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On Capitol Hill

The Struggle to Reform Congress
and Its Consequences, 1948—2000

Thirty years after the “Watergate Babies” promised to end corruption in
Washington, Julian Zelizer offers the first major history of the demise of
the committee-era Congress and the rise of the contemporary legislative
branch. Based on research in more than a hundred archival collections, this
book tackles one of the most enduring political challenges in America: bar-
ring a wholesale revolution, how can we improve our representative democ-
racy so as best to fulfill the promises of the Constitution? Whereas popular
accounts suggest that major scandals or legislation can transform govern-
ment institutions, Zelizer shows that reform is messy, slow, and involves
many institutions coming together at the right time. The short period of
reform in the 1970s — one that rivaled the Progressive Era — revolved around
a coalition that had worked for decades, a slow reconfiguration of the re-
lationship among political institutions, shifts in the national culture, and
the ability of reformers to take advantage of scandals and elections. Zelizer
presents a new look at the origins of the partisanship and scandal warfare
that characterize today’s politics. The book also offers a warning to the
next generation of reformers by showing how a new political environment
can radically transform the political impact of government reforms, as oc-
curred when the conservative movement — during its rise to power in recent
decades — took advantage of reforms that had ended the committee era.

Julian Zelizer is Professor of History at Boston University. He is the author
of Taxing America: Wilbur D. Mills, Congress, and the State, 1945-1975
(1998), and New Directions in Policy History (2005). He is the editor of
The American Congress: The Building of Democracy (2004) and co-editor
of The Democratic Experiment: New Directions in American Political His-
tory (2003). Zelizer’s Taxing America was awarded the Organization of
American History’s 2000 Ellis Hawley Prize and the Lyndon Baines John-
son Foundation’s 1998 D. B. Hardeman Prize. In addition to his scholarly
articles and book chapters, Zelizer has appeared in the New York Times,
the Washington Post, the Boston Globe, the Sacramento Bee, Roll Call, the
National Journal, the Los Angeles Times, and Slate, and he has been a guest
on Fox Television, National Public Radio, the History Channel, C-SPAN,
and commercial radio stations around the country.
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Praise for On Capitol Hill

“When asked, ‘where can I find a good narrative history of the modern
Congress?,” we now have an answer.”
— Ron Peters, APSA Legislative Studies
Section Newsletter

“Zelizer ... uses a rich historical record to explore the avenues and obstacles
to congressional change in his On Capitol Hill .... Littered with scoundrels
like Reps. Adam Clayton Powell and Wilbur Mills ... On Capitol Hill provides
a lively portrait of the way that sometimes obscure procedural battles can
empower different constituencies.”

— Juliet Eilperin, The Washington Post

“Zelizer’s study is best when it demonstrates how reforms were made possible
by such developments as the Supreme Court’s reapportionment decisions of
the 1960s and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.”

— David Lowe, The Weekly Standard

“Zelizer’s engrossing account of struggles over the filibuster in the 1950s and
the fight to expand the House Rules Committee in 1961 nicely underscore the
notion that institutional reform was an inextricable component of the great
moral battles of the era.”

— Sam Rosenfeld, The American Prospect

“The volume should be required reading in graduate courses on Congress
in political science; both its methodology and its substance are necessary
for future congressional scholars. It easily could be used in undergraduate
courses .... Finally, all serious scholars of Congress should have this book
on their book shelves. It will quickly become the standard source for those
seeking a history of the modern Congress.”

— Sean Kelly, Perspectives on Politics

“Zelizer persuasively depicts the problems of the era that inspired reform
and the shortcomings of the system that reform produced. The process of
change itself receives masterly treatment, both sensitive to the contributions
to the process of individual political actors and perceptive about the larger
institutional frameworks in which the process took place.”

— Robert Mason, Reviews in American History

“In his extensively researched, clearly written, and important work, Julian
E. Zelizer presents a masterful study of the movement to reform Congress
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from 1948 to 2000 .... Zelizer’s wide-ranging account of congressional reform
in the context of external forces is a worthy successor to his prize-winning
study Taxing America .... These two books move Zelizer into the front ranks
of scholars who specialize in political history, political culture, policy, and
Congress.” — Keith Olson, Journal of Southern History

“Zelizer’s work is a masterful account of Congressional history that is
essential for those teaching contemporary American political history. It can
offer many avenues for discussion in graduate or undergraduate seminars
on the subjects of postwar liberalism and conservatism, on the nature of
Congressional leadership ... on the actions of interest groups and coalitions,
on the relationship of the media and Congress, on institutional change, and on
the overall struggle for power.”

— Donna Binkiewicz, The History Teacher

“On Capitol Hill asks a crucial question: Why does Congress appear less
purposeful and effective than in the past? Julian Zelizer’s persuasive answer
should engage — and trouble — everyone concerned with the future of American
democracy. With its massive research base and its fair-minded, cogent analysis,
this book will remain a landmark in the history of American government.”
— Michael B. Katz, Walter H. Annenberg Professor
of History, University of Pennsylvania

“A truly magisterial work, On Capitol Hill situates pivotal shifts in congres-
sional procedures within the panorama of twentieth-century U.S. history.
Analysts of Congress learn how broader social movements and political
reorganizations contributed to congressional reforms of the 1970s and pushed
their consequences in unintended directions. Students of social movements
learn why they cannot afford to ignore governing elites and institutional rules
of the game. This book deserves a wide and enduring readership within and
beyond academia. Bravo, Julian Zelizer, on a landmark achievement!”
— Theda Skocpol, Victor S. Thomas Professor

of Government and Sociology and Director of the

Center for American Political Studies,

Harvard University

“Julian Zelizer’s remarkable book offers us nothing less than a hidden history
of our times, a parallel universe that explains why Congress was able to enact
some of the most significant legislation of the twentieth century and why other
equally popular bills were consigned to the dustbin. Zelizer demonstrates
that the impact of procedural reform in the Congress has had enormous
consequences all across the land. This book is essential reading, not just for
policy historians but for all those concerned with American labor, race, media,
and political culture during the last half of the twentieth century.”

— Nelson Lichtenstein, Professor of History,

University of California, Santa Barbara
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For Nora:

From sitting across the table at Levering
to making our little darlings,

What a beautiful journey together,

I love you beyond words
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