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How do we explain these
important institutional changes?

Many of the journalistic and
insider accounts of the new power
structure in the House stress
Gingrich’s astute, confident and
strongleadership. This providesonly
part of an explanation. It ignores
important contextual factors which
provide opportunities and set limits
to individual leader’s capacity to
exercise leadership.

These contextual factors were
the new political circumstances, that
is, theinstitutional fluidity caused by
the change in partisan control,
Gingrich'’s role in the 1994 elections,
and the strong team spirit among
Republicans. Thesefactors combined
in 1995 to polarise further the
congressional parties andto increase
Republican party loyalty to levels
not seen since the 1890s.

Leaders in the House of
Representatives, however, can only
be as powerful as their party bases
will allow them to become. When
support and cohesion decline, their
powers contract. Anumber of events
in1995have demonstrated thatthose
regarded as being in the vanguard of
the Republican ‘revolution’ - the 73-
strong freshmen/women contingent
-can take power from central leaders
as well as give it. Further, the
Speaker’s oratorical forays on welfare
and other subjects - as well as his low
poll ratings and ethics problems -
have constrained his power.

On this reading, committee
chairs may reappraise their power
positions and rein in central leaders’
powers at some future date. It seems
inconceivable, however, that while
there is a Republican majority
committees will be as powerful as
they were in Democratic congresses
inthe 1970sand 1980s, letalonein the
1950s and 1960s. Theorists of
congressional institutions will need,
therefore, to rethink existing models
to take much greater account of the
apparentsignificance ofa Republican
rather than a Democratic majority
and its adherence to the principles of
party government in what appears
to be a new institutional era for the
House.

John E. Owens is a CSD member. This is an
abbreviated version of a paper presented to the
CSD seminar in January 1996.

American Citizenship

by Michael Schudson
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The concept of citizenship in
the United States should not be
understood as a set of historically
variable ‘rights” or constructed
‘virtues’. Rather, the history of
citizenship should be seen as a
changing set of practices that link
citizens to the state.

The history of American
political culture or of an American
public sphere may be said to fall into
three periods (although perhaps we
are on the verge of a fourth). These
periods can be defined in terms of
differing voting practices. In the
colonial era, voting was an act of
assent that reaffirmed the social
hierarchy of a community where no
one but a local notable would think
of standing for office; where voting
was conducted entirely in public
view; and where voters wereritually
rewarded by the gentlemen they
favoured.

In the nineteenth century,
mass political parties cultivated anew
democratic order, and citizenship
practices came symbolically to mark
affiliation, not assent. People went to
the polls to support their political
parties; their affiliation with a given
party was more a matter of
attachment than choice, reflecting
ethnocultural or communal
allegiances more than policy
preferences. Election day was a
boisterous pageant and politics was
the best entertainment in town.

Beginning with Progressive
Era electoral reforms in the 1880s,
American politics moved from the
era of affiliation to the era of
autonomy. Balloting was now secret.
Ballots were supplied by the state
rather than by parties. Newspapers
grewmoreindependentand reported
with greater detachment on the
machinations of leading parties and
politicians. The act of going to the
polls was increasingly a ritual,
dedicated not to party solidarity, but
to the ideal of an informed citizen
and to rationality itself.

This second transformation is
generally thought of in terms of
‘decline’: in voter turnout, and, critics

assert, in civic participation and in
the political system’sresponsiveness |
to the ordinary citizen. This
perceptionof decline depicts the past
with an undeserved nostalgic glow.
The politics of the eighteenth century
was exclusively elite politics; the
politics of the nineteenth century,
though much more democratic, at
least among white males, was
oriented to the distribution of jobs
and contractsto partyloyalistsrather
than to any broader view of public
policy.Inasense, a full-bodied notion
of ‘the public’ begins to emerge only
in the twentieth century.

What is the evidence for this?
First, the federal government takes
on much broader responsibilities
while state and local government
expand their welfareservices greatly.
Secondly, leadership becomes more
willing to stand behind its policies,
and administrative changes make it
much easier for the public to see
what those policies are. For example,
there was no federal budget until
1921. Measurements of economic
well-being onanational scale did not
become prominent until the 1930s;
the ‘Gross National Product’ only
becamea politically significant figure
after the Second World War. Colleges
and universities, largely provincial
and parochial religious institutions
in the nineteenth century,
increasingly took on public purposes
and arhetoricof publicresponsibility.

This is not to suggest that the
twentieth century has witnessed the
fulfilment of the responsibilities to
‘the public’ that it proclaims, merely
that the proclamationinits fullnessis
a twentieth century phenomenon.
The ‘informed citizen’, whose
absence is often bemoaned, is, as a
concept, primarily a product of the
Progressive Era rather than of
‘democracy’itself. Rather thanaspire
to the ideal of the 1890-1920 period -
anideal notwell approximated even
then - we should try to describe the
anthropology of our own politics and
to assess what kinds of ideals for
citizenship are possible in our own
time.

Michael Schudson is Professor of
Communications at the University of
California, San Diego. This an edited version
of a talk he gave to the CSD Seminar in
November 1995.
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