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levels of policy difference between them. In such conditions, (a) parties can etch 
out ideological positions across policy domains that are sufficiently distinct to 
structure an informative and coherent debate about new alternative policy direc-
tions, and yet (b) the membership of each party can be sufficiently heterogeneous 
and moderate in ideological orientations as to allow for cross-party persuasion 
and compromise over policy. In such conditions of moderate interparty conflict 
and moderate intraparty cohesion, meaningful opportunities exist for interparty 
negotiation and viable policy compromise, as seen in the 1960s during the united 
party governments of John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, when Joseph Cooper 
was developing his ideas about the role of party in congressional policymaking. 
In such settings, different factional combinations from the majority and minor-
ity parties can yield winning majorities across diverse policy domains, while the 
bipartisan quality of such coalitions can limit excessive minority party obstruc-
tionism. Moderate polarization thus makes possible the flexible and bipartisan 
crafting of winning majorities across a range of policies. When Congresses depart 
from moderate polarization—moving toward low or high polarization—they con-
front serious problems that undermine their policymaking capacities.

Neither of the traditional arguments—that party polarization aids produc-
tivity or that it hinders it—can be treated as the predominant characteristic of 
Congress. Rather, as one tests explanations of policy productivity, one must be 
sensitive to where Congresses fall on the polarization continuum, as presented in 
Figure 17-1. And of course one must recognize that party polarization is not the 
only factor shaping productivity. 

Circumstances such as unified or divided government, presidential honey-
moons, a new majority’s time out of power, exceptional presidential leadership, or 
adverse economic conditions can complicate the relationship between polariza-
tion and productivity, so that the effects of such factors must be taken into account 
through multivariate statistical models. Similarly, as illustrated by the Great 
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Figure 17-1  �The Hypothesized Relationship between Polarization and 
Legislative Productivity


