote bette r teamwork between the Congress and 
the President, avoid dangerous deadlocks, i nculcate national rather than pro
vincial loyalties, and give the spirit of youth a larger place in legislative 
halls. 

Ours is a federal system in constitutional theory, but it is increasingly 
becoming a national system in actua:).. practiceo wnile we have 48 state legis
latures, w·a have one nat ional econor.ri.c and indu::;trial system. The trend from 
state government to national gov0rnment has been fortified and accelerated by the 
Civil [ar, by the onward sweep of science and technology, by the unifying forces 
of transportat ion and communication, and by a long series of Supreme court deci
sions. The same evolutionary influences are 0perating in our political system. 
There are still lags here and th ere , particularly in the Sout h, but state bosses 
and local party machines are slipping, as in Jersey City, Kansas City and Virginia 
while national party organizations gain force and strengtho The pmerican people 
recognize the interdependence of our economy. They sense the necessity for broad 
national policy. Adequate testimony to this trend of American politics is found 
in the vvi de-scale activity ~f a host of educational, social and political organi
zations. This is a healthy trend, and one that is helping to dissolve the tra
ditiona~ sectional divisions and political alignments of the American people. 

one of the art~cles of our political faith has been our beli ef in the bi
party system. ~-;e believe that political part:i..es are the principal instruments 
of democratic gave rnment and t hat the party vrhich ¥rins a majod. ty of the popular 
vote should have the r esponsibility and the ·power to govern the country. 

The major party is the only political organization in American life which 
is in a position to claim that it can measure up to the requirements of modern 
public policy. It has sought and won a general control of the government . It 
alone possesses the kind of political organization required to make government 
work . It alone may reasonably be held responsible for the general state of pub
lic policy. Of all the varieties of political organization, it alone gets a 
mandate from the people to govern the country. Party government is therefore 
as right as democracy itself . The American people have long accepted the prin
ciple of party responsibility for the conduct of our national government . We 
must translate that principle into practice . 

But vvhy has the American party system not yet produced that fullness of 
authority which is necessary to make the government work vnthout recurring 
deadlocks . and vri thout lag.,,, leak and friction? 

Obstacles to Party Responsibility 

There are several explanations. The federal structure, our inherited system 
of separated powers , and the piecemeal practices of American government create 
fonnidable obstacles to effective government. part of the explanation is to be 
found in the deep internal divisions within the majority party. Like the Repub
lican party, the Democratic party has both ro nservative and liberal members v1ho 
wear the same party emblem, but lack a common political philosophy. 

Another contributing cause is the influence o! special and sectional inter
ests which receive a loyalty that transcends a sense of responsibility to the 
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national interest, as in the tidelands oil controversy. The part is often 
valued above the whole; the district above the state; the state above the 
nation. 

Furthermore, legislative procedure, especially in the United States Senate, 
is such as to give every advantage to the tactics of obstruction by individual 
members and minori t ;y- blocs. The choice of committee chairmen by seniority rather 
than party regularity, anu the unrepresentative character of the congressional 
corunittees are also part of the explanation. The fact that senators and Repre
ser,~atives are responsible to state and local electorates, while t he president 
is r esponsibl e to a national electorate, presents a basic difficulty of our 
system. 

I have been a member of the United states Senate for t en months - not long 
enough to becor::e i..'1doctrinateq and reconc:Lled to t~e anc::..ent ways of that body -
but long enough to have observed a flli'1uamental obstacle to effective party govern
ment in Congress. ·I refer to the rliffusion of party r esponsibility for legisla
tive action in both houses among a variety of political mechanisms. 

I had :lot long been a member of the ·senate before I made two discoveries: 
(l) t hat there are 28 stages in the enactment oi: a law and at each stage on the 
legislative hi_ghvray a f ew legislators can lurk, like the pirates · of Tripoli , and 
take t~ll of the passing traffic; and (2) that the power structure of Congress 
has been so . constructeJ. ove r the pass~_ng years that the control of legislative 
action in both chambers is scatter ed and splintered so that effective party 
l eadership is aLmost impossible to acnieve . 

Before the so called Congressional "r&volution of 1910n, control of the House 
of Representatives was in the party caucus, practically t he only organ in Congress 
for fornulating the party will. The Speaker was the only ageqcy for ~rying out 
the party will . The caucus sel ected the partyts candi dates for office in the 
cha1nber and fonnulated and enforced the party ' s vdll '.:nth r espect to legislative 
action. Decisions reached in caucus were binding upon the m tire membership of 
the party. caucus decisions of the majority party de t ennined t he action of the 
Congress itself. Thus, t he line of party responsibility ran straight from the 
electorate t hrough the maj ority caucus to the party leadership in Congress . 

This tJ~e of party government existed in congress during the first admini
stration of President Pilson. The success he had during his administration, in 
having Congress adopt the greater part of his legislative program, has always 
been conside r ed one of his gr eat ac i1ievementso Unrloubt edly he deserved credit 
for the masterl y way in whici1 he hel<.l together and led the Democratic Party. 
But the real c r edit for t his achievement is due to t he effective vmy in which 
the De~ocratic Party made use of its caucuses in both hous es of Congress . To an 
extent never equalled before or sj_nce , t hat administration adopted the policy of 
having all maj or le gi s l at i ve proposals first conside r ed in caucus, and of bind
ing its members to abide by the action of the caucus. As a r esult, differences 
were resolved and a majority vote was assured when they we re taken up for consi
deration~ 

Contrast that situation v:i th t he con::li tions of today . The caucus has become 
a 11conference''· Little attempt i s 111ade to unite the party I'lembe rship and hold 
them r esponsibl e to vote for measures desibned to carry out platform pledges. 
The po.wers fo nnerly concentrated i n r esponsible party leadership aJJe now split 
up in both chai'lbers and both parties among the com':li ttees on committees, the 
steerjn g or policy conmittees, the floor l eaders and the party whips . 

The function of l eadership has been transferred from the Chair to the Floo r. 
The power of di r ection was broken up and diffused among a number of agencies: the 
appointing powe r was given to the conmittee on committees, the strategy function 
to the steering or policy committee, and the tactical function to the floor leade1 

Moreover, the standing co~mittees of Congress exercise large powers over le
gislation . They have the very important power of determining the whole agenda •f 
the t wo houses, by the rule which provides that all bil~s and resolutions, imme
diately upon their introduction, shall be r eferred to the apprepriate standing 
committees for consideration and report. By this rule the House and senate have 
declared that they will refrain fro m the consideration of any bill or resolution 
until it has been examined by its proper cornnittee and has been reported back to 
the House or Senate wi th reoom~endations for ac t ion. 

This rule gives great power to the committees because (1) it does not require 
them to conside r or report back bills r eferred to them; and (2) in practice, only 
those bills are reported back which the committees favor . Thus, the DP bill and 



- 3 -

the D. C. home rule bill were pigeon-holed in COITh'Tiittee for several months, des
pite party promises to pass them. In short, each com1ittee, acting within its 
o~~ jurisdiction, is aL~ost sovereign with respect to the determination of the 
bills that shall come before the t wo chambers for action. ~nd their chairmen 
are irrr:mne to party discipline . 

The standing co!Th.dttees also play a dominant part in contolling and direct
ing proceedines on the floor when their bills are under consideration . This do
minance is partly the result of formal ~lles and partly that of conventions which 
have acquired the force of written rules. 

The long-standing custom of unlimited and irrelevant debate i n the Senate is 

an additional heavy handicap to effective party leadership and political perform
ance in the upper chamber. 

Thus, the dispersion of poli t:;.cal responsibility in Congress, together vii th 
its archaic rules and customs, go far in my opinion to explain its repeated dif
ficulties, reeardless of which party is in control, in translating the will of 
the peor le into public policy. The party leadership is not to blame. r.no can 
lead where others will not follow? 

A Democratic Solution 

There is a growing recognition arnmG political leaders of the need of a 
more responsible and eff'ective party system in th'J united states. Various pro
posals t c thi s end are being advanced. In a forthco ning report a committee of 
the American Political Science Associaticn crystallizes informed opinion on the 
means of strengthening party government. Their reCO!'llr1endations impress me as 
constructive, and worthy of vdde consideration. 

I have time here only to outEne the steps which might well be taken toward 
the new party system . They are three-fold: 

First, I believe that we must try to i ntegrate part;)' membership and keep that 
membership at all levels informed through the discussions of part~r policy and the 
development of explicit party programs. Each party should be encouraged to refor
mulate its platform every t wo years, -it might be t!1at Naticnal Conventions 
should be held everJ t wo sears, - and the platform should be regarded as col'!l.mi t
ments by all candidates for office and office holders of the party. This would 
go far to make our congr essional elections, as well as our Presidential elections, 
more meaningftu to the American people by providing t hem vvith an opportunity ef
fectively tc choose on basic issues r ather than personalities. American politics 
should not be a beauty contest or a popularity contest. Policy and issues must 
be the standards for decisj_ons . Party elections must increasingly become issue 
elections, otherwis e r.10re and more people may lose fai th in representative govern
ment and become i mpatient with de:aocratic processes. Despite platform pledges , 
for three decades new civil rights bills have been repeatedl y defeated in the Se
nate by various parliamentarJ strategies. 

Second, our political parties must become more responsible to the American 
people and to their 0\1~ membership. I believe we must reinvigorate party leader
ship at the national level by making that leadershi p more representative of the 
people. This can be acconplished only as the local and state political organi
zations more truly represent a broad cross-section of the electorate. This means 
politics becomes the business of the people, not the special privilege of the 
professionals. Then too, party research and education are the political vitamins 
that ensure strength and continuity to a political program. 1~ith an educated and 
informed party membership, party platforms on a national level will increasingly 
come to represent policy decisions made on the local level. It should be the 
function of the local party membership to express itself on national issues not 
only by choosing delegates to national conventions, but by raalnng on a local level 
decisions on nati cnal issues which their representatives are to carry forward to 
the national convention. Party membership would come to feel that its views and 
decisions on policy matters have an effect on national party policy decision, 
and would be ,an alert and active and responsible membership. 

Thin:!, I believe that v1e must reorganize and modernize the rrachinei"J of party 
responsibility in Congress. This step calls for a number of subsidiary steps, 
none of w'-lich seems to me to be beyond the rea~rn of practical politics, and seem 
worthy of further consideration and discussion . 

1) We should revive and make more extensive use of the caucus as an instrument 
for the formation and promotion of party policy. 
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2) A joint Congressional Policy Committee for 'Joth houses of Congress should 
be created. It should be the function of t his joint Congressional policy 
co~~ttee to plan legislative strategy and progra~s, and to be held res
ponsible for the legislative i~plementation of party policy. 

3) The party Policy Com~ittees shoulct be allocated the function of making 
standlng cormnittee assignments. The Party poli cy Conmd.ttees, or the mem
bership of each corunittee 5 m .. ght well be allocated the function of select:ing 
the standing corrnnittee chairman. Seniority is the most nsacred cow11 i n the 
legislative zoo, but it is not imbedded in the body of the constitution 
nor the statutes. It i s a custom that can ~e changed in party caucus. 

Tv>fentieth century America is a dynamic society facing complex problems. 
our task is to evolve a political mechanism which will utilize the democratic 
process, place responsibility for action, and maintain an unobstructed connec
tion between the electorate and the elected representatives in government . · 



Minnesota 
Historical Society 

Copyright in this digital version belongs to the Minnesota 
Historical Society and its content may not be copied 

without the copyright holder's express written permis
sion. Users may print, download, link to, or email content, 

however, for individual use. 

To request permission for com mercial or educational use, 
please contact the Minnesota Historical Society. 

1 ~ W'W'W.mnhs.org 


