Mayhew in a Thimble: My Own Take

H. Stobbs

I have enjoyed reading Mayhew, and find that his thesis is really quite simple.  Of course, it’s the details that make for deep understanding, for they serve as evidence to support the thesis.  Nevertheless, here is about as bottom a bottom line as I can come up with:

Reelection as critical goal:
· Mayhew never actually claims that reelection is your congressman’s only goal (policy, influence and prestige are also objectives), but he does posit that reelection must be achieved before any other goals can be achieved, establishing an exclusivity
· Studies of Congress must analyze the behavior of individuals rather than groups, such as parties

· Members perceive constantly the possibility of losing their seats, and that they are in a position to maximize their chances of retaining their seats

· Members engage in three primary activities: advertising, credit-claiming, and position-taking
Effects of reelection as the exclusive goal:

· Theme 1: The way that Congress is organized meets the needs of its members quite well

· Theme 2: There is very little zero-sum conflict among congressmen because the satisfaction of their electoral needs does not require it

· There are three structural units: congressional offices (staff), committees, and parties 

· Committees are highly specialized organs that abet credit-claiming

· Parties are not really as cohesive as we think because members need to avoid positions that will lessen their chances to achieve their primary goal – reelection.  Mayhew assumes that parties will never be cohesive unless members want the party leaders to enforce some unified stance or “line in the sand”; Mayhew has been criticized for this position
· There are three policy functions of congress:

· Expressing public opinion

· Handling constituent requests

· Legislating and conducting oversight.  This last bears special attention because unless particular benefits accrue to a member’s district, there is no need for passage or implementation, since the member gets credit for position-taking.  Thus, there is no need to be concerned about good, effective legislation.  The result is:

· Delay

· Particularism

· Service that accrues to the organized rather than to individual constituents

· Overly simplified acts that the common man can understand – symbol over substance
· Party leaders and controlling committees guard against individual interests destroying the institutional enterprise that is Congress.  These controlling agents are rewarded with internal benefits

