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“Politics is supposed to be the second-oldest profession. I have come to realize that it bears a very close resemblance to the first.” 

--Ronald Reagan 

Introduction


The prevailing wisdom in the study of U.S. Congressional institutional structure is very much reflected in Reagan’s humorous observation on the nature of politics.  While ‘logrolling’ is the more polite analogy generally employed when describing distributive politics, Reagan’s take does provide an interesting if cynical picture of the self-interested seeking of gains-from-trade. The contention that committees are structured to service preference outliers in allocating policy benefits (the aforementioned gains from trade) is entrenched in various versions of distributive theory, as Krehbiel demonstrates in the opening chapters of Information and Legislative Organization.  Yet Krehbiel identifies several drawbacks and vexing problems that distributive theories, as a whole, have been unable to resolve.  Perhaps Reagan and his fellow distributional theorists have been too harsh in their assessment and, in so doing, missed the essential nature of the legislative institution.  Krehbiel’s conceptualization of the two theoretical approaches, illustration of explicit assumptions and hypotheses on the structure of committees and the behavior of congressmen, and the empirical evidence he brings to bear to provide leverage for the informational perspective are considered here in terms of their validity and substantive importance.  

Summary and Discussion

While Krehbiel spends a substantial portion of his work outlining and justifying important distinctions between the distributive and informational perspectives, he quite clearly acknowledges that both theories share much in common.  Indeed, the informational theory could easily have been conceptualized as neo-distributive in its retention of an individualistic focus and an impetus to achieve gains from trade.  However, the distinctions Krehbiel articulates are substantive and distinctive in its theoretical framework and empirical expectations.  Specialization, within the distributive context, is an assumed aspect of legislatures, but the theory itself, as Krehbiel notes, does not accommodate it.  Specialized policy expertise in the informational perspective is incorporated as a sought-after good that the rules in Congress are designed to produce.  

Krehbiel seeks to establish significant weaknesses inherent to the distributional perspective, and thus he addresses a variety of works that employ distributive models in setting the stage for his informational theory.  Krehbiel distinguishes the informational perspective in two important ways. 1) The institutional rules that govern Congress and structure committees that allocate resources and assign parliamentary rights to maximize the collective good of policy information that redounds to the whole of Congress through the specialization by congressmen.  2) That these rules result in committees made up, not of preference outliers as in the distributive perspective, but of legislators close to the median preference in the legislature who propose policies that reflect that median.  Rather than an institutional structure designed to promote the particular local interests of high-demanders, as Reagan contemplates, Congress is designed to encourage the production of policy information that redounds to the collective in the form of majority preferred policies shaped by informed consideration. 

 Krehbiel sets out the work of the book in terms of two axioms:  the Majoritarian Postulate (that policies and procedures in legislatures are chosen by majorities) and the Uncertainty Postulate (that decisions are made without complete information as to policy consequences).  Informational theory incorporates both postulates, and hence generates differing predictions as to the Congressional institution.  Rules and decisions such as the designation of conferees and committee assignments, traditionally presented in non-majoritarian terms in the distributive perspective, are understood to be majority decisions in the informational theory.  Likewise uncertainty provides the impetus for expertise-maximizing legislators (reduction of uncertainty, to the extent possible, should produce better policy).   Krehbiel then makes clear the explicit and differing predictions inherent to the distributive theory (e.g. committee assignments will be governed by self-selection and composed of homogenous high demanders) and informational theory ( e.g. committees are heterogeneous and do not tend to be made up of preference outliers).

Krehbiel employs various empirical tests of the distributive theory in his study.  Using interest group ratings of legislators, Krehbiel examines the distributional thesis that high-demanders self-select on to committees.   Krehbiel does find some support for the distributional hypothesis (defense policy benefit high-demanders are twice as likely to get on the Armed Services committee), however, in general, he find little evidence that high-demanders are more likely to get on the committees relevant to their policies (in some cases, much less likely).  In testing the composition (homogeneity) of committees, Krehbiel finds little evidence that committees tend to be composed of ideological outliers on opposite sides of the spectrum as distributional theory predicts.  Overall, Krehbiel finds some evidence that committees tends toward distributional composition, but for many committees it appears that their compositions are heterogeneous rather than homogenous.  

Krehbiel then turns his attention to bill-specific rulemaking.  Of import is the finding, as a result of a probit analysis, that distributive content had a negative effect on the likelihood of a restrictive rule.  This is in direct opposition to the expected effect based on distributive theory.  Furthermore, the analysis finds a positive relationship between specialization and restrictive rules and a negative relationship between outlier committees and receiving restrictive rules, as predicted by informational theory and in contradiction to distributive theory.  Similar results are obtained when our attention is turned to chamber control and post-floor procedures (such as conference committees).  The distributive predictions regarding the success of outliers to influence the chamber and select to conference committees does not find empirical support in Krehbiel’s tests, however the relative specialization of a committee is found to be influential.  

Criticisms and Observations


While Krehbiel expresses the two theories in generally contradictory terms in regards to legislature predictions, this does not appear to be an either/or question.  That committees may be located at various and sundry points on the informational/distributive spectrum is neither controverted by Krehbiel nor is it apparent that he would necessarily disagree with it in the first place.  Krehbiel acknowledges that both theories share similarities (game of conflict, rational actors, etc.), and the distinction regarding majoritarianism is one of degree rather than kind.  


When proffering a new theory that challenges the conventional wisdom, it is generally recommended that one set the most rigorous tests for the new theory as opposed to that which has been established over many years in numerous studies.  Though it would certainly be exaggeration to suggest that Krehbiel fails to design creative and rigorous empirical tests of his hypotheses, he does repeatedly set the informational theory as the null hypothesis in his analysis.  This creates a presumption towards his own theory when the distributive alternative fails to find succor (as it often does).  Perhaps this construction is justified in the very fact that distributive theories have been dominant, but it is difficult to accept the strength of his alternative specifications (as opposed to the host of unstated competitors) when he assigns it the methodological strength of the null.   

The use of interest group ratings as a basis for determining the relative heterogeneity of committees and outliers present on those committees is a controversial choice.  The validity of interest group ratings (which may themselves be intended as political tools) has been greatly questioned on a variety of levels (they may, for example, tend to exaggerate the tails).   Furthermore, even to the extent that they do represent robust ideological differences among legislators, there is the question as to whether distributive political concerns translate to the same issues that determined the rating.  In other words, ideological high-demanders may not be the same as constituent high-demanders.


Lastly, Krehbiel actually does find quite a bit of evidence in favor of the distributional theory, especially in the education, defense, and labor policy areas.  While he does attempt to incorporate these findings in to the informational perspective through the exceptional outliers prediction (where high-demanders can specialize at lower costs than moderates), this attempt may present a more difficult problem than it is intended to fix.  Krehbiel makes a fairly strong and supported argument that outliers on committees are an empirical expectation of distributive, but not informational theories.  Yet here Krehbiel attempts to incorporate the presence of outliers into his informational theoretic expectation.  This is problematic in that it tends to make the informational theory untestable (at least by identifying outliers).  While Krehbiel’s alternative perspective may be correct, there is no way to know this from the test he constructs.    

Conclusion


Krehbiel’s key contribution seems to be, not an entirely new theoretical framework for committees, but incorporating uncertainty and a collective informational benefit (achieved through incentives for legislators to acquire policy expertise and hence specialize in policy areas) into our broader understanding of Congress’s institutional structure.  Krehbiel’s alternative theory on the assignment of parliamentary rights in Congress does present an important challenge to the conventional wisdom that committees are composed of homogenous high-demanders who seek gains from trade in policy formulation.  An informational theory of organization thus fills in the gaps that the strictly distributive perspective either fails to address or does not explicitly anticipate.  This is substantively important because the uncertainty in the informational perspective that legislatures have as to the outcomes of the policies they propose at once illustrates an intuitively sound characteristic of decision-making previously unstated and provides a formal basis for the impetus to specialize, an essential aspect of our understanding of committee behavior.     Krehbiel’s work is a nuanced exposition of explicit and formally derived hypotheses combined with a creative array of empirical tests designed to set the informational and distributive theories against one another on the chessboard of reality.  While the empirical results are somewhat mixed, that Krehbiel finds any support for his informational perspective, coupled with the relative dearth of support for the distributive one, is an important and significant finding.   Even a stalemate for Krehbiel’s argument would be a prodigious victory, but while Krehbiel makes serious in roads on to the distributive side of the board, this match has yet to be decided.  

