































































































54 | CONGRESS & THE PRESIDENCY

Notes

This is a revised version of a paper presented at the 1984 Annual Meeting of the Louisiana Political
Science Association. | especially want to thank Steven A. Shull for the time, effort, and advice he con-
tributed assisting in the preparation of this article.

'For instance, totaling the number of Eisenhower’s public bill vetoes listed in the Congressional
Quarterly Almanacs, one obtains a figure of 82, while Edwards (1980: 25), citing the government source
book, comes up with a figure of 81.

1Kessel (1974), searching for patterns of presidential behavior based on a content analysis of State of
the Union addresses, @ame up with virtually identical categories, with the exception of using an econonmic
management dimension and a natural reources dimension rather than a government management
category. In any case, these two studies are considered basic, and using either of them as a source for
policy dimension categorizations makes for ready comparison with numerous other like-based studies.

3]t should be noted that the “miscellaneous” category s quite large (18.7 percent of all vetoes). This is
unfortunate but necessary because a large‘number of bills were vetoed for unclassifiable reasons. Exam-
ples of this are: Eisenhower’s veto of bills authorizing commemorative 50¢ pieces because the public
would be confused and they would detract from the basic function of coins, prohibiting publication of
apple price predictions because field workers and farmers need the ability to counteract price numors, and
setting the date of the meeting of the 85th Congrexs—Congress requested the veto because not enoagh
time was allowed to count electoral votes; Kennedy's veto of a bill to amend the Life Insurance Act of
D.C. because it didn't give some purchasers adequate voice in the control of the company; Johrson's veto
of a bill setting boundaries on the Colorado River because he felt the courts were the proper forum for this
particular dispute; Ford's veto of a bill naming a courthouse and federal building after him because it
violated the precedent of naming buildings after a sitting president; and Carter’s veto of a bill authoriring
payments to citizens of Guam and’the Virgin (slands for lost revenues because it didn’t address their
underlying long-range economic problems. These and the other miscellaneous vetoes lacked the key
words and motivations in their message which would allow them to be placed in one of the other
categories,
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as predictors of veto behavior. Among these variables are the fol-
lowing: personal characteristics of the presidential incumbent,
including such obvious indicators as career style and party mem-
bership; the “power situation”—partisan and electoral factors within
the political system that directly bear on executive-legislative re-
lationships; and finally the “socio-economic environment” variables
which attempt to measure the internal or external setting of the
political system. The results show that a significant proportion of
veto behavior can be predicted by a combination of all of these.
Relative potency of each variable is assessed by application of
multiple regression models.

PRESIDENTI._AL AcTtioNs AND CONGRESSIONAL REACTIONS

It is a common notion that the frequent exercise of the veto
power reflects effective presidential leadership.® Rowland Egger
and Joseph Harris assert that the stronger the president, the more
frequently he uses the power.? This view stems partly from an

’ emphasis on executive influence in the legislative process in terms
of the number of bills stopped from becoming law. As to the
actual effectiveness of the veto as a check on Congress, the testi-
mony of statistics is almost conclusive. The record shows that
from Washington to Nixon up to 1970 the veto was emploved 2,257
times, of which 1,293 were regular vetoes, that is, bills returned by
the president to the House of its origin with messages stating his
objections. The fact that only 75 vetoes or 6.0 percent of regular
vetoes have ever been overriden demonstrates that the veto, once
issued, is normally final in the legislative process.

It is equally possible, however, to argue that more vetoes indicate
less actual influence in the legislative process, for if the president

1 The data analyzed here were coded from U.S., Congress, Senate, Presiden-
tial Vetoes: Record of Bills Vetoed and Action Taken thereupon by the Senate
and the House of Representatives; 1789-1968 ( Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1969); and for the 91st Congress from Congressional Quarterly
Almanac (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Service, 1971). In
coding, distinction was made between private versus public bille, and between
regular versus pocket vetoes. See Clement E. Vose, “The President’s Veto of
Private Bills,” Joumal of Politics, 26 (May 1964 ), 397-405.

2 The President and Congress (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1966),
51. Reflecting this popular opinion, “great” presidents are those who used
the veto power frequently.
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had real control of Congress, the latter would not pass the unde-
sirable bills in the first place. When Congress is willing to co-
operate or ready to accept presidential initiatives in legislation,
there is less likelihood of invoking vetoes. Richard Neustadt sug-
gested that a president with weakened position might resort to
negative measures at his disposal, like the veto.* But the veto
power is not merely negative; it has at times been used as a positive
instrument of bargaining or as a weapon of legislative leadership by
the chief executive.* It has been pointed out that a threat of a
veto has often been sufficient to deter Congress from passing a bill
against the president’s wishes.* Similarly, a president might be
deterred from vetoing a bill approved by overwhelming congres-
sional majorities.

This consideration suggests that veto behavior can be best under-
stood as an indicator of role conception held by each institution
toward the other, or the “mood” of executive-legislative relation-
ships, rather than as an indicator of actual strength. Frequency of
presidential vetoes seems to reflect a president’s disposition to assert
his will over congressional preferences, whereas frequency of over-
riding actions reflects congressional disposition to assert its will
over expressed presidential objections. Therefore, congressional
reactions to vetoes constitute an important dimension in the veto
process.®

3 Presidential Power (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1960), 90.

¢ Edward Corwin, The President: Office and Powers (2d ed.; New York:
New York University Press, 1956), 343; Nelson Polsby, Congress and the
Presidency (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1964), 108; Egger
and Harris, President and Congress, 51; Wilfred Binkley, The Man in the
White House (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), 143.

3 F. D. Roosevelt was reportedly prone to call occasionally for “something I
can veto,” as a reminder to departmental heads and Congress alike, Neustadt,
“Presidency and Legislation: the Growth of Central Clearance,” American
Political Science Review, 48 (September 1954 ), 856.

¢ A suggestion that congressional overriding actions are an indicator of presi-
dential leadership effectiveness was made by William Keefe and Morris Ogul,
The American Legislative Process: Congress and the States (2d ed.; Engle-
wood Cliffs, N. ]J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968), 148-149. An attempt was made
to see how congressional overriding actions are related with other measures of
congressional attitudes. The rate of Overriding actions correlates .304 (sig-
nificant at the .05 level) with the event of the Senate having ever rejected a
cabinet member nominated by the president for the entire history. Further,
it correlates —.604 with presidential legislative box scores for the 80th to the
91st Congresses for the period in which data are available.
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In this analysis consideration is given to the aggregation of over-
riding actions in each Congress, from the 1st through the 91st. The
usual method of aggregation by president only tends to overlook
whatever variations there are within a single presidency, one presi-
dent encountering more than one Congress, some of which almost
inevitably have different partisan compositions and levels of activi-
ties. Aggregation by Congress yields time-series data with equal
time interval, reflecting variations across presidencies as well as
within presidencies. The analytic relations among the number of
bills, frequency of presidential vetoes, and congressional overriding
actions can be given by the following simple formula:

VeBP .. x50 (1) R=VC........ (2)

where V denotes the frequency of presidential vetoes; B, the num-
ber of bills passed by Congress; R, the frequency of congressional
overriding actions; and P and C the presidential propensity to veto
and congressional propensity to override, respectively. It isa priori
true that when there is no bill, there cannot be any veto. The
absence of a veto rules out any overriding action. Propensity to
veto as well as absolute frequency can be dependent variables in
this analysis.

For purposes of analysis, it is possible to generate a number of
plausible hypotheses about what shape the time-series of veto be-
havior should take. The first hypothesis suggests a continuously
increasing use of the power. It is quite a popular notion that presi-
dential power has been expanding as the nation encounters more
difficult and complex problems. As early as 1890, Edward Mason
predicted: “As the business of the country increases, as legislation
piles its bills still higher and as the whole social and political net-
work grows more complicated in its demand and conflict of interests
and its multiplicity of interferences, more and more will be the
necessity of cutting Gordian knots with the swift, sharp edge of
having an executive brave enough to take the responsibility of
interposing his veto.””

The second hypothesis suggests a long term cyclic pattern in veto
behavior. Historians concur on a somewhat regular alternation
of power between the president and Congress in history. It is well
known that there have been some periods when the president
played a dominant role in legislative matters, while some other
periods are characterized by congressional dominance.®

7 The Veto Powes, 1789-1890 (Boston: Ginn and Company, 1890), 140.
8 Rowland Egger, The Presidents of the United States (New York: McGraw-
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The third hypothesis might suggest a regular short term fluctua-
tion of veto behavior within an incumbency. This hypothesis can
be derived from varied sources, including what Edward Corwin
calls “law of ebb and flow” in presidential leadership.® The point
is that it is exceptional for a president to maintain effective leader-
ship throughout his years in the White House because Congress
possesses a set of powers to check and balance presidential domi-
nance.’® Congress may be following his lead in time of emergency
or at the psychological thrust of an electoral mandate. Yet con-
gressional docility evaporates as an active presidential role gen-
erates grievances which accumulate and are expressed in congres-
sional criticism. In pejorative terms Burns calls it “the cycle of
deadlock and drift after a short period of honeymoon.”"* Pendle-
ton Herring observes that a president is usually discredited by
Congress before he leaves office.?

Each hypothesis is based on one element in observed patterns
in presidential-congressional relationship; linear trend, long-term
cycle or short-term cycle. Yet none is entirely adequate in describ-
ing the variations in veto series. Figure 1 shows the frequency of
vetoes and overriding actions across Congresses.

The variation has been considerable. Setting precedents, Wash-
ington vetoed two bills, one on constitutional grounds, the other
for expediency. Later presidents from Adams through Taylor
exercised the veto with restraint; eight of them never used the veto.
Although the use of the power has increased on the whole since
the Civil War, no linear or cyclical patterns are well substantiated.
The use of the power has been in decline since Franklin Roosevelt.
Part of the reason is that more than half of all vetoes in history are
ascribed to two distinguished presidents—the so-called “veto presi-
dents” Franklin Roosevelt and Grover Cleveland. Cleveland killed,

. Hill Book Co., 1968), 63; George Galloway, History of the House of Repre-
sentatives (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1961), 236-269; Francis Wil-
cox, Congress, the Executive and Foreign Policy (New York: Harper and
Row, 1971), 16.

% President: Office and Powers, 333.

10 Norman Small, Some Presidential Interpretation of the Presidency (2d ed.;
New York: Da Capo Press, Inc., 1970), 194.

11 James M. Bumns, The Deadlock of Democracy (Englewood Cliffs, N. J].:
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963), 2.

12 Presidential Leadership (New York: Rinehart and Co., 1940), 8.
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velt and Grover Cleveland, the two “veto presidents,” were not
immune at times to rebellious congressional response.

Finally, the lower right-hand quadrant might be designated as
“presidential authority.” This division includes the cases where
high propensity to veto is combined with low propensity to over-
ride. That is, the president stopped many bills from becoming
law without overt congressional rejections. At least in a negative
sense, it can be said that he exercised his power effectively to
sustain his preference over Congress.

It is noteworthy that variation occurred across and within presi-
dencies. Excluding nonveto presidents, the only presidents who
never moved out of the “co-operative pattern” are McKinley,
Lincoln, Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson. And none remained in
the “presidential authority” pattern throughout his whole incum-
bency. It might be noted that congressional behavior is more
variable than presidential vetoes within presidencies. If one care-
fully follows the trajectory of each presidency, he will find a
certain regularity in a swing from lower to higher rate of over-
riding actions—a swing indicating a growing congressional asser-
tiveness against a president over the period of his incumbency.

In summary, indications of trends or cyclic patterns in veto be-
havior are indicated. Nevertheless, the historical course is not so
neat or regular as to allow a firm prediction. One should look for
basic factors that are operative in producing the considerable varia-
tions among and within presidencies.

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

For the sake of convenience, the variables that are hypothesized
as influencing veto behavior can be grouped into three categories:
person, power situation, and socio-economic environment.

Person

Since the presidency is a highly personalized office, it is produc-
tive to analvze presidential behavior in terms of differences in
personal styles.”* Of particular relevance here is the common dis-

14 Excellent examples are given in James Barber, Presidential Character
(Eng:ewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1972), passim; and Erwin Har-
grove, Presidential Leadership: Personality and Political Style (New York:
Macmillan Company, 1968), passim.
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tinction between legislative and executive politicians with a focus
on prepresidential career style.!> Aside from the intermittent
emergence of military heroes or other professionals, the White
House has been primarily occupied by legislative politicians who
have served as senator or congressman in the national legislature
or executive politicians who have served as governor of a large
state. The ample evidence in the literature suggests that a person
assumes a role congenial to his personality, and that if he plays a
certain role, he also tends to internalize some values associated
with the role.

From this standpoint, it is a plausible hypothesis that a president
of legislative background will be reluctant to resort to coercive
measures like the veto power either because he is familiar with the
internal power structure of Congress, or because he has acquired
some respect for the legislative body as an institution. It is equally
plausible to suggest that the Congress is likely to be friendly to a
president who served as one of its members.

In contrast, it has been pointed out that the governor resembles
the president in the general format of his functions and power and
particularly in his relationship with the legislature in the smaller
domain of his state.!* Most governors possess item vetoes and
play the role of party or legislative leader. This experience ac-
counts for Wilfred Binkley’s description of the governorship as an
“incomparable executive apprenticeship” for the presidency.'™ If
a governor is accustomed to the veto power, it is possible to hypo-
thesize that the governorship experience will be positively related
with the frequency of vetoes. The actual indices of these career
experiences used in this study are the years of service in the federal
legislature or in a gubernatorial office.

In addition, this study includes a dummy variable to distinguish
the party membership of the president. He may or may not con-

15 C. H. Titus found a “queer rhythm” manifested in the presidential elec-
tions.. He observes the action of a pendulum, moving back and forth between
three styles of politicians elected president—legislative, executive, and spec-
ialist or expert. Titus, Voting Behavior in the United States (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1935), 57-58.

18 Louis Koenig, The Chief Executive (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
World, 1968), 392-396.

17 President and Congress (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1947), 381-382;
and Wilfred Binkley, The Man in the White House (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1959), 17-40.
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form to the role expectations associated with his party. V. O. Key,
Jr., has observed that Democratic presidents have subscribed to the
doctrne that the chief executive should provide forceful leadership,
whereas Republicans have, with a few exceptions, leaned toward
a restricted view of their role in the belief that law-making should
be left to the Congress.'®* Therefore, Democrats are expected to
veto more bills than Republicans.*®

Power Situation

It is a truism that presidential power is heavily influenced by the
circumstances under which the president operates. One obvious
factor is the partisan composition of the two branches. Woodrow
Wilson explicitly stated one hypothesis: “If the House and Senate
are of one party and the President and his ministers are of the
opposite, the presidential party can hardly be said to be in power
beyond the hindering and threatening faculty of the veto.”?

The index of “opposition party” is constructed by the formula
(H+S), where H takes one when the House is controlled by the
opposition party, but takes zero if it is not, and the same formula
is used for denoting the Senate. In other words, we are assigning
the value of two to cases when both Houses are opposed, one to
either House opposed, and zero for none opposed. This index is
based on the assumption that the threshold of majority is more
important than the absolute proportion of partisans and that each
House operates somewhat independently of the other. The index
of the opposition party is expected to have independent impact on
frequency of vetoes and overriding actions.

Besides this party link, the popular standing of the president
is often considered an important factor in his power position with
the Congress. The fact that he is the only official, with the excep-
tion of the vice-president, who is accountable to the national
electorate is apparently a source of executive-legislative conflict.
One can entertain a hypothesis that the greater the popular support
a president can rally behind him, the more likely he is to be

18 Politics, Parties and Pressure Croups (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell
Co., 1942), 709. :

19 The data on presidential careers were compiled from Joseph Kane, ed.,
Facts about Presidents (New York: The H. W. Wilson Co., 1968), passim.

20 Constitutional Government in the United States (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1911), 177.
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assertive in dealing with Congress when a conflict of preferences
occurs. Of critical importance here is the president’s over-all popu-
larity rather than his standing on a particular issue.?* A straight-
forward measure of this general support is the percentage of pop-
ular or electoral votes he received in the previous election.

This consideration provokes another hypothesis on the possible
effect of expecting that a president will remain in office. Laski
suggests that it is the simple psychology of leaders on Capitol Hill
to try to maintain friendly relations with a president who is likely
to stay longer in the White House.** An example is the apparent
erosion of leadership for “lame-duck” presidents. Because of diffi-
culties involved in attempting to measure the expected stay in
power, however, this study did not fully incorporate this hypothesis.
Yet this phenomenon can be partly covered by distinguishing the
presidents who did not run for another term, ex post facto. Thus
a dummy variable takes one if the president ran for re-election,
zero otherwise. Foy many one-term or two-term presidents, this
variable actually denoted the first term.

Another dummy variable is generated by distinguishing the peri-
ods before and after the midterm election. Apart from the fact that
the Congresses elected at midterm tend to have fewer presidential
partisans because they lack a “coattail effect,” these Congresses
have three distinctive characteristics. First, they do not have a
“honeymoon period” with the president because by definition the
“honeymoon” refers to the first session of a president’s term of
office. As Laski puts it: “A President who has something real to
say and do—the condition is important—can usually count on a
honeymoon period. What he asks for will in large measure have
assurance of being granted. It is usually toward the end of the
first congressional session that the buttons are taken off the foil.”*
Secondly, Congresses elected at midterm encounter a president
who has been in power for at least two years; this tenure sug-
gests that the “coalition of minority” might have taken effect*—

21 Harold Laski, The American Presidency (New York: The Universal
Library, 1940), 144-145; V. O. Key, Jr., Public Opinion and American Democ-
racy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1964), 284-287.

22 American Presidency, 138.

23 Ibid., 140.

24 John Mueller, “Presidential Popularity from Truman to Johnson,” Ameri-
can Political Science Review, 64 (March 1970), 20.
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a term which refers to the phenomenon of gradual erosion of
political support for a president as he is forced to act on a variety
of issues, thus alienating many of his former supporters. Since
John Mueller measures this effect simply by the number of years
passed since inauguration, it is virtually identical to the dummy
variable in this study for midterm election Congresses except that
the number of categories is reduced because of biennial aggrega-
tion. The third feature is the fact that presidential elections are
near. There is no way of separating these complicating factors.
One simplifying factor is, however, that these factors tend to predict
erosion of support for a president after the midterm congressional
election, thus increasing the recalcitrance of the Congress elected
at midterm. In this sense, this dummy variable measures the effect
of the expectation of power which is not measured by the variable
on the effect of running for re-election.?

Environment

It is hardly deniable that the internal or external setting of the
nation has tremendous consequences:for the president and Con-
gress. Edward Corwin, Pendleton Herring, Harold Laski, Clin-
ton Rossiter, and other scholars have hypothesized at least briefly
on the causal relationship between presidential influence and con-
current national crises or societal developments.?® A well-grounded
proposition is that in times of foreign crisis or serious involvement
in world affairs, Congress is willing to co-operate with presidential
leadership. When national survival is perceived to be at stake,
there is less likelihood of conflict.

One dramatic evidence in support of this proposition is that of
over 2,000 vetoes, few are related to foreign or military affairs, a
fact which indicates that foreign or military issues have received
deferential treatment.?’” And one can further hypothesize that

26 Partisan composition in Congress was based on Guide to the Congress of
the U.S. (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Quarterly Service, 1971), passim.
Other political variables including electoral votes are compiled from Kane,
Facts about Presidents, passim.

28 Rossiter, The American Presidency (2d ed.; New York: Harcourt, Brace
and World, 1960), 113-128.

27 This generalization excludes tariff issues over which the veto was fre-
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military crisis is likely to reduce the chance of conflict on a wider
range of issues because the Congress is willing to follow presidential
leadership. As a measure of military or foreign crisis, the number
of armed forces per 1,000 population was employed.

On the other hand, over-all economic environment is allotted by
the general price level. One simple hypothesis is based on the
assumption that economic instability is likely to find an outlet in
congressional debates and criticism which increase the chance of
congressional assertion. One difficulty is that there is still some
dispute over what the price level really ascertains. Some analysts
still argue that higher prices are simply a side effect of economic
growth or expansion. Yet it should be emphasized that those who
live with high prices tend to view them as a.pressure rather than
as a sign of prosperity.?® In popular perception the effect of high
prices is more visible and stringent than the additional income
generated by the total expansion of the economy.?® Moreover,
United States economic history shows that the serious inflation re-
flected in high prices was an undesirable consequence of wars that
were financed by producing additional currency.* If economic in-
stability is in general a cause of loss of public trust for a president,
this measure is expected to have positive association with congres-

quently used, often arousing a severe political controversy. There are also
several vetoes on immigration bills, most of them private bills. See Carlton
Jackson, Presidential Vetoes, 1792-1966 (Athens: University of Georgia
Press, 1967), 12-36. A discussion of congressional attitudes in contemporary
context is given by Aaron Wildavsky, “The Two Presidencies,” Transaction,
3 (December 1966), 7-14.

28 The relevant empirical findings are well reviewed in Gerald Kramer,
“Short Term Fluctuations in U.S. Voting Behavior, 1896-1964,” American
Political Science Review, 65 (March 1971), 131-133.

29 Charles Lindblom, “Historical Magnitudes and Developments Affecting
the Amount and Type of Federal Expenditure,” Joint Economic Committee,
85th Congress, Federal Expenditure Policy for Economic Growth and Stability
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1957), 8; and Jong R. Lee,
“Changing National Priorities of the United States,” in Military Force and
American Society, ed. Bruce Russett and Alfred Stepan (New York: Harper
and Row, 1973), 89-95.

30 Lawrence Murdoch, Jr., “Inflation vs. Unemployment; Must We Choose?”
in Readings in Economics, ed. Heinz Kohler (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and
Winston, 1968), 187-195.
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sional recalcitrance, other factors being equal. The actual index
used is the wholesale price index adjusted with 1910 as 1,000.3

MuLtPLE REGRESSIONS

These independent variables were subjected to multiple regres-
sion 2nalyses in an attempt to assess the independent impact of
each variable on frequency of vetoes and overriding actions. The
analyses involved two difficulties: (1) apparent nonlinearity of
the relationship, and (2) intercorrelation among independent vari-
ables. These problems were treated in a rather conventional man-
ner within the general framework of linear regression models.

First, the nonlinearity of the impact of the independent variables
in the frequency of veto behavior is apparent in the skewed distri-
bution as well as in the analytic relationship between the absolute
frequency and the propensity to veto or override. To overcome
this problem, this research specified two nonlinear forms of equa-
tion. The first model becomes: V,=B (b,+bX;+u)2....... (1)
where, V, denotes frequency of presidential vetoes, B, the number
of bills passed, X,, the independent variable and b, its associated
coeflicient, and u, random disturbance. Here it is assumed that u,
denoting the effect of other variables not included in this equation
and measurement errors, fits the standard assumption of regression
models. The expression in the parentheses in the above equation
can be interpreted as the propensity to veto. The actual estimation
of this model was conducted by regressing the square root of
V,/B X 100 on the specified set of independent variables.

An alternative formulation is based on the assumption that the
proportion of vetoes decreases as the number of bills increases.
That is, it is unreasonable to expect that a president who vetoes 10
bills out of 100 would veto 100 bills when there are 1,000 bills.

This consideration leads one to devise an exponential model as fol-
lows:

31 The data on military personnel and wholesale price index are based on
Historical Statistics of the Unitzd States from Colonial Times to 1957 ( Wash-
ington, D.C.: Government Irinting Office, 1965), passim; Supplement to the
Historical Statistics of the United States ( Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1965), passim; and U.S., Bureau of Census, Statistical Abstracts
of the United States (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1964-
1970), passim.
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V,=Bbe e(bXi+u) . . . (1-2)
A natural logarithmic transformation of this equation was used in
estimating the associated parameters in this model.

A parallel formulation was applied to the congressional over-
riding actions as well. Further, on the basis of observation that
Congress does not even attempt to overturn many of the vetoes,
some measure of significance of a bill was needed. One feasible
way is to see whether Congress has ever attempted to overturn a
veto by putting it to a vote in either House. Actually the percent-
age of overriding actions with respect to total overriding attempts is
highly correlated with the percentage of overriding actions with
respect to the total frequency of vetoes.?? The form of equation
for Congress can be given as follows:

R=A (co,+cXi+v)2....... (2-1)
where A denotes the frequency of attempts to override. And the
logarithmic model is also given as follows:
R=V® elaXi+v) (2-2)

Secondly, intercorrelations among the independent variables are
hard to avoid. The usual way is to observe the effect of adding or
dropping variables in the equation. This experimentation makes it
apparent which variables are essential and which variables are re-
dundant, once certain variables are represented in an equation.®
The additional influence of each variable, given other variables in
the equation, is considered statistically significant at .05 level when
the standard error is less than half of the estimated coeflicient.

The result reported-here is the regressions based on the data for
71 Congresses, the 21st through the 9lst. This is the maximum
time span during which the elections operated in some form of a
two-party system. The nonlinear transformation employed makes
it difficult to translate the effect of each independent variable in
terms of the frequencies. Yet the statistical significance will give
a direct indication of relative potency of the variables. Each
equation is significant at less than .001 level, though the additional
effect of each variable is not uniform.

The result of the multiple regressions shows in general that presi-

32 The product moment correlation coefficient is 0.75 for the entire history.
33 Arthur Goldberger, Econometric Theory (New York: John Wiley & Sons,
Inc., 1964), 192-201.
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TasLE 1

ResurLts oF REcreEssioNn MODELS

Depen-
dent_ Presidential Vetoes Congressional Overriding
Inde- Vari-
pendent Variab]es ables Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
Congressional -.028" -.039* -.111* -.018
Experience (.011) (.014) (.055) (.015)
Govemorship - .054 .049 .637* .077
Experience (.049) (.061) (.253) (.064)
Democratic Party .449° .623*
(.140) (.175)
Electoral Votes .015° .021° .095" .015*
Percentage (.005) (.007) (.032) (.007)
Opposition Party in 129 307" 1.180* .259*
Congress (.102) (.123) (.580) (.130)
Run for Re-election -270* -.162
p (.102) (.190)
Midterm Election .075 1.678* 404
Congresses (.138) (.786) (.179)
Military Force -.002 -.003 -.070* -.021*
(.008) (.008) (.035) (.008)
Economic .002 .002 .024* 006"
Instability (.002) (.004) (.008) (.002)
Public Bills 1.050*
Passed (log) (.180)
Total Vetoes (log) 231*
(.073)
Trend (t) .003 .003
(.003) (.015)
Constant .093 -5.950 -1.980 -1.254
Explained Variance .40 .67 41 .46

* Indicates the coefficients which are statistically significant at the .05 proba-
bility level. Standard errors are given in parentheses.

dential behavior is more significantly accounted for by a president’s
background and power situation than by socio-economic environ-
ment, whereas congressional reactions are better accounted for by
power situation and environment. Since alternative forms of equa-
tions inevitably affect the relative significance of some variables,

final judgment on the impact of each variable should be based on
the results of both models.

The first equation reported in Table 1 is a typical result of re-
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gressions based on Model 1-1. This equation explains about 40
percent of variance in presidential propensity to veto, with a com-
bination of 1- predictor variables. Most important is the impact
of the party of the president. Democratic presidents tend con-
sistently to veto more bills than Republicans do. In a sense this
tendency is not surprising at all, because the two distinguished
veto presidents were Democrats. On the other hand, the number of
years spent in the national legislature tends to proportionately
reduce the propensity to veto.

The independent impact of political variables is somewhat sensi-
tive to adding or dropping variables in the equation since many
of them are interrelated. For instance, opposition party control
occurs very often as a result of midterm elections. Also, those
presidents running as an incumbent for another term of office tend
to receive a higher percentage of electoral votes than do the newly
incoming presidents. Moreover, the percentage of electoral votes in
a presidential election is correlated with the average of the per-
centage of presidential partisans in each House of Congress. It
is due to this confounding fact that the average of the percentages
of presidential partisans in each House of Congress is not signifi-
cantly associated with the frequency of veto.** The trichotomous
variable, “opposition party control,” performs consistently better
in various combinations of independent variables. And it is clearly
seen that the greater the percentage of electoral votes a president
received, the greater his propensity to veto, as hypothesized.

This situation is similar in the second equation, based on a loga-
rithmic transformation as specified in Model 1-2. Here, opposition
party control contributes a significant amount of explained variance
in the propensity to veto. As in the first equation, congressional
experience, electoral votes, and Democratic party are significant in-
dependent influences in presidential vetoes. This equation explains
66 percent of all variance. This improved predictive power was
achieved partly by including the number of bills as an independent
variable. As one might expect, the coefficient for the variable is
close to unity, indicating a convergence of results for the two
models.

The effect of socio-economic environment on presideatial vetoes

34 Only the percentage of presidential partisans in the House of Representa-
tives shows a significant association (-.236) with the rate of overriding action
to regular veto, and -.285 with successful overriding actions per attempts.
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seems to be negligible in both equations. One can infer that this
statistical insignificance is partly due to the historical fact that
Democratic presidents, more often than Republicans, tended to
preside over “extrovert,” “liberal,” and “executive” periods of the
nation, as observed by historians.3> Allowing for the effect of the
party of the president, there is no additional variation that is ac-
counted for by the two socio-economic variables. However, the
environment significantly affects congressional behavior.

It should be pointed out also that independent impact of gov-
ernorship experience is not very significant, although the sign of
the coeflicient is correct. This result reinforces rather than refutes
the hypothesis on the differentiation of political career styles—
legislative versus executive politicians. These two career paths to
the White House are almost exclusive of each other. Except for
- William McKinley, who spent much time in Congress before he
assumed a governorship, congressional experience was not the
asset of those presidents who advanced from gubernatorial office
to the presidency—Rutherford Hayes, Grover Cleveland, Theodore
Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Calvin Coolidge, Franklin Roosevelt.
It is because of the negative correlation between the two career
variables that governorship experience does not perform a signifi-
cant role in the equation. The result shows that the number of
years in Congress is a better predictor of veto behavior as a sum-
mary measure of career styles.

The significance of variables somewhat shifts in equations on
congressional overriding actions. First, the dummy variable for the
Democratic presidents shows significance in neither a statistical nor
a substantive sense. In other words, there is no indication that
Democratic presidents tend to confront assertive Congresses. In-
stead, the effect of socio-economic environment becomes conspicu-
ous. It also turns out that the Congresses elected at midterm are
much more rebellious than might be expected simply from the loss

35 These expressions are characteristics of the times which tend to show some
cyclic patterns in American history. See Frank L. Klingberg, “The Historical
Alternation of Moods in American Foreign Policy,” World Politics, 4 (October
1951), 241-260; Arthur M. Schlesinger, Path to the Present (New York: Mac-
millan Company, 1949), 87-88; Galloway, History of the House, 236-269;
Egger and Harris, President and Congress, 63; Charles Sellers, “The Equili-
brium Cycle in Two Party Politics,” Public Opinion Quarterly, 29 (Spring
1965), 16-38.
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of presidential partisans. With the effect of “opposition party” al-
lowed, the dummy variable for midterm election Congresses shows
a significant independent impact on congressional reaction.

The third equation in the table on success rate of overriding
actions as a percentage of attempts to override explains 41 percent
of variance. As hypothesized, size of the military force has a
negative coefficient while price level is positively correlated with
overriding actions, given other political and career variables in the
equation. This fact upholds the hypothesis that Congress is ready
to follow presidential leadership when the country is involved in
foreign affairs while economic instability tends to generate criti-
cism and discontent. In addition the equation shows that the
opposition party, post midterm election, and career style of the
president tend to have a significant impact on congressional re-
actions to vetoes, as expected. '

The fourth equation on frequency of congressional overriding
actions parallels in functional form the second equation on presi-
dential vetoes. On the whole, regression based on this model
shows poorer empirical fit than regression based on vetoes. Part
of the reason can be found in the fact that the frequency of over-
riding actions is much lower than that of vetoes, as indicated by
the absolute size of the coeflicient associated with the veto in-
cluded in the equation. That is, only a small fraction of presi-
dential vetoes ever becomes the concern of congressional actions.
Nevertheless, this equation still accounts for 46 percent of variance.
Although the standard error of some coefficients became larger, the
basic pattern of the third equation is retained to a large extent
in this fourth equation. The notable exception is the career style
of the president, which became insignificant in this equation.

Of particular importance in these two equations on congres-
sional reactions is the persistent impact of the midterm election
Congresses. Midterm election Congresses have some distinctive
characteristics that incline toward reinforcing the tendency to be
rebellious against presidential leadership. The equations show that
midterm elecion Congresses overturn more vetoes, even when the
effect of other variables including “opposed party” is fully allowed.
Therefore, it is possible to say that a president’s power to sustain
his veto will probably be seriously reduced in the later period of
his administration. |

To substantiate this point, it can be noted that out of 19 cases
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of truncated majority, 16 occurred as a result of midterm election.
It is apparent that the incidence of opposition party control and
the distinct characteristics of midterm election Congresses combine
to produce a high rate of presidential vetoes and congressional
overriding actions. Yet it is on the congressional reactions that the
midterm election has an independent impact.

DiscussioN

One basic finding which emerges from the regression analysis
is that presidential vetoes and congressional reactions are in sub-
stantial part responsive to personal characteristics of the president,
objective changes in the power situation, and internal or external
setting. Not all of the “strong” or “active” presidents resorted to
the power frequently. Nor was congressional reaction favorable
toward presidential exercise of power all the time. Even within a
short time span, the executive-legislative relationship manifest in
veto behavior is subject to influence from shifts in the objective
situation.

If one has a previous knowledge of those indicators used in this
analysis, the frequency of vetoes and overriding actions can be pre-
dicted within the range of stated statistical accuracy. Particularly,
presidential vetoes are well predicted by the indices of opposition
party control, percentage of electoral support, the president’s par-
tisan origin, and his previous congressional experience, whereas
congressional overriding actions are significantly accounted for by
incidence of opposition party control, electoral support, post mid-
term election, the size of military forces, and over-all economic
instability.

On the whole, the estimated influence of these variables is
stable over the period. In spite of the development of the “modern”
presidency in this century, some basic pattern seems to persist.
First, the residuals in the regressions do not show any systematic
pattern for the twentieth century. This research further sought to
learn whether there is any fundamental change in the relationships
by running separate regressions on the observations for this century.
The result is not reported here, but it can be said that the statistical
significance of the independent variables is maintained with the
exception of price level. This price deviation is understandable
since the first half of the century was plagued with several serious




PRESIDENTIAL VETOES 543

depressions rather than with inflation. If one had included the un-
employment rates, he could have estimated the differential effects
of economic instability on veto behavior. However, the unemploy-
ment rates were not available before this century.

One suspects that the index used for military crisis might have
resulted in an underestimation of the effect of military crisis or
postwar conflict upon the president and Congress. Continuing
presence of the military forces, which are reduced gradually rather
than dismantled immediately after a war or crisis is over, may
account for such an underestimation. The equations might have
achieved a better fit if one had taken this military holdover into
account. In spite of these limitations, the analysis tends to support
the hypothesis that military crises diminish congressional propensity
to override vetoes, whereas price instability tends to increase that
propensity. One might add that it has been an historical pattern
that Congress, while willing to support the president in pursuit of
military goals, usually reasserts itself after the crisis is over, a thesis
which is partially confirmed in this study on veto behavior. The
emphasis should be put, however, on the finding that it is rather
the congressional attitude which the environment directly affects.

The variables that are important both for the president and
Congress are the incidence of opposition party control in Congress
and the degree of electoral support. These variables not only
contribute to a high propensity to veto but also to a high pro-
pensity to override, a result earlier designated as a conflict pattern.
What spurs speculation is the finding that the electoral strength
of the president tends to increase rather than reduce the chance of
conflict in the use of veto power. Part of the reason is the in-
teractional nature of conflict. When a president, reinforced by
landslide or strong popular support, becomes assertive in dealing
with Congress, Congress feels compelled to reassert itself once in
a while and has enough resources to frustrate presidential domi-
nance if there are no countervailing factors present that induce
it to be co-operative.

In a sense, lack of assured party support and rivalry between the
two institutions are built-in features of the political system. The
complexity of the electoral process and the different roles assigned
to the two institutions tend to give rise to different political bases
and resources which come into play in the presidential-congres-
sional relations. Then conflict is a more familiar process when the
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factors that compel co-operation are absent. Although veto be-
havior is merely one tip of the iceberg in the presumably complex
interaction network, it seems apparent that attitudes manifested
in veto behavior reflect an important aspect of the executive-leg-
islative relationships. Particularly, if the presidential party does
not control the Congress and the president has reason to believe
that he has a public mandate, one can predict with a certain degree
of confidence that there is going to be conflict.

If one turns his attention to contemporary relations, specific
characteristics of this nuclear era have apparently reduced the effect
of some variables. One notable example will be the career style
of the president. In this era no president was recruited to fill the
White House from the gubernatorial office. It is suggestive, how-
ever, that this phenomenon occurred in times when the importance
of or stake in foreign policy has assumed unprecedented di-
mensions. Under a sustained feeling of crisis or intense United
States involvement in world affairs in recent decades, the guberna-
torial office might have lost some of its appeal to the electorate as
a source of presidential timber because a governcr does not deal
with foreign policy problems. It may be that the gubemrnatorial
career will regain its strength in comparison with senatorial ex-
perience if domestic issues become predominant in national poli-
tics.’®

It will be risky to predict the probable pattern in the years ahead
from this short analysis of historical data. A useful direction for
further research might be to include personality traits of presidents
as well as substantive characteristics of the bills under deliberation
as additional explanatory variables. One available source for this
purpose seems to be presidential veto messages, which tend to
reveal motivations and rationales for veto actions. Understanding
the role of the president in national politics will be enhanced by
incorporating various aspects of the office into a meaningful frame-
work of analysis. For the time being, one can only speculate, in
broad perspective, on the implications of the findings presented in
this paper. A careful examination of the variables that are found
important in this analysis helps to explain political difficulties sur-

38 Daniel J. Elazar, “Which Road to the Presidency?” in The Presidency,
ed. Aaron Wildavsky (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1969), 337-346.
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rounding the presidency in the early 1970’s—the period which is
not covered in this analysis.

The first is an isolationist mood generated by the war in Vietnam
and serious economic instability associated with the war.3” These
two factors were found to increase the assertiveness of Congress.
No less important, the two institutions are dominated by different
political parties. Under such adverse circumstances, any president
might find it difficult to establish effective leadership or maintain
a co-operative relationship with Congress. The 91st Congress, the
most recent data point in this research, already showed a congres-
sional authority pattern, for it overrode two of nine vetoes. There
was indication that the second Nixon administration might be
characterized by a conflict pattern (with the motivating factor
being the landslide re-election) in an attempt to counter growing
congressional assertiveness. One dramatic sign is the exchange of
veto versus overriding action over the war powers limitation bill.
Undoubtedly, the idiosyncratic circumstances generated by the
Watergate events and former President Nixon’s handling of the mat-
ter aggravated his power situation. Yet the circumstantial factors
comprising the political environment of the - presidency seem to
weigh too heavily to be ignored. Thus one might even suggest
that a “crisis of the presidency” was amply predictable had there
not been a unique event such as the Watergate affair. If the turn
of events continues to prescribe a reduced role for the presidency in
national politics in the years to come, whoever may come to occupy
the office might find it necessary, sooner or later, to rely on the
veto power as a legislative weapon at his disposal.

SUMMARY
This paper examined a series of hypotheses on the frequency
of presidential vetoes and congressional reactions. The pattern in
veto behavior is not easily described in terms either of trends or of
long-term or short-term cycles. Yet regression analysis shows that
a significant amount of variation in presidential veto behavior is
explained by the president’s background and partisan or electoral

37 Jong R. Lee and Jeffrey Milstein, “A Political Economy of the Vietnam
War,” Intemational Peace Science Society Papers, 21 (Philadelphia: Inter-
national Peace Science Society, 1873), 41-63.
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factors, whereas congressional behavior is well predicted by ob-
jective changes in political and socio-economic environment. Spe-
cifically, with other factors being equal, presidential propensity to
veto increases:

(1) when the president is a Democrat;

(2) in an inverse proportion to the number of years he spent in
Congress;

(3) when Congress is controlled by the opposition party;

(4) in direct proportion to the percentage of electoral votes he
received in previous elections.

On the other hand, congressional propensity to override vetoes
tends to increase systematically: .

(1) when Congress is controlled by the opposition party;

(2) in direct proportion to the percentage of electoral votes for
the president in previous elections;

(3) when Congress convenes after the midterm election;

(4) in direct proportion to the level of economic instability;

(S) in an inverse proportion to the degree of military crisis.
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Tests To Come

Some Republicans say Bush's veto
strength will be facing more tough
tests in the coming months.

Bush has threatened to veto any
bill. that - overturns his administra-
tion's rules banning abortion counsel-
ing in federally funded family plan-
ning clinics.

Opponents of the counseling ban
are optimistic that they could override
a veto on those grounds. citing sup-
port they have received from members
of Congress who traditionally take
anti-abortion positions.

But the issue is fraught with uncer-
tainty. When the matter came up dur-
ing floor debate on a House health
appropriations bill (HR 2707) and a
Senate family planning bill (S 323),
neither side of the abortion counseling
issue was certain enough of where it
stood to call for a roll call vote.
(Weekly Report, pp. 1983, 1766)

The White House may also be tak-
ing a calculated risk in threatening to
veto a pending supplemental appro-
priations bill, which includes $1.75 bil-
lion in disaster-relief aid.

The money is strongly supported
by many farm-state Republicans, who
might support overriding a veto to
help constituents who have been hit
hard by drought and crop freezes.
(Supplemental, p. 2059)

“It's going to be close,” said Rep.
Fred Upton, a Republican from a dis-
trict in Michigan where cherry grow-
ers saw two-thirds of their crop de-
stroyed by a freeze this year.

But the spending bill's progress
also vividly illustrates the power of the
veto threat to reshape, not just Kkill,
legislation unacceptable to the presi-
dent.

The bill had been on the fast track
until the White House issued its warn-
ing. Then the House Appropriations
Committee yanked it from the sched-
ule. Behind-the-scenes efforts to draft
a compromise could obviate the need
for a veto.

Bush’s power to influence a bill in
progress may also be demonstrated in
the fate of a big highway bill (HR
2950), which is laden with local
projects avidly sought by members of
Congress.

Bush has vowed to veto the version
of the bill approved July 25 by the
House Public Works and Transporta-
tion Committee because it proposes a
5-cent increase in the gasoline tax.
Many Republicans say Bush is dead
serious because he was lambasted
within his party last year for compro-

INSIDE CONGRESS

“That’s the irresponsible approach. Most
_bills are improved by compromise.”

—Rep. Jim Cooper, D-Tenn.

“If he intends to veto everything, we ought |
to put out things that demonstrate the .
differences between him and us. You're

going to see more of that."”

—Sen. John Kerry, D-Mass.

mising on his no-new-taxes campaign
pledge.

“I don’t think it's an idle threat,”
said Sen. Steve Symms, an Idaho Re-
publican who is a leading supporter of
the Senate version of the highway bill.

Predicting that anti-tax fervor -

would be enough to rally GOP troops
behind Bush, Symms said, “The veto
would be sustained and the president
would win.”

But it may not even come to that.
Bush’s threatened veto was enough to
make many House Democrats wary of
pressing ahead with the gas tax in-
crease.

“I don’t know why the Democrats
continue these exercises in futility
when the president says he's going to
veto,” said Rep. Brian Donnelly, a
Massachusetts Democrat who is a
member of the tax-writing Ways and
Means Committee.

That sentiment might kill the gas
tax proposal when it goes before Ways
and Means, which has to approve the
revenue increase before it goes to the
House floor as part of the highway
bill. (Story, p. 2065)

Democratic Strategy Dispute

Bush’s veto threats present Demo-
crats with a recurring strategic choice:
compromise or confrontation. Should
they push legislation that seems des-
tined for a veto? Or should they water
down bills to garner a two-thirds ma-
jority, which inevitably must tap Re-
publican ranks?

Intraparty divisions over that
question have intensified in recent
weeks. Some House Democrats’ frus-

trations with the relatively non-con-
frontational approach of their top
leaders surfaced during a recent cam-
paign to choose a new majority whip.

And liberal Democrats in both
chambers have been pushing their
leaders to act on bills to liberalize un-
employment compensation, provide
tax relief for the middle class and pro-
tect striking workers — even though
those measures seem certain to be
vetoed.,

“If he intends to veto everything,
we ought to put out things that dem-
onstrate the differences between him
and us,” said Sen. John Kerry, D-
Mass. “You're going to see more of
that.”

But Democrats are hardly unani-
mous in that approach. House Ways
and Means Chairman Dan Rosten-
kowski, D-Ill., has been loath to draft
any bill increasing tazes. And some
rank-and-file members are uncomfort-
able with the idea of forcing veto
fights with the president for their own
sake.

“That's the irresponsible ap-
proach,” said Rep. Jim Cooper, D-
Tenn. “*Most bills are improved by
compromise.”

Bush himself may be taking a more
confrontational tack as the election
season gets into full swing.

“l think you will see a marked
change from Labor Day until the elec-
tion,” said a White House official who
asked not to be named. “There will be
a variety of issues purely aimed at de-
fining the differences between the
parties. The president will begin doing
more and more of that too.” .
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