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Julian Zelizer: 
Steve Bannon, advisor to Donald Trump, said "Look, it's very simple. We go for the head wound, 
and your side has pillow fights. The head wound will always win over the pillow fight.” He was 
talking about Republicans and Democrats. 
 
Bannon's quote is incredibly instructive, and it says a lot about American politics. It gets to the 
issue called asymmetric partisan warfare. What that means is that polarization has happened 
differently, that the Republican Party as a whole has moved much further to the right than 
Democrats, and in terms of partisan tactics, Republicans have become much more extreme in 
breaking with norms and important political traditions. 
 
I wrote a book that tries to understand how did the parties move in different directions. 
Many people who look at this question look at the big factors, such as the way in which voters 
sorted. Southern Democrats became Republicans, and both parties lost their center. In my 
book, Burning Down the House, I wanted to know more about the individuals who made a 
difference. 
 
I zeroed in on Newt Gingrich who was one of the central figures in changing the Republican 
Party in the 1980s, when he's a young Republican from Georgia. He comes into the House of 
Representatives during a period when Republicans had not controlled the House since 1954; it 
was a Democratic institution. 
 
Gingrich argues to his fellow Republicans that if they continue to play by the rules of 
Washington, they were never going to win power. He starts to push fellow Republicans to be 
much more aggressive in partisan warfare. 
 
The book itself centers around a critical event in 1989, when Gingrich is able to bring down the 
Speaker of the House, Jim Wright, using ethics charges to pressure him into resigning 
That was a turning point, because, A) Gingrich, who didn't have any standing within the party, is 
able to spearhead a campaign that brings down the most powerful figure in Washington other 
than the President and B) he is elected as Minority Whip and the party legitimates the politics 
that Gingrich practices. 
 
I focus on how Gingrich pushes his colleagues to use much more toxic language in political 
battle. 
 
Second, using processes that had been put into place after Watergate to clean up Washington. 
Ethics rules put Congress on television, and he weaponizes them to bring down the Democratic 
majority. 
 



By the end of the story, we have a Republican Party that's embraced a no guardrail 
partisanship. When Gingrich is made Speaker of the House in 1994, when Republicans finally 
win back control, his style of partisanship within the GOP is legitimated. 
 
The legacy of Gingrich is felt today. We've had several generations who live in the world that 
Gingrich created in the 1980s. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
Most American historians focus on the presidents. This book is about the battle between two 
House speakers, Jim Wright a Democrat and Newt Gingrich a Republican.  Why did you decide 
to write about congressional battles and the Speakers of the House? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
I've spent my career focusing on Congress an extraordinarily important institution.  That 
institution is messy, hard to understand, fragmented. That's my macro reason.  
 
Gingrich is one of these figures if you live in Washington, even if you were following the 
presidency, you knew that what was going on in the House was quite dramatic and the tenor of 
the party was not being said by George H. W. Bush or Ronald Reagan. It was really a 
congressionally led battle. 
 
I wanted to capture this battle royale between the Speaker and this up-and-coming Republican. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
Let’s start with Speaker Jim Wright, who was a Democrat from Texas. A few months ago, Irv 
Gellman spoke on What Happens Next on the 1960 presidential campaign between JFK and 
Nixon. 
 
Texas in the 1960 Presidential Race was allegedly won by JFK and the vote was basically a tie; it 
was a 50/50 state, yet in the US House Congressional elections, Texas went Democratic 24-0.  
How is this that even possible? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
When Jim Wright comes into power, he's making a name for himself in a period Texas is still 
Democratic. 
 
There are different kinds of Texas Democrats. There are some who are conservative, on issues 
like race and unionization, and then you have another strand that's conservative on those 
issues but tilt liberal.  
 
If you come of age when Wright did, you weren't that scared of Republicans. You were scared 
of inter-party tensions. 
 



As Wright's career unfolds, by the '70s, things are changing. There's more of a Republican 
presence in Texas. People like Newt Gingrich in Georgia are sprouting up in different areas, you 
never thought you would see Republican power. 
 
Wright's generation believed in legislating. It was about doing things for your district, bringing 
back money and making sure all your constituents were happy that was the lifeblood of what it 
meant to be in Congress. 
 
If you were from Texas, you were powerful. You had Lyndon Johnson. You had the Speaker of 
the House until '61, Sam Rayburn. And, that's where Jim Wright came from, and it was a blend 
of believing in government, a certain amount of liberalism but also a real devotion to old 
fashioned legislative work. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
Democratic Speaker Jim Wright voted against the 1964 Civil Rights Act.  It would be 
inconceivable for any Democrat to survive in the House today who voted against this key piece 
of legislation let alone become Speaker in the late 1980s.  How could this happen? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
He'll say he was protecting himself, meaning it was literally the end of your political career if 
you voted for civil rights legislation. Only a handful of Southerners were able to get away with 
that. Even Lyndon Johnson only can embrace this because the Southerners in Congress give him 
a pass and say, "We want you to be a national leader, so you do what you have to do." 
Wright was part of an older school where some of those lines were not accepted but 
understood. 
 
When Reagan's in office in the '80s, he's very effective at keeping the House Democrats on the 
same page and fighting back against Reagan conservatism, so that's why it got something of a 
pass. But it wasn't as if younger Democrats were happy with that legacy.  
 
Larry Bernstein: 
After Watergate, the Democrats won massive majorities in Congress and then passed very strict 
ethics rules for Congressmen. Speaker Jim Wright got caught by these new ethics rules and was 
investigated by Democratically controlled committees.  Gingrich publicized that Wright may 
have also received kickbacks from various constituents, and in addition, Wright hired an ex-
felon to be his chief of staff. What happened? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
The hard part of my book is there's no heroes. Wright matured professionally before all these 
rules happen, so there was a whole generation, they didn't get how the rules were changing, 
the way things worked in Washington, or how things looked to people, which is equally as 
important. 
 



Wright was never found guilty of having violated any ethics rules. He did things that looked 
borderline. He would sell lots of copies of his book. He would earn revenue from it. It was legal, 
according to the ethics rules, but it looked like he was circumventing the limits on honoraria. 
And he had a business with a real estate developer in his district. There was no evidence he did 
anything differently to help this person. but those became the focus of the attack that Gingrich 
launched. 
 
His hiring someone who had brutally assaulted a woman earlier in his career comes up later. It's 
not part of the ethics rules. It's more a political shocker. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
One of the outrages that you highlight in your book is Wright’s direct involvement in the Saving 
and Loans scandal.  Speaker Wright would meet directly with the FDIC to help his cronies when 
they borrowed money from the S&L’s, and these banks that would later go bust. Given Wright’s 
behavior, why was this not a bigger issue in the House ethics investigation?  
 
Julian Zelizer: 
The Savings and Loan scandal in the '80s becomes a problem for both parties, which is why no 
one wants to touch it because there's too many legislators, Republicans and Democrats, who 
were receiving money from the industry. 
 
He went beyond and was helping individuals. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
Let's move onto Newt Gingrich. He comes out of nowhere. He has a prescient vision that 
Southern Democratic states should be Republican. Gingrich sees opportunity in Georgia, and he 
dedicates his career to winning a congressional seat. 
 
Newt Gingrich is a political entrepreneur who innovates with his Southern strategy and by using 
new political tactics broadcasting his message nationally using C-SPAN.  Was Newt Gingrich a 
political innovator?  
 
Julian Zelizer: 
He comes from a state that's so heavily Democratic, where everything is stacked against the 
Republican. He starts to get this aggressive posture toward politics when he's a nobody in the 
House. Most Republicans don't want to have anything to do with Gingrich initially.  
 
Gingrich is an entrepreneur. He's saying the model that Republicans work with Democrats 
according to the rules automatically stacks the deck against the Republicans. So, break this.  
C-SPAN, he sees it can be a potent political weapon to shape the debate and to go after the 
Democrats. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
What were the national political implications of Gingrich’s takedown of Speaker Jim Wright? 



 
Julian Zelizer: 
Oh, huge. Many senior Republicans who had kept Gingrich at an arm's distance by 1989 when 
the Speaker falls say, "Whatever we think of him, he's on to something." 
 
And, you see more Republicans, embracing him and his tactics, and it culminates in 1994 when 
Republicans gain control of the House and Senate, first time since 1954. In many ways, as 
important as the Reagan presidency, to the Republican revolution because Republicans are in 
power in the House and retain control for a long time. 
 
It changes the party balance and much more competitive, polarized and toxic system that we've 
been in since the 1990's. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
Let’s dig into the 1994 midterm election.  President Clinton ran as a centrist, but he governs 
more like a liberal in his first two years of office, and then the Democrats get slaughtered in the 
mid-terms, what happened? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
Within the Democratic party in those first Clinton years, it was fraught. A lot of liberals thought 
he wasn't very progressive, and not unlike today, Clinton was governing as someone who was 
trying to expand government with the healthcare plan, raise taxes in a progressive way. 
 
There were many liberals in the party who said he was still doing it in a centrist fashion. The 
healthcare was more a regulatory program than a single payer plan. In '94, everything gets 
redefined once Republicans are in office, Gingrich is intent on pushing politics toward the 
center and forcing Clinton's hand. 
 
He leads a major government shutdown, which at the time was not normal. 
 
Clinton, although he is reelected will spend much of his time speaking the language of centrism. 
There's interesting lessons and some comparison to what the Republicans want to do. They're 
looking for another '94 right now. They're looking for a defining midterm that puts them back in 
power on Capitol Hill, pushes the Biden presidency outside the ability to achieve bold 
legislation. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
In 1994, Gingrich published the Contract with America. What were the political issues that 
successfully nationalized this congressional campaign? 
 
 
Julian Zelizer: 



Gingrich was intent on nationalizing those midterms elections. He didn't want to make it all 
about local politics. He wanted to make it an election that was against Bill Clinton. This was a 
vote in favor of the Republicans not just Republican candidates. 
 
So, he crafts this 10-point contract it was going to be a tear sheet that would be found in TV 
Guide. 
 
It included a balanced budget amendment, Welfare reform, term limits for members of 
Congress, and more. It's part of the reason the Republicans do well because he unified the GOP 
candidates around something nationally. 
 
This was smart politically in that it gave the perception of being like a presidential election. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
Next topic is Congressional Legislative Theory.  The leading academic theoretician on Congress 
is David Mayhew from Yale.  Mayhew spoke at my book club three times, and his research 
focused on the second half of the 20th century when major legislation stalled until it got 
bipartisan support that would then pass with super majorities.  What is your opinion of 
Mayhew’s framework for passing legislation? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
Mayhew, he's the greatest political science on Congress, and his work argues we overstate the 
dysfunction. Even today Congress still passes lots of stuff, even when we have divided 
government. It's not as if Congress is sitting in their office and literally nothing happens. You 
have lots of bills, significant bills, passed, and we miss that because of the focus on the 
dysfunction. 
 
Mayhew, what he's pointing to, is the way in which at least until the last couple of decades, 
there was a learning process or a testing process in Congress. When we write the history 
focused on the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and there was a movement, it emerged, and it passed, 
but the reality is versions of that bill had been fought over and debated for at least a decade. 
 
In Congress, legislators test the waters, they learn what the parameters are, what they will 
accept, and it literally takes a lot of time to craft together any kind of compromise, because the 
divisions are not just in Washington, they're in the electorate. 
 
Congress works well over time. It kind of narrows the range of difference. It finds where there's 
points of commonality, and ultimately, you reach the point Mayhew is talking about. 
Sometimes, that's a super majority, sometimes, it’s a narrow majority. But, either way, the 
basic process is a good one. 
 
I have mixed feelings on where we are today. I mean, does that really happen? It happens on 
legislation, but it's also true some of our big issues just go unaddressed, perpetually gridlocked. 
We're either standing in place, or we're moving farther apart. 



 
And why is that the case? A part of it is the polarization we're talking about. There's just less of 
a center. In the '40s to the '60s, you had a big center. Both parties were divided internally, and 
that meant bipartisan coalitions were natural. That was the only way to get anything done. 
 
Today, the parties lean toward partisan solutions. It means that whatever you're for, the other 
half of the country is going to be staunchly against that. And, that's a hard political problem to 
start evolving toward legislation with. 
 
We don't have a system as we did before where we could get super majorities. 
 
So, if you can't get a supermajority, having that requirement in the Senate poses a big political 
challenge. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
After Watergate, the Democrats had super majority control of the House and the more liberal 
Democrats reorganized the power structure in the House by stripping power away from the 
committee heads and giving it to the Speaker.  Why did this happen and what were the political 
implications of these rule changes? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
From 1920s to 1970s, power was fragmented in the House and the Senate. In the House, the 
Speaker was not the prime mover. The committee leaders had a lot of power and autonomy. 
They could do things that contradicted what the party wanted at the time.  
 
It wasn't simply norms; it was the rules. The Speaker, until the 1970s, didn't have the power to 
assign members in the House of their party to different committees, which is one of the biggest 
powers that you have in Congress, because people want to be on committees that will help 
them get reelected. 
 
Who did it? It was a committee chair. The Chairman of the Ways and Means had that power. 
So, the whole institution had been built around fragmenting power and nurturing these 
bipartisan alliances. Committee leaders worked with the ranking members of each committee, 
and they ran the show. 
 
In the '70s, primarily Democrats but some Republicans thought the system was terrible, and the 
argument was you needed more partisanship. Until parties were coherent and united, you 
would always have this mishmash in Washington where no one really stood for anything. 
So, they changed the rules. They empower the Speaker to run the party. They weaken 
committee chairs. Congress was becoming more partisan in part because of rule changes and 
reforms, and one of the things that was fascinating about Gingrich is he saw, even though 
Democrats were putting this into place and they imagined they'd always control the institution, 
so it would work to their benefit, he saw, "This is going to help us, and we're going to use these 
rules to our advantage," which is what he does in 1994. 



 
We have a system now which is top down. It's very centralized, and we do have more 
partisanship, but many people now kind of yearn for a system where there's avenues to break 
with those partisan demands.  
 
Larry Bernstein: 
Do you think we should return to powerful committees, reduce the Speaker’s discretion, and 
diffuse power to the committee chairmen in the House? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
Clearly, there are problems partisanship create. And it doesn't have to be either/or, but there is 
room, to give some more autonomy within the House to committee leaders. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
You mentioned that in the 1960s to the 1970s, the political parties were incoherent. There 
were conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans.  When the parties became nationalized 
the parties became polarized. 
 
Partisans got rid of the Centrists.  Many Republicans don’t like RINOs and Progressives despise 
Joe Manchin.  Partisanship became a team sport among the likeminded. 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
In the '70s when I studied these rules changes, one of the things that was interesting was there 
was an idea for responsible partisanship. They didn't want parties that were too divided 
internally. It can offer voters a clear choice for a country. 
 
The idea of responsible partisanship is you need some guardrails. You balance the imperatives 
of partisanship with the imperatives of governing. You have to balance it with caring about the 
health of institutions. 
 
And, if you go all-in on partisanship that's very destructive. 
 
The way to think of it isn't do we have partisanship or not, but how can we get back to 
responsible partisanship. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
The most shocking aspect of the current session of Congress is the inability of the senior 
Democratic leadership to find a compromise with Joe Manchin on spending and taxes.  Why 
can’t Majority Leader Schumer or President Biden make a deal with a Democratic Senator?   
 
 
Julian Zelizer: 



There is a partisan part of the story. If you could get a few votes from the other party in an 
environment with a narrow majority, you don't need to depend on every single Democrat 
voting your way. 
 
So, part of the story is McConnell keeping his people in line (laughs) and his ability to do that 
then forced the issue, can you get the Manchin vote? That was part of it. 
 
I don't know the answer yet, but those negotiations with Manchin and why they ultimately 
broke down are going to be an important part of the understanding that Biden presidency. Not 
figuring out how to sway Manchin. There's a history of single powerful members who refuse to 
act not necessarily of principle but because it empowers them. It made Manchin a national 
political figure. 
 
I don't discount the role of McConnell. It was that total and effective Republican opposition 
which forced the Democratic hand to try to figure this out, which then they couldn't do on Build 
Back Better. They did on infrastructure on the American Rescue Plan. 
 
Larry Bernstein: 
I end each session on a note of optimism. What are you optimistic about as it relates to the 
senior leadership in the House, the battle for control of this institution and passing bipartisan 
legislation? 
 
Julian Zelizer: 
That pandemic creates a bit of a 1930's generation feel, meaning a new generation of leaders 
who understand the need to solve problems. People see the cost of a system where it can't 
solve problems, and younger members who work in different ways to figure it out. 
 
 
 
 
 


