CHAPTER 21

Responsible Party Government’

WOODROW WILSON
1885

Future U.S. President Woodrow Wilson (1856—1924) wrote the study of congressional
government from which this is taken as his doctoral thesis for Johns Hopkins University.
Wilson’s interest in British politics is clearly evident in the book’s prescription to improve
American politics by changing relations between the President and Congress. Though
political parties are only a secondary topic of concern for Wilson in this book, he does en-
dorse the idea of what came to be known as the doctrine of responsible parties, the notion
that voters should be able to use elections to choose between parties that stand for differ-
ing principles and policies. The first excerpt below comes from a chapter on the House
of Representatives, the second from a chapter on the federal executive.

ooking at government from a practical and business-like rather than

from a theoretical and abstractly-ethical point of view,—treating the

business of government as a business,—it seems to be unquestionably
and in a high degree desirable that all legislation should distinctly represent
the action of parties as parties. I know that it has been proposed by enthusi-
astic, but not too practical, reformers to do away with parties by some leg-
erdemain of governmental reconstruction, accompanied and supplemented
by some rehabilitation, devoutly to be wished, of the virtues least commonly
controlling in fallen human nature; but it seems to me that it would be more
difficult and less desirable than these amiable persons suppose to conduct a
government of the many by means of any other device than party organiza-
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tion, and that the great need is, not to get rid of parties, but to find and use
some expedient by which they can be managed and made amenable from day
to day to public opinion. Plainly this cannot be effected by punishing here
and there a member of Congress who has voted for a flagrantly dishonest ap-
propriation bill, or an obnoxious measure relating to the tariff. Unless the
punishment can be extended to the party—if any such be recognizable—with
which these members have voted, no advantage has been won for self-gov-
ernment, and no triumph has been gained by public opinion. It should be de-
sired that parties should act in distinct organizations, in accordance with
avowed principles, under easily recognized leaders, in order that the voters
might be able to declare by their ballots, not only their condemnation of any
past policy, by withdrawing all support from the party responsible for it; but
also and particularly their will as to the future administration of the govern-
ment, by bringing into power a party pledged to the adoption of an accept-
able policy.

It is, therefore, a fact of the most serious consequence that by our system
of congressional rule no such means of controlling legislation is afforded.
Outside of Congress the organization of the national parties is exceedingly
well-defined and tangible; no one could wish it, and few could imagine it,
more so; but within Congress it is obscure and intangible. Our parties mar-
shal their adherents with the strictest possible discipline for the purpose of
carrying elections, but their discipline is very slack and indefinite in dealing
with legislation. At least there is within Congress no visible, and therefore no
controllable party organization. The only bond of cohesion is the caucus, which
occasionally whips a party together for codperative action against the time
for casting its vote upon some critical question. There is always a majority
and a minority, indeed, but the legislation of a session does not represent the
policy of either; it is simply an aggregate of the bills recommended by Com-
mittees composed of members from both sides of the House, and it is known
to be usually, not the work of the majority men upon the Committees, but
compromise conclusions bearing some shade or tinge of each of the vari-
ously-colored opinions and wishes of the committee-men of both parties.

It is plainly the representation of both parties on the Committees that
makes party responsibility indistinct and organized party action almost
impossible. If the Committees were composed entirely of members of the
majority, and were thus constituted representatives of the party in power,
the whole course of congressional proceedings would unquestionably take
on a very different aspect. There would then certainly be a compact oppo-
sition to face the organized majority. Committee reports would be taken to
represent the views of the party in power, and, instead of the scattered, un-
concerted opposition, without plan or leaders, which now sometimes sub-



