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Abstract: 

 

The ability of Congress to act in a productive manner, we argue, depends not only on how 

polarized parties are in Congress, but on the extent to which members of Congress are 

constrained by norms of civility. Legislative productivity is low, we argue, when party 

polarization is low, particularly if norms of civility are so strong that members are unable to 

pursue activist agendas in either party, as was the case at times in the mid-20
th

 century. Likewise, 

productivity is low when party polarization is high, particularly if norms of civility are so weak 

that uncivil behavior between parties inhibits compromise, as seen in the early 20
th

 century and 

again in recent times. 

 

Productivity is likely to be high in Congress amid moderate levels of political conflict, with 

moderate conflict dependent on the existence of moderate levels of party polarization and 

member adherence to norms of behavior that help reinforce moderate interparty conflict. Such 

moderate levels of conflict were seen, in particular, in the 1930s, 1960s and 1970s.  

 

To test this thesis, we have collected original data on member incivility across more than a 

century of behavior and combined this data with roll call data on party polarization in Congress. 

Our initial empirical tests provide strong support for these arguments. In doing so, these results 

indicate that students of Congress need to devote attention not just to conditions that foster low, 

moderate and high party polarization but also the study of member adherence to civil behavior in 

Congress.  

 

To aid in stimulating such research, the study concludes by presenting some preliminary 

empirical evidence on factors that can foster different levels and forms of uncivil action.  
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