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Leaders’ assertiveness, their style, itself a product of the degree of party unity, has 
little independent influence on legislators’ behavior and outcomes.

Sophisticated observers of recent Congresses agree with the Cooper-Brady 
thesis. Aldrich and Rohde have applied the term “conditional party govern-
ment” to capture the idea that assertive majority party leadership occurs only 
when the parties are polarized—that is, when intraparty cohesiveness is high 
and interparty differences are great.2 Thus in this view “party government” 
occurs when the condition of polarized parties is present. These observers 
emphasize how party polarization since the 1980s provided a foundation for 
aggressive strategies by House Speakers, particularly Jim Wright, D-Texas, who 
was Speaker from 1987 to 1989, and Newt Gingrich, D-Ga., who was Speaker 
from 1995 to 1998.

The conditional party government thesis differs in emphasis from the 
Cooper-Brady argument in a critical respect: it asserts that strong party leadership 
makes a difference. A legislative party benefits from assertive leaders who aggres-
sively employ the resources and procedural tools given to them by their party 
colleagues. Rohde, for example, concludes that “parties are consequential in shap-
ing members’ preferences, the character of the issues on the agenda, the nature 
of legislative alternatives, and ultimate political outcomes, and they will remain 
important as long as the underlying forces that created this partisan resurgence 
persist.”3 Rather than being mere instruments of their parties, as the Cooper-
Brady argument suggests, majority party leaders exercise measurable influence 
over their colleagues’ behavior and policy outcomes. In this way, the conditional 
party government argument is that both party polarization and the leadership 
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Figure 7-1  The Conditional Party Government Thesis

Notes: The Cooper-Brady thesis is depicted with solid lines. The conditional party govern-
ment thesis is depicted with dashed lines.


