
Unveiling the Legislative Leviathan: Exploring
the Intricacies of Party Government in the
House
In the labyrinthine corridors of Capitol Hill, where the fate of legislation
hangs in the balance, lies a formidable entity – the Legislative Leviathan.
This enigmatic creature, composed of the Republican and Democratic
parties, wields immense power over the legislative process. In his
groundbreaking book, "Legislative Leviathan: Party Government in the
House," esteemed political scientist David Mayhew offers a captivating
exploration of this enigmatic force, its origins, and its profound impact on
American politics.

The Rise of the Legislative Leviathan

The seeds of the Legislative Leviathan were sown in the early days of the
republic. As the nation grappled with the complexities of governance, the
nascent political parties emerged as powerful brokers of power. Over time,
these parties evolved into highly disciplined organizations, with strict party
lines and a shared agenda. This transformation laid the foundation for the
partisan divide that has come to define modern American politics.
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The rise of the Legislative Leviathan was further fueled by the decline of
traditional norms and practices. In the early 20th century, the venerable
seniority system, which rewarded longevity over merit, began to erode. As
a result, party leaders gained increased autonomy and influence, paving
the way for the emergence of a more centralized and hierarchical party
structure.

The Iron Law of Partisanship

At the heart of the Legislative Leviathan lies an immutable law – the iron
law of partisanship. This law dictates that members of the same party tend
to vote together, regardless of the merits of the legislation at hand. This
phenomenon has profound implications for the legislative process.

Mayhew argues that the iron law of partisanship creates a stark choice for
legislators: either toe the party line or risk political oblivion. The rewards for
conformity are substantial, including access to coveted committee
assignments, campaign funds, and other benefits. The consequences of
dissent, on the other hand, can be severe, including exile from party
leadership and loss of political support.

The Consequences of Party Government

The rise of the Legislative Leviathan has had a profound impact on
American politics. Mayhew identifies several key consequences:

1. Increased Polarization:
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Party discipline has exacerbated the ideological divide between
Republicans and Democrats. As legislators prioritize party loyalty over
consensus, finding common ground becomes increasingly difficult.

2. Gridlock and Paralysis:

The iron law of partisanship can lead to gridlock and legislative paralysis.
With each party unwilling to compromise, important legislation may
languish or be watered down beyond recognition.

3. Diminished Congressional Oversight:

Party loyalty can undermine the ability of Congress to provide effective
oversight of the executive branch. Legislators may be reluctant to criticize
their own party's leaders, even when their actions are questionable.

4. Decline in Public Trust:

The partisan nature of the Legislative Leviathan has eroded public trust in
Congress. Citizens perceive lawmakers as more interested in scoring
political points than solving the nation's problems.

The Future of the Legislative Leviathan

The future of the Legislative Leviathan remains uncertain. Some scholars
believe that the trend towards increasing partisanship is irreversible. Others
argue that external factors, such as economic crises or national
emergencies, could force legislators to break free from the iron law of
partisanship.

Mayhew himself offers a guarded prognosis. While he acknowledges the
challenges facing the Legislative Leviathan, he also notes that the party



system has survived previous periods of upheaval. He suggests that the
key to a more effective Congress lies in restoring a sense of common
purpose and a willingness to compromise.

David Mayhew's "Legislative Leviathan" is a seminal work that provides a
profound understanding of the inner workings of Congress. Through his
incisive analysis of the role of political parties, Mayhew sheds light on the
forces that shape legislative outcomes and the challenges facing American
democracy. Whether you are a seasoned political observer or a novice
seeking to comprehend the complexities of Capitol Hill, this book is an
essential read.
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