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in 20 percent or less of the topical areas the Digest covered; we will refer to these 
as stalemated Congresses. Twenty-seven Congresses generated laws in more than 
20 percent of the topical areas, with seven of these reaching 40 percent or more. 
We will refer to the 20 Congresses that fall between 20 percent and 40 percent in 
proportion of topical laws passed as our satisfactory Congresses, in terms of policy 
productivity, and to the seven that reached or surpassed 40 percent as exceptional 
Congresses.

Measuring Party Polarization

Conceptually, party polarization in a two party system occurs as (1) the ideo-
logical distance between the majority party and minority party increases (which can 
be captured by increases in the distance between median ideological scores of the two 
parties), and (2) the loyalty of members to their party increases (which can be cap-
tured by increases in the percentage of party members who are closer to their party’s 
median ideology score than to the chamber median score). High polarization comes 
with high interparty difference and high intraparty loyalty; low polarization (or 
depolarization) comes with low interparty difference combined with low intraparty 
loyalty; and moderate polarization occurs with intermediate levels of party distance 
and partisan loyalty. It is possible for one dimension of polarization to increase with-
out a complementary increase in the other dimension of polarization. As a result, it 
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Figure 17-2  �Percentage of Topical Legislation Passed, by Congress, 
67th–111th

Source: Compiled by authors.


