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INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND TO 
A STUDY OF LEADERSHIP

Americans sit down every night in front of their televisions to watch the news and

the activities of their government officials. It is always a curious display: the actors

playing the game of politics in order to win votes in their home districts. Some of these

actors stand out more than others and become well known around the nation as leaders in

our government. Yet for those of us glued to the television, there is something missing 

from the story of the functions of government. Rarely do the media’s cameras find the 

backrooms and listen to the conversations that occur in the hallways of Congress. The 

nightly news reports on the results of numerous hours of work by Congressmen, but the 

news has a harder time explaining how those results came to be and how leaders emerge

into the spotlight.

In the backrooms of Congress deals are made, governmental programs created

and changed, and leaders of the nation are created. Often these leaders may make it to

the front page of the morning newspaper, but again only the results of the debate are 

known, not the actual words used to fight out the debate. It is these newsmakers who 

political scientists find so interesting in the whole process of government. We wonder 

what roles they play, and what their actual importance is to the process. We work to
♦

determine the characteristics which make members of Congress actual leaders.

The thesis presented in the following pages works to understand the role of a

leader in the broad historical sense and in relationship to the United States Congress. The 

best way to understand what it takes to be a leader and accomplish one’s goals is to 

examine leadership in theory and then test that theory on an actual case study. The first
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two chapters provide the reader with insights into leadership in a theoretical context. The 

third and fourth chapters are the real world actions of a proven leader in the US House of 

Representatives. Representative Pat Williams’s work with the National Endowment for 

the Arts provides the case study of leadership in action. The final chapter is an analysis 

to determine whether the academic ideas of leadership fit with the actions of

Representative Williams.

Though leadership is a hard idea to pin down, it is an important issue to study. 

People sometimes wonder why some individuals are so much more effective at solving a 

problem. Part of the answer to that question is the position and leadership abilities of a 

particular person. Leadership is a combination of a person’s institutional position and an 

individual’s personality. When these two qualities are combined effectively, a leader can 

emerge who will have the ability to solve often complicated and controversial problems.
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CHAPTER ONE

TWO THEORIES ON THE IMPORTANCE OF 
LEADERS AND THEIR CONTROL OF HISTORY

America since its birth as a nation has always had a love of great leaders— 

powerful men and women who change the course of history and drive our nation forward. 

Our nation’s history contains many stories of our heroes and our leaders: Washington 

crossing the Delaware, Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous speech from the steps of the 

Lincoln Memorial, Jeanette Rankin, who became the first women in Congress.

Our leaders help us define who we are and what we wish to strive for. They 

often give a group of people direction and focus to solving great problems that plague us. 

Leaders give us hope that there is a better future waiting for those who are willing to

work for it. We can all tell who a leader is when we see one, but few of us are able to

define what it takes to make a leader.

In the academic study of political leadership there is an ongoing debate over this 

very question of what it takes to make a leader. The two schools of thought are split 

concerning the importance of the actual leader.1 2 The debate comes down to the question: 

does history and the circumstances of a particular time produce the powerful leader or do 

leaders shape their time and therefore have a controlling hand on history? Scholars

continually try to find the answer to this question by studying people who are historically

known as great and powerful leaders.

The best way to understand these two schools of thought is to explore each of 

them in turn, as well as contrasting one against the other. Each theory delves into the

1 Cole, 1997, p. 164
2 Heifetz, 1996, p. 16

3



question of who is leading whom, the powers contained by large masses compared to 

individuals, plus other constraints and jurisdictions of a leader’s power.

The first school of thought is loosely known as the “great man” theory. Those 

who subscribe to this theory feel that history is the story of great leaders and what they 

were able to accomplish for their time. Often when reading a biography of a national 

hero the personal traits of the leader are explored. Leader’s personal courage, the 

speeches they made, and the role they personally played in shaping the course of a nation

are the actions which are highlighted.

Scholars who do not subscribe to the great man school of thought are called 

situationalists. Scholars of this theory feel that “the times produce the person”; that 

extraordinary leaders are simply people living in extraordinary times.3 4 The theory falls 

back on the idea of a member of society being in the right place at the right time. Our 

leaders are simply followers of the larger historical movements, which they have no

control over.

The study of leadership implies that there are followers who are being led. For 

proponents of the great man theory it is large mass groups, such as the general voting 

public, which constitute the followers. In this case the followers are looking to 

governmental structures for leadership. As a whole, voters are viewed as an uninterested, 

uninformed, and unorganized mass group. Large groups of loosely connected individuals 

lack the power to force an issue as a group since they have little rational interest in the 

political process. Members of the public at large are believed to only view narrow areas

3 The “great man” theory is the widely excepted name for the theory, and will be the name used in this text 
since it is the familiar term. The author does not believe the theory implies that only men can be leaders 
and assumes the theory to be non-gender specific. Heifetz, 1996, p. 16
4 Heifetz, 1996, p. 17
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of a political agenda and what it can do for them.5 On the other hand, an individual 

political elite is free from these sorts of constraints placed on the general population.

Charles Wise, in his book, The Dynamics of Legislation, points out that even if 

there is some level of public support for solving a problem, often the issue will not be 

addressed until an individual in a position of power and leadership decides to do so. He 

explains that a legislator may introduce legislation hoping to show sympathy or support 

for an issue with no intention of actually working to make sure the bill passes Congress/’ 

It is individual leaders with powers above the average member of society who will 

choose when a public problem will become an issue. Part of leadership is the power to 

create solutions for public problems. For those of the great man theory, leaders have the 

power to choose when an issue becomes a public debate since they have the power to 

solve the problem. The general public has neither the ability to solve a public problem

nor even the ability to organize to do so.

For the situationalists this mass group, so easily discredited by some, is one of the 

most important elements of their theory. It is the large unwieldy groups that will create

the broader historical context in which an individual is required to step forward. When 

looking to “leaders” in government they are actually at the mercy of the general

population. These “powerful” people thrown into the spotlight are just followers of the 

voters.7

A term for leaders in the situationalists’ theory of leadership is vote maximizers. 

Leaders want to please as large a number of the general population surrounding them as 

possible, working constantly to gain more support. This often will mean that individual

5 Jones, 1989, p. 43
6 Wise, 1991, pp. 73-74
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leaders are thought to match the ideological views of the largest number of members in 

their society.7 8 A large group of people will thrust forward a member of their own society 

who represents the closest to the middle ground of their beliefs. This might be why 

individuals who display non-mainstream beliefs or characteristics do not often attract a 

large following. Leaders of the general public will then bend to the will of the society at 

large in order to keep a hold on their leadership position. Leaders themselves can also be 

manipulated since they are thought to be “most responsive to those who shout the 

loudest” in their society.9

A final thought concerning leaders being vote maximizers is the difference 

between representation and responsibility. Representation is responding to the general 

public’s wishes, while responsibility is responding to what is right for the whole group 

even if that is not the desire of a large portion of the group. “Thwarting popular 

majorities make choosing responsibility questionable as a general rule.”10 Leaders like 

the positions they hold and are afraid of loosing there jobs, so they will follow what the 

public wants.

The idea of manipulation is also a factor in the great man theory of leadership.

Manipulation can take on many differ levels, but for the great man theory all of these

levels are controlled by the individual leader. Part of manipulation is the leader’s ability 

to educate the general public and the media on issues. A basic concept of leadership is

that leaders will teach their followers. Those who are able to educate the people around

7 Jones, 1989, p. 41
8 Jones, 1989, p. 42
9 DeGregorio, 1997, p. 6
10 Sinclair, 1999, p. 2
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them are able to impart their beliefs and gain, eventually, large public support. 

“Representation [of a larger group] involves education.”11 12

In his study of leadership Erwin Hargrove states that “leaders manipulate support 

[for an issue] by setting and controlling agendas, making calculations about the strategic 

voting of others, and manipulating values that are important to others.” This view of 

leadership requires a leader who is intently involved of every step of the policy process. 

A leader who is controlled and following a large uninformed and unorganized mass is not 

one who has the ability to set agendas, calculate others’ motives, and reword the meaning 

of a public debate.

A leader working to educate a large group of people may not always work as 

originally planned. A great man theorist may believe that leaders can educate people and 

change their views. What this theory leaves no room for is the idea that leaders were 

given their leadership position by the general public because the leader already shares 

similar views with the public. Since leaders tend to naturally share the same views as the 

public, leaders have no reason to change the views of this mass group. For a 

situationalist it is the general public, with strong support from the media, who are the 

constraints on the power of a leader. The media is often given the responsibility of being

the watchdog over a nation’s leaders. The press is a tool that is not easily used to the 

advantage of leaders since the press works on behalf of the general public. The media, as 

a large, well-informed group, have the power to lead people to understand problems. So- 

called leaders need the media to educate them about local problems. The media is the 

deciding factor for when an issue becomes news. Leaders can stand up and talk until

11 Sinclair, 1999, p. 4
12 Jones, 1989, p. 62
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they are hoarse, but if no one is there to report leaders talking, then the controlling 

general population will not know of the situation.

To some extent societal leaders do not have the chance to educate the media since

they are so controlled and used by it. What the media often needs is a symbol of a 

governmental institution or an issue. Speakers of the US House of Representatives have 

become national celebrities, even if that was not their intent. Presidents are on the

television news every night, but only by the grace of the media. The media have the 

power to choose whom they will focus on, what issues they will deem important, and 

how the issue will be slanted. The press is part of a larger historical context that leaders 

are simply not in control of and have no ability to lead in any direction.

A theorist of the great man approach would explain that a leader’s most powerful

influence is the fact that a leader is the center of attention. As the center of attention,

leaders will automatically command that the general population look to them to educate 

the masses on how to solve a perceived public problem. This is where control over the 

issue becomes important to a leader, as all eyes naturally turn towards them.

According to a publication of Congressional Quarterly “policy makers have great 

leeway in portraying issues according to their interests.”13 14 “Their interests” do not 

always have to fit with the average society member’s view, since a person in a leadership 

position will have the power to educate the public to his view of the issue. A leader can 

set the tone of a debate depending on the language that he or she uses. These debates in 

the public interest are then defined by the language used. It is then history which records 

these debates for later study. Since an individual leader has the awesome power of

13 White, 1987, p. 80
14 Jones, 1989, p. 115
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changing the focus of a debate through what words are used, the leader has the ability to 

shape history.

Situationalists would of course find fault in this argument. They point first to the 

idea that the supposed leaders are once again swept up in the desires of the mass public. 

It is the public which produces a leader from the masses, educates leaders on what to 

f think, and then watches a leader’s actions to make the leader does not step out of line.

The best example situationalists have found is to consult those who are supposed shapers

of history and ask how much power these leaders feel they have.

Even members of Congress claim to have little power or control over events 

taking place in Washington; these are the supposed “leaders” of the public’s every 

thought. Capital Hill is a powerful place, but the power is spread out over many different 

people. No one person is powerful enough to move a governmental body. The reason 

leaders are willing to except little actual power and control over events is the enjoyment 

of the feeling of being involved in the political process.15 If it is not individuals who 

have the power to solve a problem, the only answer left is that groups of people are the

ones able to lead.

A final area of contention between the two schools of thought is that theorists of

the great man approach often look to leaders who have formal power. This would 

confine the search for power to only leaders having a “power position” which allows 

them the ability to solve a problem. What this theory sometimes forgets is to look to 

leaders who have led without a formal position of power. Scholars who believe the 

historical perspective of leadership defend the idea that even people who do not have a

15 White, 1987, pp. 2-3
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formal tie to power are able to influence large groups if only the leader is in the right time 

and place. History is the deciding factor in who will be a leader.16

This historical view of leadership gives little control to the supposed leaders. In 

the great man theory the view is one of leaders taking control, wrestling with problems, 

convincing others to join their fight, and finally bringing the problem to a solution, 

returning home heroes. The other side of this debate pushes the importance of leaders to 

the background; leaders are responsive to grand historical forces. They are part of the 

ocean, which can put them on top if it so chooses, or push them under into obscurity. 

“Leaders” are even less powerful then the mass movements of people whom they are 

representing. There are scholars who work to find a middle ground to this leadership 

debate. It is in their opinion that “it is ultimately a mix of rules and people that creates 

the chemistry of power.”17

This mix of powerful rules and people with leadership qualities often comes

together on the nightly news in the form of the United States Congress. The study of 

leadership naturally turns to those in our nation’s capital. Yet the study of leadership in 

Congress is made up of more than just the previous debate. Leadership studies work to 

examine the specific uses of power and leadership abilities unique to Capital Hill.

Though the studies are still tainted by the debate over an individual’s importance, there

are present some qualities only available to members of Congress. The peculiarity of 

Congress’s position calls for the need of a separate type of leadership study.

By examining in a more specific light the aspects of power and leadership in 

Congress, an understanding of how theory works in practice can be gained. The

16 Degregorio, 1997, p. 4
17 White, 1987, p. 103

10



Congress of the United States is a unique place. Congress is a place where power and 

leadership can seem so available to its members, yet at the same time can be so elusive 

the moment a member might wish to exercise it.

Congressional members are in Washington, D.C., making “choices of value” on 

legislation that will effect the nation.18 They have in place institutional power as a 

member of Congress, such as the power allotted to chairmen of a committee. Yet, not 

every committee chairman is famous for the power they possess. Leadership is not just 

made up of a person’s institutional position; it also includes the personality of the leader. 

To gain a complete understanding of an effective and powerful leader, both institutional 

and personal power in relationship to Congress need to be examined.19

18 Price, 1992, p. 140
19 Cole, 1999, p. 166
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CHAPTER TWO

THE INSTITUTIONAL AND PERSONAL POWER 
OF LEADERS IN CONGRESS

The power held by a member of Congress1 can be broken up into two distinct 

areas: institutional power and personal power. Under each category of power is a host of 

different attributes that, when combined, create a powerful legislator. Both are needed to 

be a successful member of Congress. A representative who chairs a powerful committee 

may have the institutional power needed to accomplish certain goals. But if a Congress 

member does not contain personal attributes of power, such as being trustworthy or 

knowledgeable on the subject, her road to success might be a bumpy one. The same 

holds true for any senator who maybe always ready to listen to the other side and meet 

somewhere in the middle. He still has to wait for the seniority that only comes with time 

before real progress can be made.

The best way to understand these two types of power is to break them down into

smaller subsections and examine them. First, the institutional form of power will be

broken down, followed by a detailed look at the personal power of congressional

members.

Institutional Power

Institutional power is made of many different attributes, some of which are easier
t

to comprehend than others. Power is not something that can be picked up, poked and 

prodded like a specimen under a microscope. It is an entity without shape; it can not be 

handed over to another person. When you place the constructs of the term “institutional” 

in front of the word power, life for a political scientist becomes a bit easier to define.
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2Institutional simply means the formal and informal structures that exist in Congress. For 

this study of power, four different areas of institutional power will be contemplated.

The first area of institutional power is seniority, one of the easiest ways to 

measure one member of Congress against another. Edward V. Schneier and Bertram 

Gross describe in their book on Congress the idea of “apprenticeship.” They present the 

idea that junior members of the House do not have the time to be powerful leaders, if for 

no other reason than they do no know how. The authors explain that “while junior 

members are clearly more vocal than they were in the past, it is not clear that they are

more effective.”

This lack of junior members’ effectiveness leaves the observer with the 

impression that time is one of the greatest teachers on the hill. Time teaches all those 

things that senior members are good at. In his case study of French president Francois 

Mitterrand, Alistair Cole discusses the impact that Mitterrand’s long term in office had on 

his leadership ability, emphasizing the mandate given to him to rule.4 This mandate is a 

combination of institutional knowledge, a safe district, and previous accomplishments.

Only the senior members of Congress will have this mandate of power and the

understanding of how to work the system.

It is only a small number of members who handle most of the bills on the House 

floor. Only that same handful are able to get their amendments passed and have their 

names known in the sea of the House. Time is the real test for power.5 Also an easy way 

to show the effectiveness of senior members is the fact that they have the ability to get 1 2 3

1 The author will utilize at points in this analysis the term Congressmen. This does not mean to imply that 
only men are leaders in Congress. It is used as the traditional term for a member of the US Congress.
2 Dodd, 1993, p. 194
3 Gross, 1993, p. 232
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things done in committee. “Senior members who get what they want in committee have 

no need to take their fights to the floor.”4 5 6 Junior members have not been tested and found 

to be trustworthy; they not only have to fight it out in committee, but their fight will be 

taken all the way out onto the floor. Junior members simply spend most of their time 

worrying about getting reelected and are dependent on senior members for any power 

they might have.7 This concept of senior members having more power in Congress then 

spills over into committee appointments.8

It takes time before a member of the House or Senate will gain the position of a

committee or subcommittee chair. The role is usually filled by the “member with the 

longest continuous service on the committee.”9 10 The head of a committee is usually the 

“most powerful member” of the committee. The chairmen are responsible for setting the 

schedule and the agenda of meetings, serving as a spokesperson, reporting the legislation 

to the floor, and are an important person to have the support of if another legislator would 

like to sponsor a bill. 0 The power of the committee chair was once more than it is in 

today’s Congress. Today, most committees have been broken up into smaller 

subcommittees, providing the subcommittee chairs with additional powers.11

Subcommittees are often the first place where new legislation will arrive, instead 

of coming before the full committee. This allows the subcommittee the first chance to 

shape the legislation.12 Subcommittees are also more likely to conference with the other

4 Cole, 1997, pp. 171-172
5 Gross, 1993, pp. 232-233
6 Gross, 1993, p. 234
7 Peabody, 1976, pp. 51-52
8 Gross, 1993, p. 234
’Smith, 1999, p. 212
10 Smith, 1999, p. 212
"Gross, 1993, p. 237
12 Deering, 1990, p. 139
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chamber of Congress concerning parallel legislation.13 The chair of a subcommittee is 

also a powerful member. In the House, a committee chair has little strength to control a 

subcommittee chair who is able to hold hearings, direct legislation, and place items on the 

agenda for the full committee to consider.14

Another leadership role that is part of the make up of Congress is that of 

congressional whips. In the House of Representatives, the whips are the third in line on 

the power ladder for the majority party and second in line for the minority party. The 

Democratic Party’s whips are appointed to their position.15 Those who are appointed are 

done so for a number of reasons. Representative Pat Williams was appointed a deputy 

whip because of his connection to organized labor. He had the ability to coordinate 

efforts between labor and the House Democrats.16 Whips are also appointed because of 

their capability to get work done, their persuasive abilities, and seniority.17 18

The next area of institutional power has to do with the idea of gathering votes. A 

member of Congress cannot go it alone and still hope to win. A Congressman still needs

someone to agree with him on the issue. This means that a voting bloc is needed. Voting

18blocs can be thought of as “personal networks upon which to base.. .authority.”

In a case study of the power of Representative Dan Rostenkowski (D-I1.), the 

representative describes the importance of having bipartisan support for a bill before it 

even reaches the House floor.19 In his recollection of his time as a member of the House, 

David Price recalls creating legislation so that it would gain bipartisan support and

13 Deering, 1990, p. 144
14 Deering, 1990, p. 160
15 Peabody, 1976, p. 38
16 Rohde, 1991, p. 89
17 Rohde, 1991, pp. 87-89
18 Cole, 1997, p. 168
19 Dodd, 1993, p. 199
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therefore create its own voting bloc.20 21 22 Coalitions that build themselves are very helpful 

to representatives and senators. Those that form outside of Washington, then come to the 

hill as lobbying groups, do much of the work, yet it is still the Congressman who gets to

place the vote. Coalitions between members of Congress may only last as long as the

21vote, but they are essential to gaining the numbers to get a bill passed.

The other type of voting bloc can consist of those who share similar beliefs, come 

from the same area, or even just live in the same apartment building in Washington. If a 

representative or senator can create a bloc by finding colleagues with similar views on an 

issue, it may not last long, but the voting bloc can become a formative power holder. 

When it is just one representative against the rest of the House, a voice will not be heard. 

But once a strong constituency or natural coalition is found, a number of voices working 

together are able to control the final outcome of an important vote.

A final area to explore in the realm of institutional power is Congress’s inability 

to destroy an agency in place. Defending an existing part of the government is easier 

than working to create a new agency. Steven Smith and Christopher Deering, in their 

examination of committee power, state that “the multiple procedural advantages of 

committees are often sufficient to block changes in policy, particularly in the House.”23

Institutional power is made up of all the rules and regulations, formal and

informal, that make up Washington. But the hill would not be the same place without the 

personalities that fill it. The voices that the fill the nightly news, the quotes at the end of 

the day, or the unfailing memories of members give flavor to how politics is done. Power

20 Price, 1992, p. 60
21 Smith, 1999, p. 343
22 Gross, 1999, pp. 66-68
23 Deering, 1990, p. 13
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may be handed over to the chair of a committee in a somewhat automatic manner; it is 

how they use that power that makes each member unique.

Personal Power

Personal power is very much what it sounds like. It is made up of the personality 

of the person, and the congressional member’s personal ability to move and change a 

situation. There are some people on Capitol Hill who are liked better than others. Who

knows who, and who is friends with whom, is important and does carry weight. Even 

though most of society will usually grow out of “name-dropping,” politicians still love it 

until their last day.

One of the most likely ways for a member of Congress to have personal power is 

to be trusted by other legislators. Trust forms a basis for getting the job done. In their 

1999 book on legislative strategy, Schneier and Gross explain that “personal 

relationships, even those that cross party lines, are relatively common.”24 These personal 

relationships are based on simple friendliness with each other, as would be in any office. 

They describe integrity and credibility, linked together, as “high on the list of character 

traits associated with personal influence.” Heifetz maintains that trust is a “matter of 

predictability along two dimensions: values and skill.”25 If legislators are going to be 

willing to believe each other, they have to first believe their colleague will tell the truth

and secondly, it needs to be known that the member has similar values as the other 

legislators. Being caught in a lie is considered very poor form. Always explaining what

24 Gross, 1999, p. 60
25 Heifetz, 1996, p. 107
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a bill will do is important to the other members. Congressmen have to trust each other 

since they do not have to time to be knowledgeable on every issue.26

Other important personality traits include empathy and diligence. Members have 

to understand that each of them has a job to do, and that although they are all working for 

different people, that should not stop them from being able to pass legislation.

• Compromise is key to establishing empathy. This involves being able to adapt to

“changing situations” instead of being a leader unwilling to listen. No one wants to 

work with someone who is not willing to listen to opposing ideas and other points of 

view.28 Diligence comes back to the issue of trust; members like to think that if they are 

voting with a particular legislator, that member has done his homework on the issue. 

Since Congress members often rely on each other for information, they do not want to 

take the chance of voting on faulty information.29 Representative Price talked about 

“double-checking” his vote by looking to see how other members with similar interests

voted.30

The next step in the ladder of leadership and power is the ability to compromise. 

It is always easier to accomplish a goal if people are willing to give in just a little. 

Representative Rostenkowski always figured that if he was unable to find a middle 

ground between Democrats and Republicans in the committee setting, then there would 

q be little chance of the bill ever passing the floor.31 The ability to compromise also

becomes part of what Schneier and Gross call reciprocity. This means not only 

compromise, but courtesy, willingness to work with other members whenever possible,

26 Gross, 1999, p. 62
27 Cole, 1997, p. 170
28 Gross, 1999, p. 61
29 Gross, 1993, p. 247
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respect of the rules and how to play the game.30 31 32 This ability to see both sides of an issue, 

a willingness to give in from time to time, allows for a representative or senator to then 

form voting blocs which are so institutionally important.

A important area that is tied to all forms of personal regard is knowledge.

Schneier and Gross stated that “one of the surest roads to legislative influence is 

£ knowledge.”33 It is important for members to know what they are talking about.

Specialization in an area can be a great help to a member working to bring in votes. This 

“informational advantage” concerning particular legislation is most often enjoyed by 

members of that legislation’s committee.34 Specialization can also arise from becoming 

an agency’s spokesperson. Congressional members are more likely to follow the lead of 

the better-informed member.35 This idea of having to rely on others for information 

becomes doubly important when a member is having to vote on an issue that is outside of 

a member’s usual sphere of knowledge. When this problem arises, a legislator must hope 

to find a reliable, trustworthy legislator who is knowledgeable on the subject matter. The 

best person to be voting with is the congressional member who claims the bill or agency 

as his area of specialization.36

The two final areas of personal leadership to be considered are presented in

Heifetz’s book when he takes a look at more specific individual traits which can help

* leaders in their fight. First, he examines the importance of a leader’s ability to focus on

30 Price, 1992, p. 56
31 Dodd, 1993, p. 200
32 Gross, 1993, pp. 237-238
33 Gross, 1993, p. 244
34 Deering, 1990, p. 13
35 Gross, 1999, p. 69
36 Gross, 1999, pp. 75-76
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the issue and place it on a higher level. Second, he investigates the ability to present a 

concise message in a speech.

Heifetz explains that often when an issue gains notice nationally, it is not always 

thought to have a deeper meaning. Yet it is often by elevating an issue to greater 

significance that a leader is then able to set the tone of the debate. Leaders not only need 

t to dig deeper into an issue and its repercussions, but they must then convey those

thoughts to others around them. The steps between the easy understanding of the issue 

and the deeper meaning have to be logical ones. But if a leader is able to make a nation,

or groups of people, slow down to look at the true meaning of an issue, then that leader

37will gain more control which is needed to accomplish her personal agenda.

The second part to Heifetz’s view of leadership is the need for a concise message. 

Heifetz works to point out that one of the best ways to present a concise message is 

within a speech. Congressional leaders are constantly making speeches on the floors of 

the House and Senate, in one on one conversation with other Congress members, in 

discussions with their voters and in press conferences with the media. This speech

should contain the central theme of the debate and place the issue on the higher ground. 

The more people who are reached by this speech, the more people who are likely to share 

the same views as the leader.37 38

q Now that these two types of power are laid out, it is crucial to put them back in

order. The ideal powerful legislator has a lot that needs to be in place if he or she want to 

get an agenda accomplished. There are many roads to becoming a strong leader in 

Congress, but some are a bit easier to follow than others. The ideal legislator would be a

37 Heifetz, 1996, pp. 141-142
38 Heifetz, 1996, p. 147
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member who has served for a number of years, and finally moved up in the hierarchy of 

the House or Senate. When leaders in Congress have attainted some level of seniority 

they are the chairs of a subcommittee or even a full committee. Since long-standing 

legislators have spent so many years working in Congress they have a number of personal 

friends on the hill who are willing to help them when the powerful legislator needs their 

votes. Importantly, the representative or senator has gained the necessary respect from 

colleagues to accomplish an agenda. Long-standing congressional members have issues 

that they find to be important and have worked hard their whole career to accomplish 

goals in their area of specialization. Other members know this fact and follow their lead 

when unsure of how to vote. All of these factors of institutional power and personal 

power need to be in place to some degree or another for a congressional member to really

be called a leader.

This formula for leadership and power can be analyzed on paper, but the best way 

to know how leadership works in a real case scenario is to examine a former member of 

Congress. By closely looking at an actual event, the particular leadership skills of a 

powerful congressional member can be analyzed. This gives the ability to put a name, 

face, and situation to an otherwise unrecognizable area of political science theory. This 

analysis will provide a setting for the debate between the two types of leadership: the 

great man theory and the situationalional theory.

The case study of leadership in Congress presented here is an examination of 

Representative Pat Williams of Montana and his work in reauthorizing the National 

Endowment for the Arts (NEA) from the years 1989 through 1996. Representative 

Williams had been a member of the House of Representatives for a number of years
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when governmental art funding came under attack. The case study is an assessment of 

his actions as a subcommittee chair, an authority on arts funding, and as a member who 

personally believed in the rights of artists.

To set up the case study, which begins in 1989, it is first necessary to bring the 

story up to that time. The National Endowment for the Arts was created long before 

Representative Williams ever arrived in Washington. Even in the beginning it was not an 

agency with universal support; that trend continued throughout its history. Through the 

1970s and 1980s there was an ongoing debate concerning the government’s place in 

supporting American culture. The debates, which began anew in 1989, were nothing new 

for the agency; these debates just took on an intensity that had never been seen before.

It is also important in understanding Representative Williams’s actions to know 

something about his background. The NEA was not an issue that simply landed under his 

jurisdiction without his planning it. Support of freedom of expression was always 

important to him and he carried that belief throughout his years in Congress. We are a 

combination of all the experiences in our lives. It is necessary to at least briefly examine 

the history of Representative Pat Williams to know why he was able to be a great leader.

The background sketch on both the NEA and Representative Williams will 

provide a foundation to the actually case study. From this foundation the years 1989 

through 1996 can be analyzed for the leadership actions of Williams. Once the case 

study is complete, conclusions can be drawn concerning the issue of the leadership and 

power of Representative Williams. It will be in this final chapter that the question of 

history producing leaders or leaders producing history can be answered, at least for the 

case of Representative Williams.
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CHAPTER THREE

BACKGROUND ON THE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS 
AND PERSONAL HISTORY OF REPRESENTATIVE WILLIAMS

"Having to defend art that I don 't particularly appreciate myself is 
not an easy task. Having to defend freedom, however, is the job of all 
Americans. ”

Representative Pat Williams1

> When archeologists examine cultures of many centuries ago they hope to

determine not just the basic facts of the people, but to dig deeper. The hope is to 

understand these people’s lives, how they lived, what they lived for, what they loved, and 

their hopes, dreams and beliefs. One of the best ways to learn about a culture is through 

its art and expressions. When all of the buildings have been tom down, and the jewels of 

kings lost, simple clay pots or a piece of writing can teach us more about a civilization 

than anything else. So the question is often then posed, what will be left behind when 

America is no more? Thousands of years from now when the stone of our capital has 

returned to the earth and politicians have ceased to speak, what will be said about our 

culture and our lives? When our art is the only thing that remains, will America still be

considered a great nation?

That concern over our legacy prompted the United States government to do

something very out of the ordinary in 1965. At the height of the Cold War the 

government took a step back to examine what it was doing to help those on the home 

front. President Lyndon Johnson presented to Americans his image of the Great Society. 

Coupled with this concept was a movement to create a national art and humanities 

institution supported by the federal government. It was these two ideas together that

1 Porter, 1990, p. 11
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resulted in the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA).2 This program was designed 

with the intention of supporting the growth of the arts and humanities in the United 

States. It was based on the idea of “seed money,” funds to galvanize the arts community 

and get arts programs up and running.3 It was to be an independent agency with the 

intention of supporting artists without restrictions and giving America a strong cultural

* legacy.

Through the years the National Endowment for the Arts has never been without 

controversy. Even when the legislation for its creation was presented to the chambers of 

Congress, some people voiced their concerns over “government sponsored” art. After its 

creation in 1965, and through the 1970s, the National Endowment for the Arts flourished 

as a government agency. It was with the election of Ronald Reagan that questions began 

to arise concerning the agency.4 Yet it was in 1989, after Reagan left office, that the 

agency’s chances of survival were at the lowest. Americans had taken a conservative 

swing and were beginning to wonder if the government should be involved in areas of

life such as the arts.

The National Endowment had come under fire for the type of art it was funding. 

Some people wondered if the art in question could even be called art, all because of some 

photographs that dealt with a sensitive subject of the time. When the elimination of the 

NEA was beginning to look like a possibility, it was then that Representative Pat 

Williams stepped to the forefront to save America’s cultural heritage.

Representative Williams’s battle to save the Endowment was not a new one. In 

fact, since its conception the NEA had always been a topic of debate. In his book, Our

2 Parachini, 1991 A, p. 4
3 Lamson interview, 11/22/99
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Government and the Arts, Livingston Biddle gives a narrative of the Endowment’s

history and his work in helping create the NEA. It all began with the election of Senator

Claiborne Pell from Rhode Island in 1962 and his desire to create a new committee in the

Senate. It became known as the Subcommittee on the Arts, and with a few changes it 

survives today as the Senate Subcommittee on Education, Arts and Humanities.4 5

Before hearings concerning arts legislation could even begin, President John

Kennedy took the first bold step in the move for an agency to support and build 

America’s arts. On June 12, 1963, President Kennedy issued Executive Order 11112, 

which called for the creation of the President’s Advisory Council on the Arts.6 7

The first hearings before the new subcommittee on the arts took place on October 

29, 1963. They lasted for five days, with many witnesses both for and against the 

creation of a government agency to fund the arts. The result of those hearings was Senate 

Bill 2379, which was introduced by Senator Pell in December of 1963. It called for the

creation of the National Council on the Arts (NCA). After a small debate on the floor,
■y

the bill was passed on December 20th.

Biddle recalls in his narrative that the Senator’s bill did not have such an easy

time in the House. In the House Committee the creation of a National Arts Foundation

was slashed, simply meaning that the National Council on the Arts would not have a 

funding element. The watered down version of the bill did pass the House. Biddle 

explained that Senator Pell was upset with the results, yet he still supported the House 

version in the Senate. It passed the Senate with little trouble and so a National Council

4 Glueck, 1985, p. 1
5 Biddle, 1988, pp. 10-12
6 Biddle, 1988, p. 18
7 Biddle, 1988, pp. 20-43 in passum
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on the Arts was created. It was not until President Kennedy was preparing to sign the bill 

that someone noticed the word “annually” had been left out of the legislation. Instead of 

receiving $50,000 every year, the new National Council on the Arts received $50,000 for
o

its lifetime. Biddle and Senator Pell realized they would have to start all over.

Biddle and Senator Pell got help for the creation of an agency dedicated to the arts 

from President Johnson, a man they had originally thought would be of no assistance. 

Following the death of President Kennedy, Johnson had announced his idea of the “Great 

Society.” Included in that idea was the concept of government funding of the arts, and 

this time around funding of the humanities was included as well.9

Biddle recalls that the President Johnson, in order to move forward with his plans, 

created his own legislation to send to Congress. This bill, already containing the 

president’s stamp of approval as part the Great Society movement, would have an easier 

time finding the support it needed. On March 10, 1965, President Johnson’s bill was sent 

simultaneously to the House of Representatives and the Senate. It called for the creation 

of one foundation with two different endowments, one for the arts and a separate

endowment for the humanities. The legislation also created that National Council on the 

Arts and a complementary National Council on the Humanitites.10

Throughout the months of March, April, and May, Senator Pell and his staff, 

including Biddle, examined the bill, reworked it, added recommendations and deleted 

parts. During this time support for the foundation grew in the Senate until more than a 

majority of the members were co-signers on the legislation. On June 10, Senator Mike 

Mansfield (D-MT), as leader of the Senate, suggested it was time to debate and pass the

8 Biddle, 1988, pp. 49-55
9 Parachini, 1991 A, p. 4
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bill. There was only a small debate over the bill in the Senate as it was passed with little 

opposition.10 11

President Johnson’s bill found more objection in the House than it did in the 

Senate and for some time it was bottled up in the House Rules Committee. After a 

number of political maneuvers, the bill reached the House floor for debate on September

< 15,1965. The legislation was debated most of the day, but it did pass the House with less

worry than would have been expected. The next evening it was again presented to the 

Senate and passed with no trouble.12

As President Johnson signed the National Endowment for the Arts and her sister 

agencies into law on September 29, 1965, he explained the importance of arts in 

American society. “Art is a nation’s most precious heritage for in our works of art that 

we reveal to ourselves, and to others, is the inner vision which guides us as a nation. And 

where there is no vision, the people perish.”13

In the first year of its existence the National Endowment for the Arts had a budget 

of $2.5 million.14 Its first grant approved under Roger L. Stevens, the first director of the 

NEA, was to the American Ballet Theatre.15 On December 20, 1965, Vice President 

Hubert Humphrey presented the $100,000 check.16 It was the grant that saved the theatre 

from bankruptcy. That first year the NEA handed out grants to 21 other institutions, plus 

grants to 135 individual artists.17

10 Biddle, 1988, pp. 123-124
11 Biddle, 1988, pp. 154-156
12 Biddle, 1988, pp. 169-180
13 National Endowment for the Arts is honored, 1985, p. 68
14 Roca, 1997, p.E4
15 Glueck, 1985, p. 1
16 National Endowment for the Arts is honored, 1985, p. 68
17 Roca, 1997, p. E4
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Since President Johnson decided not to run for office in the 1968 election, it was 

Richard Nixon who gained an agency that was in need of a new director. He chose 

Nancy Hanks in 1969, who would continue to head the NEA until the Carter 

Administration in 1977.18 In those years as director, Nancy Hanks, as Representative 

Sidney Yates (D-Ill) once explained it, “made the endowment into a national program.”19

• The first big jump in funding for the NEA came under President Nixon in 1971

when he increased the budget fivefold to $40 million.20 When asked about the NEA’s 

high point, Jane Alexander, director of the NEA under Clinton, responded, “Without 

doubt it was in the ‘70s under Nixon, who really understood what the agency was seeking 

to do: making the arts available to everyone. He increased Nancy Hanks’ budget by 

about 1,000 percent.... It isn’t a partisan issue.”21 During the Nixon and Ford years the 

NEA saw its most rapid growth ever.22 When Nancy Hanks left the post of director in 

1977 the NEA budget stood at that time a record $114 million.23

Also during the Nixon period the challenge grant program was put into place. 

The idea behind the program was to increase funding coming from the private sector in 

sponsoring the arts. For every three dollars raised by an arts institution, the Endowment 

would give one dollar of its own money. By the time Reagan entered office and talked 

about cutting the challenge grant program, it had helped raise half a billion dollars in 

private funds.24

18 Hall, 1983, p.Bl
19 Hall, 1983, p. BI
20 Selinger, 1995, editorial
21 Zuck, 1996, p. 9E
22 Herbert, 1994, p. 72
23 Hall, 1983, p.Bl
24 Rosenfeld, 1981, p. F7
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During the Carter years, and under the direction of Livingston Biddle, then the 

head of the NEA, the agency took on a new look. President Carter and Biddle set the 

goal of increasing the amount of access to the arts.25 In 1978 Biddle recalled his feelings 

on the state of the agency and the arts at that time. “It is a very exciting time in the arts, 

especially now that so many talented young people are entering the scene. The cultural

< future of the country is very, very bright.”26

During the Carter administration, the arts had an important supporter in the form 

of Joan Mondale, the Vice-President’s wife. Biddle recalls that she was able to make the 

arts a prominent issue in the White House itself.27 Biddle was also able to increase the 

arts budget by over 20 percent, to nearly $150 million dollars by the time Carter left 

office.28

This trend of governmental support for the arts all changed direction with the 

arrival Ronald Reagan. During his first year in office, Reagan discussed proposals for 

doing away with the NEA in favor of an agency that would work to gather private funds 

for the arts.29 When that idea did not work, President Reagan then labored to cut the 

NEA’s budget down to $80 million. When conservatives came out against him, his final 

solution was to cut funding for the Endowment by only six percent.30 This was the first 

time in the history of the NEA that its funding had been cut.31

Things did get better for the Endowment as the Reagan years moved on. Each 

year following the cut of fiscal year 1982, Congress increased the NEA’s budget ever so

25 Glueck, 1985, p. 1
26 Young Talent on the Rise, 1978, p. 39
27 Parachini, 1991 A, p. 4
28 Arts and Government, 1978, p. 57
29 Glueck, 1985, p. 1
30 Selinger, 1995, editorial
31 Parachini, 1991, p. 4
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slowly.32 It was during these hard years of the agency that some members of Congress 

voiced concerns over the type of art that was being funded. The first debate was over 

NEA funded poetry that was said to be pornographic in nature. Representative Richard 

Armey (R-TX), who commented that he would never support the existence of the NEA, 

brought the poetry to the attention of the House.33 This caused the administration to ask

• for another cut in the Endowment’s budget, down to $144 million for FY1986. Congress

again did not agree with the White House and instead increased the budget only 

slightly.34

The arguments for cutting the agency from the federal purse strings never did 

work. By the end of his first term Reagan reevaluated his feelings concerning the 

Endowment and was holding the NEA up for its “good work” in helping make the arts 

“accessible to all Americans, not merely a small elite.”35 This only helped the agency in 

the reauthorization process of 1985 in which the NEA’s continued existence through 

1990 was assured.36 It would only be a few more years until Representative Pat 

Williams’s face became known to the nation as the man defending the arts. Before 

beginning the case study it is important to examine the personal background of 

Representative Williams.

In 1989 Congressman Pat Williams, though little known to anyone but the other 

q members of Congress and his home state, stepped into an unfamiliar national spotlight.

So far in his career as a representative it had been a quiet but busy life. As a member 

since the late 1970s and a majority whip, he was a familiar face on the House floor.

32 Bovard, 1984, p. 89
33 Glueck, 1985, p. 1
34 National Endowment for the Arts is honored, 1985, p. 68
35 Glueck, 1985, p. 1
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Coming from a rural western state, Representative Williams did not often find himself on 

the national nightly news. Neither very liberal nor conservative for a Democrat, he got 

things taken care of for his district, had his personal interest areas he worked on, and 

enjoyed the work he did. It was when one of Williams interest areas became nightly 

national news that he finally made his strong Irish voice known to the nation.

• Since the beginning of his career in Congress, Representative Pat Williams of the

western district of Montana held a strong belief in freedom of expression. He believed 

that Americans’ ability, protected by the law, to say what they wished was an indicator of 

the health of our nation. Those nations without the law of freedom of speech were on the 

road to what he described as oppressive governments. For Representative Williams, the 

terms “freedom of expression” and “democracy” were indistinguishable.

Pat Williams may have taken a long time to make his direct connection to the 

National Endowment for the Arts, but the seeds of his liberal politics were sown early in 

life. Representative Williams had a head start when it came to politics in the state of 

Montana. Williams was bom in Helena, Montana, on October 30, 1937.38 Though bom 

in Helena, Williams grew up in Butte, Montana. The young Williams was affected by 

this strong blue-collar community. His pro-union Democratic stances later in life proved

that fact.

An article in the Great Falls Tribune tells of how Williams became involved in 

politics at an early age. Nineteen forty-eight was a presidential election year and 10- 

year-old Williams did all he could to help President Harry S Truman in his run for the 

White House. Williams recalls that he would climb onto the backs and shoulders of 36 37

36 Glueck, 1985, p. 1
37 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
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friends in order to hang political posters up on the utility poles. He remembers that the 

posters had to be as high as possible since it was illegal to tack any posters on the poles.38 39 

He figured it was all worth the risk when President Truman was elected.

Williams chose to begin his college career in Montana. Starting college at the 

University of Montana in 1956, he traveled around spending time at William Jewell

• College and the University of Denver where he received his bachelor’s degree. At that 

point he came back to Montana to finish out his graduate work at Montana State 

University.40 Working as a schoolteacher, Williams still could not stay out of the 

political spotlight.

He was elected to the Montana House of Representatives in 1967, where he 

served until 1971. During this time Williams also had his hand in national politics. In 

1968 Williams directed the campaign for Hubert Humphrey in Montana.41 In 1974 

Williams made his first step into larger state politics; it did not go as well as planned. He 

lost the Democratic nomination to Max Baucus in 1974 for Montana’s first congressional 

district. From that round of politics he took the safer route of running the western 

Montana Carter campaign in 1976.42 In 1978 Baucus made the decision to run for the 

Senate. The Western Congressional seat thus became free again and gave Williams his 

start in national politics.

* Politics in America tells how Williams’s second bid for the western congressional 

seat of Montana turned out to be easier than the first. Williams was able to make it 

through a multi-candidate primary with the support of the labor unions from his

38 Shirley, 1990, p. 1M
39 Shirley, 1990, p. 1M
40 Johnson, 1996, p. 8A
41 Duncan, 1994, p. 777



hometown of Butte. He then easily won over Jim Waltermire, who had been considered 

a strong Republican challenger. Winning 57% of the vote, Williams continued to win 

more of the vote with each election until the 1992 election where he was required to run 

statewide.42 43 Since his first election to the House, Williams never failed to win less than 

60% of the popular vote.44

• His votes as a liberal in the New Deal mode kept him a favorite of the western 

side of the state. His reputation as an honest, tough debater made him respected on both 

sides of the aisle in Washington.45 Due to his reputation as an amateur boxer in his 

youth, Williams’s colleagues in Congress gave him the nickname the “boxer.”46 He was 

selected early on as one of only eight deputy whips among the House Democratic 

leaders.47 As a member of the House of Representatives, Williams worked on the 

Budget, Steering and Policy, Interior and Insular Affairs, and Education and Labor 

Committees.48 Falling under the Education and Labor Committee is the Subcommittee 

on Postsecondary Education, which oversees the National Endowment for the Arts.49 

Joe Lamson, the Montana State Director for Williams, as well as his campaign manager, 

explained that Williams had a “long standing interest” in the NEA, calling it a “personal 

interest” for Williams.50

Representative Williams had been an active Democrat in the House since his

* election in 1978. He was well liked on both sides of the aisle for his honesty and his

42 Duncan, 1990, p. 881
43 Duncan, 1990, pp. 880 - 881
44 Duncan, 1994, p. 777
45 Foley interview, 1/17/2000
46 Lamson, interview, 11/22/99
47 Shirley,1990, p. Ml
48 Duncan, 1990, p. 881
49 Zuckman, 1990A, p. 1566
50 Lamson interview, 11/22/99



desire to do the right thing no matter the consequences.51 52 It was his work trying to save 

the National Endowment for the Arts and keep it safe from government regulation that 

provided him with the national spotlight that he had so far avoided. The support that 

Representative Pat Williams gave in the form of legislation and media attention to the 

National Endowment for the Arts was key for the NEA’s continued existence. Today the

• agency is able to support the arts without large amounts of government interference. A

lack of government interference in determining the type of art funded was always the top 

priority for Williams during the reauthorization battles.

Between the years 1989 and Representative Williams’s retirement at the end of 

1996, he stood as a punching bag for the attacks on the National Endowment for the Arts. 

As head of the subcommittee overseeing the annual reauthorization of the NEA, Williams 

was the main event in the national debate concerning what freedom of expression really 

means. As a case study into understanding what it takes to win in Washington, his story 

is inspiring. The battle over the reauthorization of the National Endowment for the Arts 

is an example of both institutional and personal power being put into play to gain success 

for what had been a little known agency. Presented here is the case study of 

Representative Pat Williams’s fight to keep the National Endowment for the Arts alive.

t

51 Foley interview, 1/17/2000
52 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
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CHAPTER FOUR

FIGHTING FOR THE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR 
THE ARTS FROM 1989 THROUGH 1996

The role of the National Endowment for the Arts has always been one of

assistance. Artists apply and then receive small grants so that they may continue to do

their work. The money also is awarded to local art organizations around the country who 

are involved in a range of art forms, such as painting, photography, dance or music. One 

problem area for the NEA has always been indirect funding. Indirect funding to an artist 

is the result of direct funding from the NEA. The agency will award a grant to an art 

institution; the institution has the ability to choose how it will spend the money. 

Sometimes, the institution will choose to support an artist whose work is considered 

obscene; so indirectly the money came from the Endowment. The two controversies that 

emerged in 1989 were both perfect examples of indirect funding.

The Endowment had existed for 24 years, and in those 24 years the Endowment 

had funded approximately 85,000 grants; of those grants only 20 had caused some level 

of controversy.1 Yet nothing prepared the NEA for the conflict it faced because of two 

exhibits which had been funded indirectly.

In the spring of 1989 Senator Alfonse D’Amato (R-N.Y.) brought to the attention 

of the Senate the photographer Andres Serrano, who was a recipient of $15,000 worth of
e

funds from the NEA. The Senator then went on to explain that Mr. Serrano had used

those same funds to create what was known as the “Piss Christ.” The “Piss Christ” is a 

photograph of a crucifix inside a jar of urine.2 The exhibit was shown in North Carolina 

at the Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art (SCCA). Unfortunately, the exhibit was
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located in the home state of Senator Jesse Helms (R-N.C.), who had never been a strong 

supporter of the arts.1 2 3

The second, and more famous exhibit, was a series of photographs taken by 

Robert Mapplethorpe. This case of NEA funding was again brought to the attention of 

the House by Representative Dick Armey.4 Mapplethorpe, a renowned photographer, 

had taken photographs considered by some to be unacceptable for public consumption. 

Others referred to them as homoerotic.5 Representative Armey contended that the NEA 

had given Mapplethorpe $30,000 for his “art.”6 From this beginning, others joined in the 

cause of trying to save the American taxpayers from having to fund projects such as 

Serrano’s or Mapplethorpe’s. Included in those groups was the American Family 

Association (AFA) headed by Rev. Donald Wildmon. The AFA’s lobbying efforts 

included phone calls, letter writing, and mailings to voters.7

By the time the artwork of Serrano and Mapplethorpe become national issues, the 

public was failing to realize that the NEA had never given money directly to the either 

artist. The funds from the NEA had been given to the Southeastern Center for 

Contemporary Art, which had displayed the “Piss Christ,” and the University of 

Pennsylvania’s Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA), which was responsible for 

Mapplethorpe’s traveling exhibit.8 The SCCA and the ICA had indirectly used their 

funds to help Serrano and Mapplethorpe.

1 Berenson, 1989. p 46
2 Ferguson, 1989, p. 20
3 Obscenity or censorship, 1989, p. 25
4 Ferguson, 1989, p. 20
5 Heard, 1989, p 10
6 Ferguson, 1989, p. 20
7 Zuckman, 1990A, p. 1566
8 No sex please, we’re American, 1989, p. 111
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Representative Williams recalled in an interview that President George Bush was 

trying to tell the public that the NEA had not directly supported these two exhibits, and 

really had no hand in selecting the work of Serrano or Mapplethorpe for display. But no 

one was listening, even to the president of the United States. The general public and 

congressional members were too caught up in the heated debate.9

In August of 1989 the House of Representatives could legislatively do little to 

punish the NEA. Congress symbolically reduced the Endowment’s budget by $45,000, 

equal to the amount of the two offensive shows.10 One month later, the Senate, led by 

Senator Helms, made a more drastic cut. The Senate passed a bill that prohibited grants 

for five years to the ICA and the SCCA unless approved by the Congress, a punishment 

for their actions. Added to this bill was a clause on the type of art that the NEA could 

fund. It stated that the NEA could not use its grants to:

promote, disseminate or produce obscene or indecent material, including 

but not limited to depictions of sadomasochism, homoeroticism, the 

exploitation of children or individuals engaged in sex acts; or material 

which denigrates the objects or beliefs of the adherents of a particular 

religion or nonreligion; or material that denigrates, debases or reviles a 

person, group or class of citizens on the basis of race, creed, sex, handicap, 

age or national origin.11

In short, the NEA had to be very careful of what it chose to fund if it was required to 

follow this new law. It was just too vague to determine what would get the Endowment

9 Williams, interview. 10/26,'99
10 Obscenity or censorship, 1989, p. 25
11 Olcott, 1989, p. 8
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in trouble, and what would not. As a small footnote to the bill, it cut the amount the 

Endowment could grant to the visual arts and increased grant funding for local art and 

folk art by the same amount.12

The House would not stand for the type of control placed over the NEA by 

Senator Helms’s amendment. On September 29, 1989, a joint House and Senate 

committee met in order to discuss and debate the issue of restricting NEA funding.13 The 

legislation, with its provisions regarding the type of art that could be funded, was greatly 

watered down to a less restrictive view. It became the right of the members of the 

Endowment to use their opinion in determining art that would be “considered” obscene 

and without “serious literary, artistic, political or scientific value.”14 The 

recommendations from the conference were put before the House and Senate and passed 

with little trouble in either chamber; even over Senator Helms’s objection that you could 

“drive 12 Mack trucks” through the loophole.15

The controversy dealing with the NEA did not stop that year with the debate over 

funding. In November, President Bush nominated John Frohnmayer as the new head of 

the National Endowment of the Arts.16 After his confirmation by the Senate, his first 

official action as the new chair turned out to be the wrong move. Frohnmayer withdrew 

an NEA grant of $10,000 to the Artists Space and AIDS exhibition. There had been 

some people who said the exhibit had homosexual content. Frohnmayer said in a letter 

that he objected to the political content of the exhibition since it was, in his words, “a 

very angry protest against the specific events and individuals involved over the last eight

12 Olcott, 1989, p 8
13 No sex please, we’re American, 1989, p. Ill
14 Marry, 1989, p. 26
15 Marry, 1989, p. 26
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5,17months in the most recent arts legislation in Congress. It’s very inflammatory.” In the 

end, Frohnmayer had to return the grant to the Artists Space.

Chairman Frohnmayer only had five months from his first mistake before another 

round of NEA debates began. In May of 1990 the dispute over reauthorization of the 

National Endowment for the Arts once again began its process. Still fresh on the minds 

of many members of Congress were the prior year’s problems over decency. As head of 

the Subcommittee overseeing the National Endowment for the Arts, Representative 

Williams became the center of congressional attention. Williams was responsible for 

convincing members of the House that the NEA was doing its job, that funds should not 

be cut, limits on the types of grants should not be put into place, and finally that the 

Endowment should be reauthorized for the next five years. In early hearings in May 

Representative Williams stated, “I believe that America is in a cold and chilling time and 

I believe that this reauthorization is important to America beyond the arts and beyond 

artists.”16 17 18 In order to gain an increase of the 64 cents that was spent per person, per year, 

to fund the Endowment, Williams also added that “before this hearing is ended, the 

Department of Defense will have spent all of the money today that the Endowment will 

spend this year.”19 20 As Lamson pointed out in an interview, “We [Williams and staff] 

didn’t shy away from the issue.”

Jim Foley, Williams’s Chief of Staff, recalled that Representative Williams had 

wanted the National Endowment for the Arts under his jurisdiction, moving it around

16 Obscenity or censorship, 1989, p. 25
17Brustein, 1989, p. 28
18 Zesch, 1990, p. 49
19 Zesch, 1990, p. 52
20 Lamson, interview, 11/22/99
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when he had changed committees in prior years.21 Representative Williams himself 

remembers his colleagues calling him “Linus [Peanuts character] with his little blanket. 

He [Williams] takes his little blanket called the NEA with him wherever he goes.”22 At 

the beginning of his career Williams had wanted the NEA for personal reasons; he 

thought the Endowment was important and his son had always been heavily involved in 

the arts.23 Even before the national debate began concerning the NEA, Representative 

Williams was already a recognized leader for the agency. Considered by peers to be 

informed on a subject is an important aspect of leadership. Other representatives were 

obviously aware of Williams’s connection to the arts community. This did not mean the 

battle became a one-round knockout. Foley remembered that Williams and his staff 

never expected the reauthorization debate to turn into the “firestorm” that occurred in 

1990.24

Williams’s first task was getting the art community to agree on its stance. Before 

the debate over the NEA even moved to the forefront of congressional attention, many 

proposals had been placed in front of congressional members for their consideration. 

They ranged from complete disbandment of the NEA to giving more money to the states 

and bypassing the national organization. The proposal for more money to be allocated to

the states emerged from the state agencies themselves, causing a furor about them 

breaking ranks on the issue. The National Assembly of State Arts Agencies pulled the 

idea out of the debate, but the seed of the idea had already been planted and it was too

21 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
22 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
23 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
24 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
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late to turn back.25 26 Many individual artists were already upset with the restrictions placed 

on them from Senator Helms’s work the year before. Artists receiving grants were now 

required to sign agreements that contained an anti-obscenity clause. Any addition to that

clause was going to have artists turning down grants, resulting in a less effective NEA. It

26was time for the differing groups to realize they were tearing themselves apart.

Up to this early point in the debate those who had originally brought the issue to 

the table had set the boundaries for the issue. As Williams pointed out in an interview, 

those that were pushing the debate were on the far right of the Republican Party and had 

never been supporters of the arts.27 So early on, the issue in the debate was the topic of 

obscenity. If Williams wanted a chance at turning the national tide in his favor, he 

needed to reorganize the language of the debate to a broader context than just the issue of 

obscenity. Bringing in the arts community to help defend the agency was his first step.

Representative Williams called for an arts summit, a gathering of the different arts 

organizations, to determine a common stance. Williams felt a “lack of focus” in terms of 

artists’ defense of the NEA. Lamson summed it up by stating that “Artists are artists, not 

necessarily skilled politicians.”28 Representative Williams called for the meeting on May 

17, 1990, only two days after he had presented President Bush’s proposal for 

reauthorization of the Endowment. The president’s bill, which was being presented by 

Williams as HR 4825, reauthorized the NEA for the next five years and contained no

25 Zuckman,1990A, p 1566
26 Scala, 1990, p. 11
27 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
28 Lamson, interview, 11/22/99
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restrictions on what the NEA could fund.29 Senator Helms’s restrictions from 1989 

would expire on September 30, 1990.30

Representative Williams’s arts summit was held on May 23, 1990, in a vain 

attempt to galvanize the arts community into working together on saving funding for the 

NEA. Even before the meeting began, Williams realized the need for compromise. 

Stating that he preferred the president’s bill, he believed “it would be very difficult to 

pass language through the House that didn’t ratchet down what is perceived to be the 

NEA’s ability to fund illegally obscene works.”31 Representative Williams would have 

wanted to simply fund the NEA and leave the questions concerning decency and the 

definition of obscenity up to the courts, 32

The results of the meeting did not go as well as Williams had planned. Even 

though Williams’s knew that a middle ground had to be reached, little could be done that 

day with so many ideas presented. As a legislator for many years, he understood how the 

system worked; the middle ground would have to prevail for reauthorization to take 

place. But not even the art groups could come up with a common stance.33 At the end of 

the day Representative Williams announced that he planned to withdraw his and the 

president’s bill. Williams realized that there was no way around placing some types of 

restrictions on the funding of the NEA.34 In the end Representative Williams worked 

through the summer to come to some type of compromise between the parties involved.

During those summer months Foley again told of Williams’s understanding of 

politics and the necessity to find a middle ground. Williams understood that

29 Zuckman, 1990A, n. 1566
30 Scala, 1990, p. 11
31 Zuckman, 1990A, p. 1566
32 Hughes, 1990, p. 46
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reauthorization would never occur if some restrictions on the types of grants given were 

not put into place to please the political right. His real sticking point was on determining 

what constituted obscenity. “Williams felt strongly that it should be left up to the 

Courts.”35

It was during the summer of 1990 that the work behind the scenes took place. 

Representative Williams’s background was one of education; and education was what 

was needed to gather support for the Endowment. Williams believed that “Republicans, 

[those not on the far right] were natural supporters of the arts.” They were the ones who 

had the money to go to art galleries, attend the theater, and privately fund arts in there 

communities. Williams worked to use the trust he had built up over the years on both 

sides of the aisle to gain the support necessary for the Endowment’s survival. The 

media was also important to Williams’s cause. His Washington and Montana offices 

spent hours with the press working to show how Williams viewed the fight for the NEA 

as a fight to save freedom of expression.37 It was in these key months that the language 

used in the debate changed, and Williams began to find his support late in the summer of 

1990. Williams recalled the intensity that surrounded the debate and its leaders. “It 

[NEA debate] was an issue that was actually on the front pages of national magazines, 

national newspapers, and quite often was one of the lead stories on the nightly news.” 

The media circus caught congressional attention.38 The more Williams and his staff were 

able to control that flow of media information, the better their chances were of having a

liberal view of the NEA listened to.

33 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
34 Honan, 1990, p. 15
35 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
36 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
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Those opposed to the National Endowment for the Arts were not about to just roll 

over and admit defeat. They still had the ability to have their opinions and their voices 

heard on the national news. One way of assuring this was to show legislators distaste 

with obscene art. A vote against art funding occurred right at the same time, during the 

summer of 1990, as Williams was working in the opposite direction.

An article from the Washington Post told the story of the debate that emerged 

over the budget of the District of Columbia. The University of the District of Columbia 

planned to use $1.6 million to renovate Carnegie Library in order to show “The Dinner 

Party.” The artwork was a large triangle composed of ceramics and embroidery telling 

the story of women in history created by feminist artist Judy Chicago. Representative 

Stan Parris (R-Va) wished to amend the budget by cutting it by exactly $1.6 million. The 

cut was passed, and supported by a number of Democrats. 3 9

The vote was a confusing one to the arts community. There was always the 

possibility that politicians were simply being politicians and trying to cover themselves

when election time rolled around. On the other hand, it could have meant that the NEA 

did not have the support it needed to be reauthorized. House Speaker Thomas Foley (D- 

Wa)40 did not want to place the District of Columbia vote too close to the vote on the 

NEA, and with that in mind postponed the reauthorization debate until later in the fall of 

1990.41

At the same time that Williams was fighting for the NEA in Washington, he was 

also fighting a battle on his home front of western Montana. Nineteen-ninety was an 37 38 39

37 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
38 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
39 Jenkins, 1990, p. Cl
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election year for Williams and the American Family Association had decided to target 

Williams. They planned on using his support of the Endowment and his promised vote 

for reauthorization against him in the election. Lamson, as Williams’s campaign 

manager, estimated that the AFA mailed over 100,000 letters to voters in the Western 

District. He said they even “targeted” Williams’s mother for specific mailings.40 41 42

• The American Family Association sent out large packets to voters which

contained in a “sealed envelope” pages of photographs the AFA was opposed to, plus a 

listing of works back to 1977 that did not follow the AFA philosophy. Included was a 

postcard to be sent to Williams if the voter did not agree with his support of the NEA.43 

An article in June of 1990 in the Wall Street Journal reported that in the past few months 

Williams had received 32,000 letters, most against the NEA.44 Lamson called what the 

American Family Association was doing “hypocrisy.” He explained that the AFA, so 

opposed to this art, was the one actually sending it out to people’s homes. When a person 

went to an art museum to look at the photographs, there would be signs warning about 

the content of the exhibit. The AFA was sending these images into homes with no 

warnings. “And who was the first one to pick up the mail but little Johnny and Mary for 

mom and dad. And then getting quite an eye full.”45

Through careful strategies in the campaign of having Montanan artists come out

H in favor of the NEA, as well as having religious leaders speak out against the AFA’s

40 Thomas Foley, former Speaker of the House, should not be confused with .Tim Foley, Williams’s Chief of 
Staff, who is frequently quoted in this thesis.
41 Jenkins, 1990, p. Cl
42 Lamson, interview, 11/22/99
43 American Family Association, 1990
44 Perry, 1990, p. A16
43 Lamson, interview, 11/22/99
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tactics, Williams’s campaign was able to gain ground.46 As Williams recalled, early on 

most of the mail he received was against the NEA, but closer to the election the mail had 

become supportive of his stance.47 In fact, by the end of the summer the mail had 

become 9 to 1 in favor of the NEA. Even the head of the Christian Coalition, Rev. Pat 

Robertson, who dubbed Williams “Porno Pat” on the reverend’s national TV show, could 

not stop Williams’s reelection in November.48

As the floor debate over the Endowment grew closer in the fall of 1990, 

Representative Williams was not the only member of the House working hard to save the 

NEA. One of his closest allies in the fight was Representative Sidney Yates. 

Representative Yates, as chairman of the Interior Committee, was in charge of the 

amount of funds given to the NEA.49 Reauthorization and the funding for the 

Endowment were two separate issues. Funding had to occur every year, while 

reauthorization happened only every couple of years. Representative Yates was in charge 

of funding the NEA; he had no jurisdiction over reauthorization.50

While waiting for Representative Williams’s committee to draft its bill for 

reauthorization, Representative Yates had to hold off a number of proposals which would 

have tied funding to the type of art. An example was Representative Ralph Regula’s (R- 

Oh) amendment, which would have required the NEA to “ensure” the art it funded was to 

the tastes of a general audience. There was also Representative Tom DeLay’s (R-Tx)

46 Lamson, interview, 11 /22/99
47 Williams, interview, 10/26/99
48 Vincent, 1993, p. 62
49 Williams, interview, 10/26/99
50 Williams, interview, 10/26/99

46



idea to not allow the NEA to provide any more funds to artists or arts institutions until the 

reauthorization bill was signed into law. Authorization for the NEA was long overdue.51

Foley also recalled the behind the scenes support provided to the Williams’s staff 

from the White House and President George Bush. Publicly, the President was quiet 

concerning reauthorization, issuing few comments to the press. But Foley recalled him

• as a “good man” who was willing to support Representative Williams since personally he

was for reauthorization. “If George Bush and those people would have bailed out on us, 

we’d be in a whole different situation right now.”52

On October 1, 1990, Representative Williams circulated a letter to other House 

members which discussed his and Representative Tom Coleman’s (R-Mo) ideas for 

reauthorization. Williams did point out that a final agreement had yet to be reached

between members of the subcommittee. Momentum was added to Williams and

Coleman’s plan when on the same day Representative Yates passed his bill, which 

actually increased the amount given to the NEA and the other agencies included under 

the umbrella of arts and humanities.53

Only a few days later the Williams-Coleman bill was presented as HR 4825. The 

bill did set some standards in place as a compromise to the more conservative side of the 

aisle. 54 Throughout the summer months Williams had been using the key word of 

“reform” to argue his side of the debate. Williams told his colleagues that he himself did 

not wish for the NEA to fund obscene material. What he did not want was Congress or

51 Kastor, 1990. p. E2
52 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
53 Kastor, 1990, p. E2
54 Merry, 1990, p. 144-H
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some type of “art czar” deciding what would constitute obscene material.55 For Williams 

to win the debate for NEA reauthorization, legislators had to be sold on the concept that 

HR 4825 was a compromise and that it was reforming the NEA to keep the agency from 

funding questionable art. The bill put forth required the NEA to take into account not 

just “artistic excellence and merit but general standards of decency and respect for the

• diverse beliefs and values of Americans.” This standard was to be upheld by the

chairperson of the NEA.56 Also included was an increase in the funding of the state art 

programs. The level of funding directly traveling to the states was increased from 20% to 

27.5% of the NEA funds.57

The toughest battle for Williams had been determining what type of art the NEA 

could fund and what the wording of the law would be. In the end, a definition of 

obscenity would be left up to the courts, leaving the NEA to fund what it wished without 

the interference of a suddenly conservative Congress.58 In a statement concerning the 

bill, Representative Williams declared, “The heart of the issue here is whether members 

of the House of Representatives were going to hold ourselves up as determiners of art in 

America. With this, we say ‘no.’”59

The debate on HR 4825 turned out to be easier than Williams expected; in fact, it 

was a rather lopsided victory for the arts. In his interview Foley recalled that right up to 

q the end the staff and Williams were “unsure of the votes on the House floor.” He also

told of how Williams was able to gain the votes of other representatives by personally

55 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
56 Merry', 1990, p. 144-H
57 Zuckman, 1990B, p. 3236
5* Vincent, 1993, p. 60
59 Zuckman, 1990B, p. 3236
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spending time and speaking to them about the issue and the compromises that were 

made.60

Chief of Staff Foley made it a goal to dispel what he termed the “mythology” 

concerning the Endowment and the art funded by it. One of the toughest problems they 

faced was that early on in the debate it was the political right that was controlling the

• information put out to the press and other representatives. “We were on the defensive for

two years on this issue.” Foley also believed that all of the personal attacks against 

Williams from the far right in the end might have helped their cause. Other 

representatives felt that the issue had gotten way out of hand and needed to come back to 

the facts.61

Almost 10 years later Representative Williams summed up Congress’s reaction to 

the NEA. “The Congress did what the Congress often does and that is it looked past the 

glitter, past the charges, phony or real, and to the heart of the issue; to the legislative heart 

of the matter and found that in reauthorizing the National Endowment for the Arts the 

committee which I chaired was actually reforming the NEA.”62

The final vote on the floor was 349-76 in favor of reauthorizing the NEA. Even 

some of the restrictions placed on the bill were removed. An amendment by 

Representative Fred Grandy (R-Iowa) got rid of the three-year ban on any artist whose 

q NEA funded work was found to be obscene.63 There were two other amendments to

come up during the debate on the House floor. One was complete abolishment of the 

NEA put forth by Representative Philip Crane (R-Ill). It was defeated 64-361. Also

60 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
61 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
62 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
63 Masters, 1990, p. BI
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defeated was Representative Dana Rohrabacher’s (R-Calf) amendment to forbid funding 

works that contained “sexually explicit conduct,” defiled the flag, or “contain any part of 

a human embryo or fetus.” The amendment was defeated 175-249.64

In his speech on the floor of the House, Representative Williams used the 

eloquence he had become so famous for in support of HR 4825.

Almost exactly 25 years ago the Congress, on behalf of the American 

people, found and declared that while no government can call great art 

into existence, it is necessary and appropriate for the Federal Government 

to help create and sustain not only a climate encouraging freedom of 

thought, imagination and inquiry, but also the material conditions 

facilitating release of creative talent. And so the National Endowment for 

the Arts was created. A small and lovely revolution has resulted. Art is 

accessible no longer to the wealthy and the few who live in the great large 

cities on both coasts; but now all Americans in the great large cities and 

the great small towns have increased access to the arts, and we are all 

better off for it and for the small and lovely revolution created by the 

National Endowment for the Arts.65

The National Endowment for the Arts was reauthorized for the next three years. 

In the end both Democrats and Republicans voted for the NEA. Williams only credited 

his “being Irish and having a gift of gab” with helping him win the reauthorization

64 Marry, 1990, p 144-H
65 Williams speech, 10/11/90
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battle 66 67 With round one over for Williams, the hope was that the coming years would 

prove easier.

When Congress had placed restrictions on the types of grants the NEA could 

present, the agency had begun requiring artists to sign a letter promising not to use the 

funds for obscene art or the artist would have to return the grant. Nineteen ninety-one

9 started off well for the arts communities as the Supreme Court struck down the obscenity

letter that grant recipients had been forced to sign in order to receive their grant. The

Court called the pledges unconstitutional, agreeing with the art community that they were

67reminiscent of the days of loyalty oaths.

Senator Helms was not to be put off for long. In September 1991 Senator Helms 

managed to pass yet another restriction on the NEA. It prohibited the agency from 

funding work that was deemed “patently offensive.” He managed to move the 

amendment during the debate on the NEA’s budget for 1992.68 Also included in the 

Senate debate was an amendment by Senator Nancy Kassebaum (R-Ks), who had 

supported the NEA in the past, to cut the NEA’s budget by 10 percent. It was defeated, 

but not without many other Senators who had stood behind the NEA in the past changing 

sides.69

The future of the NEA looked questionable at the start of the conference 

q committee meetings between the House and the Senate. In the end it was a little

Washington politics that saved the NEA from any real damage. It was called the “com 

for pom” deal. Not only had the Senate voted in one amendment, but the House had also

66 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
67Fiss, 1991, p. 473
68 Marry, 1991, p. 565
69 Parachini, 1991, p. 468
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shown its support by voting in two anti-offensive art laws.70 In the conference a truce 

was offered; if federal grazing fees were frozen, the arts community funding would be 

left alone. The deal worked.71 In the last minute deal, the joint committee agreed to drop 

a proposal to increase grazing fees in order to avoid stronger anti-obscenity language 

added to the NEA. The issues passed the House and Senate with little trouble once the 

compromise had been reached.72 73 The “com for pom” deal was another example of two 

separate issues coming together to create a compromise.

Less than a year later the arts community gained another victory from the courts. 

Under the chairmanship of John Frohnmayer, four artists had been denied grants due to 

the political nature of their art. On June 9, 1992, the NEA was found to be in the wrong 

for denying these grants. Only days before the decision, the new chairwoman of the 

Endowment, Anne-Imelda Radice, vetoed two grants on the grounds of obscenity. As 

one article put it, the works “revealed politically unwelcome facts of life: that men and 

women usually come equipped with genitals.”

The case was a win for the artists themselves, but it revealed the new way the 

NEA was handling art funding: don’t upset Congress. Since the money to support the 

Endowment came from Washington, pleasing Washington and its many loud right-wing 

beliefs became policy. In effect, Congress had no reason to pass any restrictive laws; the 

NEA was censoring itself. The action seemed to work, for the Interior Funding Bill 

sailed through Congress with little trouble in 1992. Chairman Radice, with her more

70 Many, 1991, p. 564
71 Many', 1991, p. 566
72 Many, 1991, p. 564
73 de Grazia, 1992, p. 4
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conservative viewpoint, managed to keep the NEA out of the limelight.74 75 76 77 But the agency 

was unable to gain any additional funding. The budget for 1993 was still a low $175.9

7Smillion.

Occurring at the same time as the funding debates in 1992 was Williams’s first 

statewide election. As the result of the 1990 census, Montana lost one of its House seats,

9 forcing Williams into an election against Republican Representative Marlenee. In his

interview Foley explained that even when reauthorization was “not an issue legislatively, 

it was an issue politically.” Williams still had a number of groups coming out against 

him and his support of the arts. In the end it was the votes of moderate Republicans 

involved in the arts in Montana which helped Williams win the race. Foley stated that “I

77saw people I had never even known helping to raise money for Pat.”

Round two for Williams began in the summer of 1993. The issue of

reauthorization was up again for debate, leaving Representative Williams in the center of 

what could have been another brutal fight. By this time the battle scars had somewhat 

healed from three years earlier. Most importantly, Representative Williams had learned a 

few lessons, and so had his colleagues. The other representatives naturally looked to 

Williams now as the spokesperson for the NEA, and the arts community turned to him as 

its leader in Congress. Williams also felt it was important that the other legislators had

9 learned from the last debate that he kept his word. He would not tell them the bill did one

thing when it did another.78
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On June 17, 1993, the House subcommittee considering reauthorization placed its 

support behind the bill put forth by Representative Williams. The measure was little 

different from the 1990 authorization bill. Williams explained that the “decency clause” 

which had been added in 1990 was still working well for the NEA and needed no 

changes. The only serious objection to the bill was from Representative Armey, who

• stated that “continued support is unnecessary, inappropriate and a luxury we cannot

afford.”79

In his interview Lamson provided his view on how the 1993 debate played out. 

“In many ways the things people were complaining about had been dealt with through 

some of the reforms within the NEA through the ‘90 debate.” He went on to explain that 

by 1993 the debate had died down because people had calmed down and saw the 

arguments for what they really were, politicians playing politics. Lamson also added that 

the former problems of the NEA were no longer continuing, which helped Williams in 

the debate.80 81 Foley added in his interview from the Washington side of things, “it was
O1

never easy though.”

Still, there were those who did not share Williams’s confidence in the agency. 

Representative Steve Gunderson (R-Wis) offered an amendment that restructured the way 

money was given to the states.82 Representative Gunderson introduced his amendment in 

q an attempt to penalize states that cut the amount of their art funding when they received

more money from the federal government. The amendment would simply freeze the 

amount of funding the state received. He introduced it into the subcommittee, where

79 Trescott, 1993 A, p. G2
80 Lamson, interview, 11/22/99
81 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
82 Trescott, 1993, p. C3
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Williams used proxy votes in order to defeat it. Representative Gunderson then placed 

the amendment before the full committee, where it was again defeated. The full 

committee then accepted the rest of the bill on June 29, 1993. It was also in the full 

committee that Representative Armey again pressed forward a bill that would have 

eliminated the NEA all together; his bill failed.83

• Williams and his staff had to go back and again “dispel the mythology” connected

to the NEA. By this point in time though Williams had an added advantage; not only 

were both Houses of Congress under Democratic control, but the White House was as 

well. “We had people at the White House who were helping us hand over fist with it, so 

it became a little easier.”84

On October 14, 1993, Representative Williams’s bill was introduced onto the 

House floor. It passed the same day, though Representative Gunderson was able to add 

one amendment onto the bill. The provision froze art funding to the states at the current 

level if the state’s art funding was less than the average amount it had spent annually 

during the three previous years.85

Representative Williams’s bill, which eventually passed the Senate as well with 

the help of Senator Claiborne Pell, was little different than the 1990 authorization. It did 

increase funding to the states again, a continuing objective of a now more conservative 

q Congress. The idea of more money given directly to the states was not originally

Williams’s idea, as Foley remembers it. Again Williams understood the art of 

compromise and finding a middle ground. Republicans had made a big push for the 

states to receive more money, while others wanted the funding to stay the same. “Pat

83 Marry, 1993, p 412
84 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000



knew he couldn’t just come to the table and say no [concerning state funding]; he knew 

he had to come up with something in between.”85 86 This time, though, the authorization 

was only for the next two years, not the next three.87

In the end Williams was able to move legislation for the NEA through the House 

subcommittee, committee and onto the floor quickly. His leadership abilities allowed

0 him the power to steer the debate away from the same obscenity issues that had engulfed

the Endowment in the 1990 hearings. Lamson declared that “Pat was a teacher, he took 

that style to Congress.” Williams felt you could educate people on an issue.88 This 

teacher mentality made the 1993 debate less of an ordeal. It is always easier to do 

something the second time around. This second round in the battle had left Williams 

with fewer scars, and more people betting on his victory. Williams himself felt the other 

legislators were aware that defending freedom of expression was more important to him 

then pleasing people to win an election. Williams believed the other legislators respected 

this aspect of his personality, his “determination” to do the right thing.89 Time, and the 

careful conservatism of the NEA in the past few years, also helped to create a less rowdy

discussion.

As usual in American culture and the arts, the art community could not go two 

years without pushing the envelope. In the summer of 1994 another artist drew the

£ attention of Congress, and ended up costing the NEA some more of its funds. Again the

problem arose from indirect funding. The NEA indirectly gave an $150 grant to Ron 

Aithey, who was HIV positive. In his live performance he cut his partner on stage,

85 Many, 1993, p 412 - 413
86 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000
87 Marry, 1993, p. 412
88 Lamson, interview, 11/22/99



soaked up the blood with paper towels and then suspended them above the audience. The

90audience was not thrilled by his performance.

Led by Representative Philip Crane, members of the House set forth amendments 

to try to reduce or eliminate the budget for the NEA.89 90 91 92 93 The supporters in the House 

fought, back pointing out that the entire budget for the NEA was actually less than what 

the Pentagon spends on marching bands. The argument did little good. In back and 

forth arguments on the floor, spending cuts were suggested ranging from 5% to only 1%. 

In the end a 2% cut was made in the 1995 fiscal year budget, which had only been $167.7
q-j

million in the first place.

What occurred with the 1993 budget was nothing compared to what the NEA 

went through after the 1994 elections. That year the Republicans made sweeping 

victories all over the nation, enough to take back the Congress. One of the first moves 

made by these Republicans was a promise to limit the national budget. Their method was 

elimination of a number of what they considered unnecessary agencies. On that list was 

the National Endowment for the Arts and its sister agencies.94 That year more proposals 

were put forth for the elimination of the NEA than any year prior. Also in 1995 

Representative Williams announced his plan to move the NEA away from continued 

government funding and introduced what he called the “American Cultural Trust.”95

Representative Williams’s trust fund would have created a one-time appropriation 

of $12 billion. The NEA, National Endowment for the Humanities, the Institute of

89 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
90 At risk: money for the arts, 1994, p. 90
91 Marry, 1994, p, 515
92 At risk: money for the arts, 1994, p. 90
93 Marry, 1994, p. 516
94 Herbert, 1994, p. 72
95 Trescott, 1995, p. E2
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Museum Services, and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting would then live off of the 

interest from the $12 billion.96 Williams’s goal was to “depolitize the debate” as funding 

responsibilities were moved away from Congress.97 The first year’s interest was 

estimated to be around $700 million, roughly equal to the combined budgets of the 

agencies in 1995.98 Williams believed the $12 billion to be close to only 1 percent of the 

total national budget. He did admit that “my main chore is to make the point of the 1 

percent.”99 Williams never had the chance to make the case for his “American Cultural 

Trust.” “It did what happens to the vast majority of any pieces of legislation in the 

Congress,” explained Lamson. “It just disappears.” It had no support within the 

Congress.100 Williams recalled with a chuckle that “The American Cultural Trust was 

not an idea that I thought would actually become law. It was rather sort of an educational 

exercise on my part.” Williams wanted congressional members to know that the NEA 

was not a true endowment. But if the Congress accepted Williams’s plan, it would never 

have to fight over funding or obscenity again.101 None of the members, however, were 

willing to go so far as to turn the National Endowment for the Arts into a true

endowment.

Starting in March 1995 the Senate began its hearings on the future of the NEA. 

Head of the NEA, Jane Alexander, pleaded with the Senate to continue to support an 

agency that she had worked to reorganize in the past two years to make it more 

streamlined.102 Facts and figures were continually put before the Congress: the NEA’s,

9(5 Dezell, 1995, p 3
97 Lamson, interview, 11/22/99
98 Snow, 1995, p. 2
99 Trescott, 1995, p. E2
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and National Endowment for the Humanities’s budgets combined cost less than just one 

B-2 bomber,103 cutting the NEA’s budget would have no effect in solving the budget 

deficit; of the thousands of grants, only about twenty had caused any trouble for the

agency; only 4% of the grants went to individual artists, the rest went to fund arts

• • • 104institutions.

9 At the conclusion of the debates it was the Senate which was kinder to the NEA.

It rejected amendments to cut the Endowment’s funding by 50%, eliminate the NEA, 

privatize the agency, or support it through tax incentives. In the end the Endowment’s 

budget was only cut down to $153.9 million. The NEA determined that the cut was 

better than some of the alternatives presented.105

Under constant pressure form conservative Republicans in the House, the NEA 

did not stand a chance. The House voted to reduce the Endowment’s budget by 40% for 

fiscal year 1996.106 The House also voted in an amendment to phase out the NEA and 

other agencies in only two years. It was with more understanding and moderate views

that the Senate at least canceled the elimination of the NEA in conference meetings. The 

conferences completed their work on September 21, 1995. In the end a compromise had

to be made; the Senate refused to shutdown the agencies. Spending was limited to only 

$99 million for each fiscal year, with the House allowing for an increase in spending 

when new restrictions were placed on NEA funding. The NEA was prohibited from 

funding works that “denigrate the objects of beliefs of the adherents of a particular 

religion” or “depict or describe, in a patently offensive way, sexual or excretory activities

103 Wall, 1995, p. 355
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or organs.”107 108 Lamson later remarked, “people saw it [the 1995 debate] as being used 

mainly for political proposes rather than balancing the federal budget.”109 Foley felt that 

even when the Republicans gained the majority, they still trusted Williams concerning 

reauthorization and “were never mean spirited on this particular issue towards him.” 

They just attacked the NEA and not Williams personally.110 Williams recalled also that 

by this time the art community was used to coming together to defend the Endowment. 

Artists had built their own coalitions in defense of the NEA.111 In the end, the president’s 

veto of the interior bill and the government shutdown became more news than anything 

else and the NEA was left to go on its way.

Maybe it was the Republican take over of Congress; maybe it was the Congress’s 

treatment of important agencies; or maybe it was just plain weariness of the whole game. 

But on January 13, 1996, Representative Pat Williams announced his plans to retire. 

When asked why he made the decision to leave Washington his response was, “It’s a 

simple matter: Carol [his wife] and I are homesick.”112 Little was to be done with the 

NEA, as it still had one more year before reauthorization came up again. So in 

November of 1996 Williams packed up his office with little remorse to head to a teaching 

job at the University of Montana.

“Campaign fund raising is now a literal cascade of money. I won’t miss being 

part of that. You can’t be here and not be a part of it. It’d be like swimming in the ocean 

and not getting wet.”113 Williams said he missed being able to be part of the state he

107 Brustein, 1995. p. 26
108 Marry, 1995, p. 11-52
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60



represented for 18 years. He looked forward to being able to slow down and spend some 

time fishing.114

Representative Williams left his job and Washington at the same time as many 

other long serving Democrats in the House and Senate.115 Yet he left a legacy behind of 

standing up for what he believed in. The National Endowment for the Arts is forever

• indebted to Williams for his work to save the agency. Even in two very close elections

when his support of the NEA was used against him, 1990 and 1992, Williams stood by 

the agency. Lamson and Foley both explained that one of Representative Williams’s 

great personality traits was that he was a consummate legislator.116 He loved the 

legislative process, and was very careful of the bills he supported. Williams did not 

support a bill for only political reasons; he was working to make law.117

Williams’s most important contribution to the art community may come down to 

his persistence in not allowing Congress to place its own views of what type of art should 

or should not be funded. It was important to him that the role of Congress in the arts be a 

small one. Today the idea that the Courts decide what constitutes obscene is still in 

place, even though funding for the agency continues to drop. Congress has recently 

changed its ideas on the NEA and now works at reform instead of getting rid of the 

agency.118 In 1997 the Endowment was up for reauthorization. The Republican

£ Congress did take a step back and reauthorize the NEA, but with continuing control given

to the states, and less and less funds each year.119
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Though Representative Williams has now moved into the role of Citizen 

Williams, he still is a fighter for the Endowment. In October 1999 the Brooklyn Museum 

of Art, which is in part funded by the NEA, held an exhibit that many found offensive 

including Rudy Giuliani, who is running for a senate seat in New York. Giuliani began a 

crusade to recoup the money from the museum, even though this was another case of 

indirect NEA funding.120 Williams took the time to write an open letter to Giuliani 

warning him of the consequences of his actions.

In his letter Williams reminded Giuliani that he, Williams, has been through this 

before, and by supporting the arts he won, both politically and legally. He explained that 

average citizens did not want the government suppressing the right to speak their minds, 

and that was what this debate over art came down to, the First Amendment. Most

important was that once government funded the arts, it is “not permitted to decide which 

art is good, which is bad and then financially punish on that basis.” Williams concluded 

that this idea applied to Giuliani as well.121 122

When looking back over the years of 1989 to 1996, Williams’s Chief of Staff 

smiled when he recalled that “from a staff perspective I don’t know if we really saw the 

politically drama that was going to take place early on. I don’t think we ever imagined 

that it would turn into a full scale, knock down drag out fight.” He also commented on 

the importance that Representative Williams played in the battle for reauthorization. “I 

really believe that without him it wouldn’t be where it is today. I don’t know that he

5?] 22really saw that as political courage. I think he saw that as just the right thing to do.”

120 Paige, 1999, p. 47
121 Williams, 1999, p. A5
122 Foley, interview, 1/17/2000

67



Williams’s response to his importance was to simply state that “its hard to know your 

importance when you’re in the middle of it.”123

The work of Representative Pat Williams spanned 18 years of his life. In that 

time he was involved in many other issues besides his battle to save the NEA. Those 

issues affected the people of Montana and the people of the nation. They spanned 

environmental protection of Montana lands, support of national health care, his vote 

against NAFTA, and his strong stance for the rights of women. The passion that he put 

into his legislative service, and continues to place on his everyday life, is commendable.

Williams still believes in all the choices that he made on issues while in the House. He

knows that the views he held then, on saving the NEA and other issues, were the right 

views.124 His feelings on the battle over the National Endowment for the Arts are best 

summed up in his own words. “The NEA is a little agency that exemplifies the good that 

government can do. And I’ve been in a critical place to defend freedom of expression. 

Not a lot of people can say the same.”125 “The fight didn’t bother me; I would do it 

again. In fact I would enlist to do it again; I enjoyed it.”126

123 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
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CHAPTER FIVE

PIECING TOGETHER THE ACTIONS 
OF REPRESENTATIVE WILLIAMS

It is easy to read this case study about Representative Pat Williams and agree that 

he had both institutional and personal power. It is harder to determine which of the

• powers, institutional or personal, were more vital in creating Williams’s ability to lead. 

What is necessary is to compare the academic model of congressional leadership 

presented in the beginning chapters to the case study of Williams. Once Williams’s 

actions are analyzed in a theoretical sense, then the broad question of leadership and 

history can be answered. Was Williams able to control the history of the NEA, or did the 

national movement shaped his actions?

In the second chapter, the idea of power in Congress was placed into two 

categories; institutional and personal. The first step in understanding Williams’s power 

in Congress is to examine his actions in the context of institutional and personal power. 

Williams was afforded certain powers from the different institutional positions he held 

during the time of the NEA debate. The personal characteristics possessed by Williams 

also gave him the leadership ability to control the reauthorization issue. By examining 

the type of power involved, the broader question of an individual’s importance to the

• process of governmental policy can be more clearly understood.

One of the most important aspects of Representative Williams’s institutional 

power was his level of seniority in Congress. By the time the first debate over 

reauthorization began in 1990, Williams had been a member of the House for twelve 

years. It was his level of seniority that allowed him to gain the other positions of power,
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which were so important to winning the reauthorization debate. His high level in the 

House chain of command put him in a position in which other members of the House 

naturally looked to him. As discussed before, junior members in the House or Senate 

carry little weight. They often look to the senior members not only for power, but for 

leadership on issues as well. Since Williams had been involved of the process of

• reauthorization for a number of years, the other members of Congress, junior and senior,

considered him an expert on the NEA.

Since Williams had been a member of the Congress for a number of years, he was 

able to hold a position that is considered important in the theory of leadership. In the 

institutional study of leadership the post of chairman of a subcommittee is important. 

Nor was he just any subcommittee chair; he was the chair of the subcommittee with 

jurisdiction over the NEA. This meant that Representative Williams was in charge of 

setting hearing dates, the agenda for the Endowment meetings, and was able to apply 

pressure on other members of the subcommittee. Chapter two discussed how 

subcommittees have taken over many of the functions previously given to full 

committees. Moreover, once a bill made it through a subcommittee, it would have an 

easier time in the full committee and out on the floor. Also important to help quickly 

move a bill through the different parts of the legislative process was Williams’s seniority

£ as a long-standing member who held a position of leadership. Williams’s toughest battle

was in those subcommittee and committee hearings. Senior members are less likely to 

have their bills challenged out on the floor; this idea held true for Williams. Though it 

was always hard to push reauthorization through the subcommittee, once it reached the 

floor the votes were always very much in favor of the NEA. The few amendments that



were brought up on the House floor were almost always defeated. This only helps to 

validate the leadership theory that passing legislation in the US Congress is less 

problematic for senior members like Williams.

The next important position of institutional power for Representative Williams 

was serving as deputy majority whip. Though he used his powers as whip little during

9 the debate, the knowledge that he did hold this leadership position could not have hurt

him. Whips are responsible for knowing the members of the House better then others. 

They are responsible for knowing how a member usually votes and what their concerns 

or interests might be. Since Williams already had this information from his position, he 

could use it to his advantage.

Another important concept discussed earlier is that getting other members to 

agree is a way to gain enough votes to pass legislation. This gathering of votes cannot be 

left to chance. There has to be strategy behind building voting blocs if a bill is to pass 

without worry. Williams and his staff had several ideas that increased the size of the 

support for the Endowment and its reauthorization.

One of the most obvious ways Williams was able to gain support for the NEA 

was by bringing artists together in defense of the agency. This creation of an artist voting 

bloc would have only been possible with a combination of Williams’s position as

£ subcommittee chair and his personality as spokesman for the NEA. His position gave

him jurisdiction over the agency and the institutional leadership on the issue. Because 

Representative Williams was recognized as the congressional spokesman for the agency 

artists were willing to follow his lead. In this case both the institutional and personal 

power were needed for Williams’s leadership to work.
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Williams and his staff realized that there needed to be in place an organization 

outside the government which would work to fight for the NEA on an annual basis. 

When Williams brought together the arts community to work out the defense of the NEA, 

he was trying to teach artists how to lobby and defend their agency. By the time the 1995 

reauthorization debate took place, artists were used to coming together to lobby for the 

t Endowment. This allowed for natural coalitions to exist which could only help

Williams’s cause.1

Since Williams had this natural voting bloc in place, he was able to use artists to 

gain NEA support. Williams’s campaign staff had artists speak out in support of NEA 

reauthorization which then provided for grassroots support of the NEA. Artists, those 

who enjoyed art, and organizations funded by the NEA came out in support of the 

agency, and this meant other legislators were hearing their districts calling out to support 

the Endowment. Williams and his staff were also always readily available to provide 

other legislators with lists of NEA-funded activities in their districts.2 Legislators began 

to look at what the NEA funded in their own districts and were able to see what would be

lost if they voted against reauthorization.

By creating these natural voting blocs Representative Williams had no need for 

worry when the votes were taken for reauthorization. There was still another factor that

£ strengthened Williams’s position. The National Endowment for the Arts had been in

place since 1965, for 25 years when it became a national topic. It is not an easy task to 

destroy an agency that has existed and provided benefits to people for a quarter of a 

century. All legislators worry about the repercussions if they kill a program that is

1 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
2 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
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important to their home districts. Williams was not having to fight an uphill battle and 

create a new program that no one was sure would work. He was defending an agency 

that had lists of accomplishments which could hardly be marred by a couple of 

photographs that most of the nation had never even seen. Williams had the advantage of 

being able to present to each legislator a list of NEA activities in his or her community

9 and the actual people the agency benefited. Since it is thought that politicians are vote

maximizers, it could hardly be conceived that they would knowingly hurt a group of 

people who would then never vote for them again. Those legislators wanted to make the 

vote that would provide them with the least possible damage. Williams was thus able to

convince them to vote for NEA reauthorization.

Another way that Williams was able to create a natural voting bloc was his ability 

to compromise. Though the idea of compromise in leadership is a personal skill, 

Williams was using compromise to form a voting bloc which is an institutional power. 

Representative Williams knew that if the bills he put forth were not responsive to other’s 

views and fears of the agency he would have no chance of support. An easy way to 

prove that a bill is bipartisan is to place both parties on the bill. This is exactly what

Williams did. The bill for reauthorization of the NEA was the Williams-Coleman bill.

By having Coleman, the ranking Republican on the subcommittee, sign on to the bill, it 

had both Democratic and Republican support. What Williams did that was so important 

was determine who the natural supporters of arts were, and then appeal to them. 

Williams felt that it was Republicans who were those natural arts supports, and he went 

out to prove that fact to them. Once he had slowly convinced Republicans that not only 

themselves, but their own districts, enjoyed the fruits of government art funding,
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Williams was then able to present a bill which everyone could vote for. Williams did 

believe that members of Congress should not be the determiners of what constituted 

obscenity, and he did not have to compromise on this issue since he had compromised on 

other issues. In the end it was the Courts who were left to decide what was obscene.

Williams was able to win on this issue because there was already in place a system in the

£ Courts for determining what was constitutionally obscene. He logically presented the

argument that Congress, with its own views and biases, would not lawfully and fairly 

define obscene art the way the Court system is able to.

Representative Williams’s institutional position was important in setting up his 

leadership ability. Yet, Williams’s personality was necessary to gain victory for the 

Endowment. Williams’s personal style only helped gain votes for the NEA.

The most important aspect of Williams’s personality was the trust bestowed on 

him by the other members of the House. Williams himself believed that this trust was a 

backbone to reauthorizing the Endowment. Since legislators admit that they cannot be 

experts at every issue that arises on the floor, they have to rely on those around them for 

information and help in deciding how to vote. Since Williams was a proven member of 

the Congress, his colleagues knew they could count on him for reliable information 

concerning the NEA. Williams was able to calm the fears that the NEA was funding

* obscene art by pointing out the facts on the issue. The other legislators knew from past

experiences in dealing with Williams that he would always be trustworthy on the issue 

and explain exactly what the bill would do. Representative Williams pointed out himself 

that other legislators knew he would not lie to them about what legislation would do.

3 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
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When the final vote came before the House, it was then easy to know where to 

stand on the issue of reauthorization. All the other legislators knew they could count on 

Williams. And he never let them down. By telling the truth about the activities of the 

National Endowment for the Arts the first time around, other legislators found it even 

easier to vote with Williams again in the next debate. Also helpful to Williams was his

* ability to listen to the other side of the aisle. Compromise is considered an important

leadership trait. Leaders who do not listen to a minority never last long in office; and 

legislators who never want to work with the other side retain their power for only short 

periods of time. Williams may have been willing to put the ranking Republican’s name 

on his legislation for reauthorization because it looked good, but also because it was a bill 

put together with the desires of Democrats and Republicans in mind. One of the areas 

Williams was willing to compromise on that helped in his fight was moving more 

funding directly to the states. Though Williams himself did not feel this was necessary, 

both he and his staff understood that to have a chance of passing reauthorization, they had 

to give in on some issues. So each time reauthorization came before Williams’s 

subcommittee, the amount of funds being transferred directly to the states increased.

Williams also made the NEA responsible for monitoring itself as far as funding 

obscene art. Though the Courts would still legally decide what was obscene, legislators 

were pleased that the NEA would be held responsible for what it funded. Those 

legislators who were not willing to vote for reauthorization had their worries taken care 

of by the assurance that the NEA funding committee would think before it passed out 

money to any artist. Williams was consistently good at reading the members of Congress 

to see what was needed to get reauthorization across. Being able to understand when
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compromises were needed was an important asset. Since Williams understood that 

gaining the whole reauthorization was more important than loosing some of the smaller 

issues, the NEA was saved.

Part of the reason that other legislators were so trusting of Williams and the 

information he provided was because of his knowledge of the issue. It was a running

* joke in the Congress that Williams took the NEA to whichever committee he would move

to. When Williams would change committee assignments, he would then petition to have 

jurisdiction of his new committee encompass the NEA. Other legislators gave Williams 

the mandate he needed to reauthorize the NEA because they knew that over the years he 

had become the art community’s spokesperson. On the House floor no one could keep up 

an argument against Williams because the NEA was his issue. His seniority, an 

institutional power, had provided him with the institutional knowledge of how the NEA 

worked. This is another case of institutional power and personal power working together 

for Williams. Since the other legislators knew Williams was knowledgeable about the 

NEA, they found it easier to vote with him. The other members knew they could not go 

wrong with a vote for reauthorization because they would be voting with the 

representative who had the most knowledge on the issue. In earlier chapters the 

importance of being a spokesperson for an agency was explained as helping to create a 

q following. The most knowledgeable person on the issue could educate the less

knowledgeable and form the listener’s view to fit the view of the leader. This is exactly 

what Williams was able to do. The other legislators did not have the time to dig deeply 

into the issue and history of the NEA; they were dependent on Williams for their
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information. So not only did the other Congress members trust Williams, they were 

willing to trust his information.

One piece of important personal power that was discussed in chapter two but not 

explored in the case study is the importance of framing an issue by using speeches. This 

leadership skill involves elevating the issue to a higher plane of importance and then

0 using short concise messages to educate people of that higher issue. Williams did not

believe that the NEA debate was about the issue of obscenity; he felt it was an issue of 

freedom of speech. Though what caused the NEA trouble was the funding of obscene 

art, Williams was able to make average citizens and the legislators around him see 

reauthorization as an issue of the government supporting free expression. The way 

Williams accomplished this was by way of a speech he made throughout the country, 

with an analogy that people found compelling.

Though Williams admits he does not remember exactly when the speech or 

analogy began, he does know its roots came from his early childhood. Williams grew up 

in Butte, a famous mining town. He recalls his grandparents telling him the story of the 

miner’s canary. Since the miners were worried about getting sick in the mines because of 

the quality of the air they breathed, they would bring a canary down into the mines. The 

canary with its small lungs acted as an early warning to the miners if the air quality 

became too poor. When the canary would no longer sing the miners knew the air quality 

would soon drop to a level that was not safe for them. Williams applied this story to the

artists the NEA funded.

“In a society that is becoming tyrannical, in a society that is less respective of the 

views of others, artists are our miner’s canary. Artists are our early warning.” When
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artists are limited in what they can do or say, the rest of society is not far behind in being 

repressed. Williams recalled that “artists were democracy’s miner’s canary to me.” He 

also recalled that when he told this story and analogy to others, it changed people’s views 

on the importance of government art funding.4 The speech was not making a point about 

reauthorization, but about the government placing limits on what the NEA could fund.

9 Many legislators in the beginning of the debate wanted to write into the law what they

thought the NEA should be allowed to fund. The Congress wanted to tell the NEA what 

would be considered obscene. Williams all the way through his career never thought 

Congress had a right to decide what art Americans should be allowed to see. He felt this 

was the start of a government deciding what people should think. By elevating the 

importance of artists in American society, Williams was able to make people take a step 

back and really look at the repercussions of controlling what the Endowment funded and

how it decided what was to be funded.

This speech was the height of Williams’s personal power and leadership. 

Through this speech he was able to change the focus of the debate away from the issue of 

obscenity. Those wishing to reauthorize the NEA understood that they would never win 

if the issue was about obscenity. Yet it Williams’s was analogy that turned the debate in 

his favor. Only someone with a background similar to Williams could have provided the 

same story. By setting the debate over the NEA on a higher ground, it made it harder for 

other legislators to argue against Williams. Few people will want to argue against 

freedom of speech and expression. Once Williams had convinced enough people that the 

issue was covered under the First Amendment, it became much easier for legislators to

vote with Williams since it was a vote for America’s freedom.

4 Williams, interview, 2/5/2000
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Though it is easy to understand the elements that made up Williams’s power in 

Congress, the question still remains as to whether Williams’s institutional or personal 

powers in Congress were more important to the reauthorization of the NEA. As usual for 

anything having to do with politics, the answer is a little bit of both. Compromise is a 

powerful thing.

• Institutionally, Williams was a powerful person as a subcommittee chair, a vote

builder and a long-standing member of the House. Any of these roles were not 

necessarily extraordinary in and of themselves. Any other member of the House could 

have been the chair of the subcommittee or have gained a high level of seniority. The 

idea that anyone else could have filled the positions that Williams held points to the idea 

that the flow of history was more important in the story than Williams’s power. He had 

little control over what committee he was placed on, or even how long he was in office. 

It was the controlling masses who voted him in year after year. They could at anytime 

have voted him out of office and another legislator would have been there to step into the 

position of majority whip or any other position Williams held. This seems to say 

Williams was simply a part of history and he had to play the role assigned to him as any 

actor might. It could easily have been another legislator who was in charge of 

reauthorizing the NEA.

q Williams’s personal power in Congress seems to tell another story. It was his

personal power that really pushed the NEA to reauthorization year after year. History 

may have commanded that Williams become a subcommittee chair, but it was Williams 

who always made sure that the jurisdiction of the NEA came under his subcommittee. 

Williams certainly had control over his involvement with the Endowment; he made sure
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he was in charge of the agency. One of the most important elements to Williams’s 

leadership was his trustworthiness, which other legislators responded to. This trust was 

something which was unique to Williams. Members of the House trusted him because of

who he was.

Also important was Williams’s unique ability to elevate the NEA out of the issue

• of obscenity and into the realm of a scared American belief. This elevation of the issue 

was the turning point in the debate. Since Williams was the personal spokesperson for 

the agency in Congress, it assured congressional members that the issue really was about 

freedom of expression and not about obscenity. Williams’s own personality was the 

reason the issue was viewed on a higher plane of importance and won reauthorization for

the NEA.

These arguments seem to say that it was only Williams’s personality that won the 

reauthorization battle. Yet this is not completely true; it took a little bit of institutional 

and personal power to win. Even if he had not been a subcommittee chair Williams 

might have understood that the reauthorization battle was not about obscenity, but about 

freedom of speech. Yet no one would have been listening to a freshman member of the 

House of Representatives talk about an issue which he knew nothing about. Williams 

had his knowledge of the issue because of his seniority. Other legislators trusted him not

* only because they knew his word to be true, but also because he had been around long 

enough and had a longstanding record of telling the truth.

Williams’s needed both his institutional and personal power to reauthorize the 

National Endowment for the Arts. If one of these factors had been lacking, then the 

success of Williams would have never come to be. The institutional power provided to
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Williams gave him the platform needed so that he could voice his opinion of the NEA’s 

importance to democracy. The positions he held in Congress were instrumental to 

reauthorization, as were his personal characteristics. This case study of Representative 

Williams and leadership suggests that power in Congress is not an easy thing to acquire. 

So many different elements need to be in place for a legislator to solve a policy issue.

> The culmination of those elements for Representative Pat Williams has secured his place

in history.
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