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number and nature of the issues coming to a vote have varied widely over time. 
Today’s Congress casts many more votes and does so on a vastly wider range of 
issues than did the Congresses at the turn of the last century. In the Congress 
since the mid-twentieth century, this creates more opportunities for each party 
to exhibit considerable internal variation in the voting behavior of its members.

The second component of polarization—intraparty cohesiveness—does 
not show the same strong relationship to party centralization. This can be 
shown by using a measure of dispersion (the standard deviation) for the liberal-
conservative positions within each party. As Figure 7-3 indicates, both par-
ties in the House demonstrated considerable cohesiveness throughout the late 
nineteenth century. In general, the Republicans were somewhat more cohesive 
than the Democrats, who had long suffered differences between conservative 
Democrats, who favored the gold standard, and those sympathetic to populism 
and free silver. Republicans exhibited a short-term increase in their cohesive-
ness in the late 1890s, but the polarization of the parties in the 1890s appears to 
have been driven more by the widening differences between them than by any 
changes in their internal cohesiveness.

So far the evidence is generally consistent with the conditional party govern-
ment thesis. A qualification of the thesis is required, inasmuch as the thesis does 
not explain the adoption of the Reed rules in 1890.7 Speaker Reed and his fellow 
Republicans put in place landmark rules that undercut minority party obstruc-
tionism. The parties had distinct policy preferences but were not yet as polarized 

Figure 7-2  �Differences between the House Parties in Average  
Liberal-Conservative Score, 1878–2010
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Source: DW-NOMINATE scores (voteview.com). Vertical lines indicate strong Speaker.


