
 1 

PSCI 5051     Seminar on The U.S. Congress: Theories of Legislative Organization 
Spr ing 2008 
 
Prof. E. Scott Adler        esadler@colorado.edu 
131B Ketchum        492-6659 
Office hours: Mon 9:30-11, Fri 11-12 or by appointment 
 
This course is a survey of the prominent research and literature on the U.S. Congress, 
specifically that which develops and tests theories of legislative organization.  The field of 
congressional studies has evolved a fair amount over time and has for many years been a 
Political Science subfield that has been on the cutting edge of theoretical and epistemological 
techniques.  Pioneering work on formal theoretical models, rational choice theory, and several 
sophisticated methods for analysis of quantitative data were all done by scholars exploring the 
subject of legislative organization and the U.S. Congress.   
 
For better or worse, in the last two decades, the subfield has been more or less consumed with a 
running debate regarding three prominent theories of legislative organization.  This work by 
some of the most prolific and talented scholars in our discipline has been quite sophisticated, 
inovative, and contentious.  Subsequently, the ideas, theories and techniques have been exported 
to the study of phenomenon beyond the U.S. Congress Ð particularly work in comparative 
politics.  The origins, development, and impact of this work will make up the majority of our 
exploration into research on Congress.  In particular, we will focus on the components of these 
theories, the foundations of the theories, empirical tests of proposition derived from the theories, 
and points of contention and critiques of the theories.  In a lot of ways the class is as much about 
theorectical development and model-building as it is about congressional studies.  
 
As a result of the extraordinary focus on theories of legislative organization, their disagreements 
and the empirical literature derived from this work, we devote limited attention to several other 
topics in the congressional scholarship (elections, congressional reforms, etc.).  This is not to say 
that we ignore these areas of research, but examine them only in the context of the models of 
legislative organization that dominate the field. 
 
It is my hope that the students in the course will gain a much better appreciation of the 
difficulties and benefits of building tightly woven and logical theories in any field of study.  
Additionally, I hope that an indepth exploration of congressional studies will pique your interest 
in the study of political institutions (particularly legislative institutions) and   
 
Course Requirements 
(1) It is expected that students will complete the required reading and participate fully in class 
discussion.  Participation in deep and informed discussion of research is what makes seminars a 
useful learning experience and is part of being a political scientist. 
 
(2) Students will be required to lead discussion on a portion of the reading for two class periods.  
To do this, students will choose one or two of the weekÕs readings and produce a 3-4 page 
commentary on the readings.  Students should develop an argument dealing with these readings, 
andÑ depending on the topic chosenÑ may want to make reference to other readings from the 
syllabus (or even beyond those in the syllabus).  Stake out an intellectual position clearly Ð 
preferably in the first paragraph Ð and defend it carefully and logically. Your ability to argue, 
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think and write like a social scientist will be critical for your success on these papers (and in 
academe in general). The purpose of these essays is critique and analysis. Summary should be 
kept to a minimum. 
 
As part of the class presentations, students are required to provide 3-5 questions or issues (no 
longer than 2 or 3 sentences each) that will be discussed as part of their class presentations.  
These questions will be submitted to the discussion board for the class on CULearn by 9 a.m. on 
the Wednesday prior to the class presentation. This allows the other students to get an idea of 
your reaction to the literature before class and as they are doing the readings.  (30% of course 
grade)  
 
(3) Research Prospectus and Theory. During the semester, each student will be expected to write 
a prospectus of about 12-15 pages (double-space, eleven or twelve point font) outlining the basic 
research design and theory as part of a substantive paper meant for publication.  Your research 
question should in some way be related to legislative studies and/or policy making.  You should 
treat this project as if you are writing the first two-thirds of a paper. Among the items that must 
be addressed: What is the specific question you seek to answer and what motivates this?  Why 
should it be interesting to a wide audience?  Provide a detailed review of the literature that points 
out its gaps and weaknesses, and how your work will solve these problems.  Develop a theory 
that explicitly states the critical assumptions and underlying logic that is grounded in existing 
research.  Offer details on how the hypotheses are derived and how it is that addressing these 
hypotheses offers a way to differentiate your approach from the existing literature.  How do you 
plan to go about operationalizing your hypotheses?  What kind of data are necessary and from 
where would you gather these data?  Finally, what are the major obstacles and critiques of your 
approach?  (50% of course grade) 
 
(4) Brief presentation of theory and prospectus.  Every student will give a 15 minute in-class 
presentation of their theory and research, complete with electronic slide show.  It is critical that 
you learn to communicate your ideas concisely and effectively to your peers.  Your career will 
turn on the ability to be an effective communicator of complicated and original material.  (20% 
of course grade) 
 
University Policies 
If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please submit to me a letter from 
Disability Services in a timely manner so that your needs may be addressed.  Disability Services 
determines accommodations based on documented disabilities.  Contact: 303-492-8671, Willard 
322, and http://www.Colorado.EDU/disabilityservices 
 
Campus policy regarding religious observances requires that faculty make every effort to 
reasonably and fairly deal with all students who, because of religious obligations, have conflicts 
with scheduled exams, assignments or required attendance.  See full details at 
http://www.colorado.edu/policies/fac_relig.html  
 
Students and faculty each have responsibility for maintaining an appropriate learning 
environment. Those who fail to adhere to such behavioral standards may be subject to discipline. 
Professional courtesy and sensitivity are especially important with respect to individuals and 
topics dealing with differences of race, culture, religion, politics, sexual orientation, gender, 
gender variance, and nationalities.  Class rosters are provided to the instructor with the student's 
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legal name. I will gladly honor your request to address you by an alternate name or gender 
pronoun. Please advise me of this preference early in the semester so that I may make 
appropriate changes to my records.  See polices at  
http://www.colorado.edu/studentaffairs/judicialaffairs/code.html#student_code 
 
The University of Colorado at Boulder policy on Discrimination and Harassment, the University 
of Colorado policy on Sexual Harassment and the University of Colorado policy on Amorous 
Relationships apply to all students, staff and faculty.  Any student, staff or faculty member who 
believes s/he has been the subject of discrimination or harassment based upon race, color, 
national origin, sex, age, disability, religion, sexual orientation, or veteran status should contact 
the Office of Discrimination and Harassment (ODH) at 303-492-2127 or the Office of Judicial 
Affairs at 303-492-5550.  Information about the ODH, the above referenced policies and the 
campus resources available to assist individuals regarding discrimination or harassment can be 
obtained at http://www.colorado.edu/odh 
 
All students of the University of Colorado at Boulder are responsible for knowing and adhering 
to the academic integrity policy of this institution. Violations of this policy may include: 
cheating, plagiarism, aid of academic dishonesty, fabrication, lying, bribery, and threatening 
behavior.  All incidents of academic misconduct shall be reported to the Honor Code Council 
(honor@colorado.edu; 303-725-2273). Students who are found to be in violation of the academic 
integrity policy will be subject to both academic sanctions from the faculty member and non-
academic sanctions (including but not limited to university probation, suspension, or expulsion). 
Other information on the Honor Code can be found at 
http://www.colorado.edu/policies/honor.html 
 
Models, Hypotheses, and Social Science Theory  (Jan. 24) 
King, Gary, Robert Keohane, and Sidney Verba. 1994. Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in 

Qualitative Research. Princeton: Princeton University Press. Chapter 1. 
Shively, W. Phillips. 2002. The Craft of Political Research. Upper Saddler River: Prentice Hall. 
 
Brady, Henry. 2004. ÒIntroduction to symposium: Two paths to a science of politics,Ó 

Perspectives on Politics 2: 295-300. 
Granato, Jim and Frank Scioli. 2004. ÒPuzzles, Proverbs, and Omega Matrices: The Scientific 

and Social Significance of Empirical Implications of Theoretical Models (EITM),Ó 
Perspectives on Politics 2: 313-323. 

Morton, Rebecca. 1996. Methods and Models: A Guide to the Empirical Analysis of Formal 
Models in Political Science. Cambridge University Press.  Chap. 1. 

Clarke, Kevin and David Primo. 2007.  ÒModerningzing Political Science: A Model-Based 
Approach,Ó Perspectives on Politics, 5: 741-753. 

 
Recommended: 
Kenneth A. Shepsle, and John H. Aldrich. 2000. ÒExplaining Institutional Change: Soaking, 
Poking, and Modeling in the U. S. Congress.Ó In William Bianco, Ed., Congress on 
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Display, Congress at Work. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
 
 
The Evolution of Congressional StudiesÉan d an Introduction to Theories of Congressional 

Organization (Jan. 31) 
Polsby, Nelson and Eric Schickler. 2002. "Landmarks in the Study of Congress since 1945: 

Sketches for an Informal History." Annual Review of Political Science, 5: 333-367. 
Weisberg, Herbert, Eric Heberlig, and Lisa Campoli. 1999. ÒThe Study of Congress: 

Methodologies and the Pursuit of Theory.Ó in Classics in Congressional Politics, edited 
by  Herbert Weisberg, Eric Heberlig, and Lisa Campoli. New York: Longman 

Wagner, R. Harrison. 2001. ÒWho's Afraid of "Rational Choice Theory"?Ó University of Texas, 
Department of Government 

Shepsle, Kenneth. 1989. ÒThe Changing Textbook Congress.Ó Can The Government Govern? 
John Chubb and Paul Peterson  (ed.). Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution; 238-66. 

 
Shepsle, Kenneth A., and Barry R. Weingast. 1994. ÒPositive Theories of Congressional 

Institutions.Ó Legislative Studies Quarterly 19: 149-179. 
Krehbiel, Keith. 2004. "Legislative Organization." Journal of Economic Perspectives 18:113-28. 
 
If you are unfamiliar with Congressional procedures, please begin to review Oleszek’s book, 

Congressional Procedure and the Policy Process before the first seminar.  (Other good 
textbooks include Charles Stewart’s Analyzing Congress, Roger Davidson and Walter 
Oleszek’s Congress and Its Members, and Steve Smith et al., The American Congress. We 
will assume a basic knowledge of Congress, including how members are assigned to 
committees, how bills are drafted and referred, the function of the Rules Committee, and 
how floor voting proceeds. It will not be necessary to know all these facts immediately, 
but our class will proceed much better if we all work from a standard base of knowledge.  
I will be happy to answer any questions you may have about congressional procedure 
throughout the class – sometimes it may be best to e-mail those questions (to everyone) 
before class. 

 
 
Early Models of Legislative Choice (Feb. 7) 
Black, Duncan. 1958. The Theory of Committees and Elections. London: Cambridge University Press.  

Pp. 1-54. 
Tullock, Gordon. 1981. "Why So Much Stability?" Public Choice 37:189-202. 
Shepsle, Kenneth. 1979. "Insitutional Arrangements and Equilibrium in Multidimensional Voting 

Models." American Journal of Political Science 23:27-60. 
Shepsle, Kenneth, and Barry Weingast. 1981. "Structure-Induced Equilibria and Legislative Choice." 

Public Choice 37:503-19. 
 
Recommended: 
Anthony Downs, An Economic Theory of Democracy (New York: Harper & Row, 1957). 

Enelow, James M. & Melvin J. Hinich. 1984. The Spatial Theory of Voting: an 
introduction. Cambridge: Cambridge UP. 

 
The New Economics of Organization/Economic Theories of the Firm (Feb. 7) 
Moe, Terry. 1984. "The New Economics of Organization." American Journal of Political Science 
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28:739-77. 
Coase, Ronald. 1937. "The Nature of the Firm." Economica 4:386-405. 
Alchian, Armen, and Harold Demsetz. 1972. "Production, information costs, and economic 

organization." American Economic Review 62:777-95. 
Milgrom, Paul and John Roberts. 1988. ÒEconomic Theories of the Firm: Past, Present, and Future,Ó The 

Canadian Journal of Economics 21: 444-458. 
 
 
A Committee-based Theory of Legislative Organization (Distr ibutive Theory) (Feb. 14) 
Mayhew, David. 1974. Congress: The Electoral Connection. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
Weingast, Barry and William Marshall. 1988. ÒThe Industrial Organization of Congress; or, Why 

Legislatures, Like Firms, Are Not Organized as Markets,Ó Journal of Political Economy 
96:132-63. 

Shepsle, Kenneth, and Barry Weingast. 1987. "The Institutional Foundations of Committee Power." 
American Political Science Review 81:85-104. 

 
Recommended: 
R. Douglas Arnold, The Logic of Congressional Action (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1990).1. 
Morris Fiorina, Congress: Keystone of the Washington Establishment (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1989). 
Morris Fiorina, ÒKeystone Reconsidered,Ó in Congress Reconsidered (Washington, D.C.: 

Congressional Quarterly Press, 2001). 
Kenneth Shepsle, The Giant Jigsaw Puzzle (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978). 
Kenneth Shepsle, ÒInsitutional Arrangements and Equilibrium in Multidimensional Voting 

Models,Ó  American Journal of Political Science 23 (1979). 
Kenneth Shepsle, ÒThe Changing Textbook Congress,Ó in Can The Government Govern? 

(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1989). 
 
 
Tests and Questions in Distr ibutive Theory (Feb. 21) 
Krehbiel, Keith, Kenneth Shepsle and Barry Weingast 1987. ÒWhy Are Congressional 

Committees Powerful?Ó American Political Science Review 81: 929-45. 
Gilligan, Thomas and Keith Krehbiel. 1994. ÒThe Gains from Exchange Hypothesis of 

Legislative Organization,Ó Legislative Studies Quarterly 19: 181-214.  
Krehbiel, Keith. 1990. ÒAre Congressional Committees Composed of Preference Outliers?Ó 

American Political Science Review 84: 149-63.  
Adler, E. Scott and John Lapinski. 1997. ÒDemand-side Theory and Congressional Committee 

Composition: A Constituency Characteristics Approach,Ó American Journal of Political 
Science 41:895-918. 

Hall, Richard. 1987. ÒParticipation and Purpose in Committee Decision Making.Ó American 
Political Science Review 81: 105-27. 

Evans, Diana. 1994. ÒPolicy and Pork: The Use of Pork Barrel Projects to Build Policy 
Coalitions in the House of Representatives.Ó American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 
38, No. 4. (Nov.), pp. 894-917. 

 
Recommended: 
Lee, Frances E. 2000. ÒSenate Representation and Coalition Building in Distributive PoliticsÓ 
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The American Political Science Review, Vol. 94, No. 1. (Mar.), pp. 59-72. 
Riker, William. 1980. ÒImplications from the Disequilibrium of Majority Rule for the Study of 

Instituions.Ó American Political Science Review 74:432-47. 
Lee, Frances E. 2003. ÒGeographic Politics in the U.S. House of Representatives: Coalition 

Building and Distribution of Benefits,” American Journal of Political Science 47 
(October) 713-727 

Adler, E. Scott. 2000. ÒConstituency Characteristics and the "Guardian" Model of 
Appropriations Subcommittees, 1959-1998.Ó American Journal of Political Science 
44(1):104-114. 

 
 
A Spatial Theory of Legislative Organization, with Information (Feb. 28) 
Background: 
Shepsle, Kenneth, and Mark Bonchek. 1997. Analyzing Politics: Rationality, Behavior, and 

Institutions. New York: W. W. Norton., Chp 5 
 
Gilligan, Thomas and Keith Krehbiel. 1990. ÒOrganization of Informative Committees by a 

Rational Legislature,Ó American Journal of Political Science 34:531-64. 
Krehbiel, Keith. 1991. Information and Legislative Organization. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan. 
ÑÑÑ . 1998. Pivotal Politics: A Theory of U.S. Lawmaking. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Denzau, Arthur and Robert Mackay. 1983. ÒGatekeeping and Monopoly Power of Committees: 

An Analysis of Sincere and Sophisticated Behavior.Ó American Journal of Political 
Science 27: 740-61. 

Krehbiel, Keith. 1988. ÒSpatial Models of Legislative Choice.Ó Legislative Studies Quarterly, 
XIII:3. 

 
Recommended: 
Brady, David, and Craig Volden. 1998. Revolving Gridlock: Politics and Policy from Carter to 

Clinton. Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 
Gilligan, Thomas, and Keith Krehbiel. 1989. ÒAsymmetric Information and Legislative Rules 

with a Heterogeneous Committee.Ó American Journal of Political Science 33:459-90. 
 
 
Tests and Questions in Informational Theory (Mar. 6) 
Riker, William. 1980. ÒImplications from the Disequilibrium of Majority Rule for the Study of 

Instituions.Ó American Political Science Review 74:432-47. 
Clinton, Joshua.  2007. "Lawmaking and Roll Calls". Journal of Politics 69(2): 455-67. 
Chiou, Fang-Yi, & Rothenberg, Lawrence S (2003). ÒWhen pivotal politics meets partisan 

politics.Ó American Journal of Political Science, 47, 503-522. 
Gilligan, Thomas, and Keith Krehbiel. 1997. ÒSpecialization Decisions Within Committee.Ó 

Journal of Law and Economic Organization 13(No. 2):367-386. 
Richard L. Hall. 1995. ÒEmpiricism and Progress in Positive Theories of Legislative 

Institutions.Ó In Kenneth A. Shepsle and Barry R. Weingast, Eds., Positive Theories of 
Congressional Institutions. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
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Partisan Theory: Conditional Party Government (Mar. 20) 
Aldrich, John. 1995. Why Parties? The Origin and Transformation of Party Politics in America. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press; Chp. 7. 
John Aldrich and David Rohde, ÒThe Logic of Conditional Party Government: Revisiting the 

Electoral ConnectionÓ in Congress Reconsidered 7th Edition 
Aldrich, John H. and David W. Rohde. 2000. ÒThe Consequences of Party Organization in the 

House: The Role of the Majority and Minority Parties in Conditional Party Government.Ó 
In Polarized Politics. Edited by John R. Bond and Richard Fleisher. Washington, DC: 
CQ Press. 

Rohde, David. 1994. ÒParties and Committees in the House: Member Motivations, Issues, and 
Institutional Arrangements,Ó Legislative Studies Quarterly 19:341-360. 

 
Recommended: 
Rohde, David. 1991. Parties and Leaders in the Postreform House. Chicago: University of 

Chicago. 
 
 
Partisan Theory: Cartel Theory (Apr. 3) 
Cox, Gary, and Mathew McCubbins. 1993. Legislative Leviathan: Party Government in the House. 

Berkeley: University of California. 
ÑÑÑ . 2005. Setting the Agenda: Responsible Party Government in the U.S. House of Representatives. 

New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Recommended: 
D. Roderick Kiewiet and Mathew McCubbins, The Logic of Delegation: Congressional Parties 

and the Appropriations Process (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991). 
 
 
Tests and Questions in Partisan Theory (Apr 10) 
Cox, Gary and Mathew McCubbins. 1994. ÒBonding, Structure, and the Stability of Political 

Parties: Party Government in the House,Ó Legislative Studies Quarterly 19:215-232. 
Eric Schickler and Andrew Rich. 1997. ÒControlling the Floor: Parties as Procedural Coalitions 

in the House.Ó American Journal of Political Science 41: 1340-75. 
Gary Cox and Mathew McCubbins. 1997. ÒToward a Theory of Legislative Rules Changes: 

Assessing Schickler and Rich's Evidence.Ó American Journal of Political Science 41: 
1376-86.  

Eric Schickler and Andrew Rich. 1997. ÒParty Government in the House Reconsidered: A 
Response to Cox and McCubbins.Ó American Journal of Political Science 41: 1387-1394.  

Krehbiel, Keith. 1993. "Where's the Party?" British Journal of Political Science 23:235-66. 
Krehbiel, Keith. 1995. ÒCosponsors and Wafflers from A to Z,Ó American Journal of Political 

Science 39: 906-23. 
Binder, Sarah A., Eric D. Lawrence, and Forrest Maltzman. 1999. ÒUncovering the Hidden 

Effect of Party.Ó Journal of Politics 61: 815-831. Krehbiel rejoinder pp. 832-40. 
 
Recommended 
Krehbiel, Keith. 2006. ÒMacropolitics and Micromodels: Cartels and Pivots ReconsideredÓ in 

The Macropolitics of Congress, E. Scott Adler and John S. Lapinski, eds. 
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A Governance Theory of Legislative Organization (Apr 17) 
Gamm, Gerald, and Kenneth Shepsle. 1989. ÒEmergence of Legislative Institutions: Standing 

Committees in the House and Senate, 1810-1825.Ó Legislative Studies Quarterly 14:39-
66. 

Cooper, Joseph. ÒStrengthening The Congress: An Organizational Analysis.Ó Havard Journal on 
Legislation 12(3):307-68. 

Adler, E. Scott, and John Wilkerson. 2007. ÒWho Sets the Agenda? Governing Goals, Standing 
Committees and Floor Success in the U.S. House of Representatives.Ó (Manuscript) 

Alder, E. Scott and Wilkerson, John D., ÒIntended Consequences: Jurisdictional Reform and 
Issue Control in the U.S. House of Representatives,Ó  Legislative Studies Quarterly 33 
(2008). 

King, David. 1994. ÒThe Nature of Congressional Committee Jurisdictions.Ó American Political 
Science Review 88:48-62. 

 
 
The Macro-politics of Congress (Apr. 24) 
Adler, E. Scott, and John Lapinski. ÒDefining the Macropolitics of CongressÓ In The 

Macropolitics of Congress,  Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 
Cooper, Joseph, and David Brady. 1981. ÒToward a Diachronic Analysis of Congress.Ó 

American Political Science Review 75:988-1012. 
Katznelson, Ira, and John Lapinski. ÒThe Substance of Representation: Studying Policy Content 

and Legislative Behavior.Ó In The Macropolitics of Congress,  Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press. 

Binder, Sarah. 1999. ÒThe Dynamics of Legislative Gridlock, 1947-1996,Ó American Political 
Science Review 93:519-34. 

William Howell, E. Scott Adler, Charles Cameron, and Charles Riemann. ÒMeasuring the 
Institutional Performance of Congress in the Post-war Era: Surges and Slumps in the 
Production of Legislation, 1945-1994,Ó Legislative Studies Quarterly (May 2000).   

Heitshusen, Valerie, and Garry Young. ÒMacropolitics and Changes in the U.S. Code: Testing 
Competing Theories of Policy Production, 1874-1946.Ó In The Macropolitics of 
Congress,  Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

 
Shipan, Charles, ÒDoes Divided Government Increase the Size of the Legislative AgendaÓ In 

The Macropolitics of Congress,  Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 
Mayhew, David. ÒLawmaking and HistoryÓ In The Macropolitics of Congress,  Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press. 
 
Recommended 
David Mayhew, Divided We Govern: Party Control, Lawmaking, and Investigations 1946-1990 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992). 
 
In-class Presentations of Research (May 1 or during Final) 

 


