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The	27th	Annual	Liberty	Index	of	Congress	
	

2016:	Year	of	the	Show	Vote	
Clifford	F.	Thies	

	
With	the	budget	on	automatic	pilot	from	a	deal	negotiated	the	prior	year	by	Speaker	Paul	
Ryan	and	President	Barack	Obama,	and	with	anything	of	consequence	the	majority	might	
pass	sure	to	be	vetoed,	it	is	no	wonder	that	almost	every	Republican	came	out	looking	good	
in	the	2016	Liberty	Index	from	a	Republican	point	of	view;	and,	almost	every	Democrat	
came	out	looking	good	from	a	Democratic	point	of	view.	As	for	the	several	Republicans	who	
tried	to	save	their	seats	by	voting	like	Democrats,	no,	they	didn't.	
	
As	per	usual,	the	2016	edition	of	the	Liberty	Index	of	Congress	is	based	on	two	sets	of	20	
roll	call	votes,	one	concerning	economic	liberties	and	the	other	personal	liberties,	for	each	
chamber	of	the	U.S.	Congress.	A	total	of	four	lists	and	80	roll	call	votes.	
	
Ideally,	each	list	of	20	contains	votes	that	span	the	range	of	issues	encompassed	by	its	
dimension	of	liberty,	and	also	has	some	tough	and	some	easy	votes,	so	the	resulting	index	is	
both	fair	and	capable	of	discriminating	between	good	and	very	good	scores,	and	bad	and	
very	bad	scores.	Even	without	votes	on	a	budget	resolution,	this	wasn't	a	problem	in	
constructing	the	list	of	economic	liberties	votes.	It	hardly	ever	is.	Nor	was	there	much	of	a	
problem,	on	the	House	side,	in	constructing	the	list	of	personal	liberties	votes.	But,	there	
were	some	problems	constructing	the	list	of	personal	liberties	votes	for	the	Senate.	All	I	can	
say	is	that	I	do	the	best	I	can	with	the	roll	call	votes	that	I	have.	
	
In	the	list	of	economic	liberties	votes,	I	have	votes	on	spending,	taxes,	trade,	energy,	labor,	
health	care	and	the	environment.	These	include	a	vote	to	override	a	Presidential	veto	to	
repeal	Obamacare,	drilling	off	the	coast	of	Alaska	and	off	the	East	Coast,	and	protecting	the	
Preble's	Meadow	Jumping	Mouse.	In	the	list	of	personal	liberties	votes,	I	have	votes	on	
warrantless	surveillance	of	Americans,	school	vouchers,	medical	marijuana,	ending	draft	
registration	and	repeal	of	the	2001	use	of	force	resolution.	The	four	lists	are	included	in	an	
appendix.	
	
As	with	prior	editions	of	the	Liberty	Index,	I	have	shared	draft	lists	of	votes	with	trusted	
Liberty	Republicans	familiar	with	this	exercise,	for	review	and	comment,	although	I	retain	
sole	responsibility	for	the	final	lists.	
	

House	of	Representatives	
	
Turning	to	the	U.S.	House	of	Representatives,	#1	with	a	perfect	score	of	100-100	was	Raul	
Labrador	(ID).	Tied	for	#2	with	either	100-95	or	95-100	were	Justin	Amash	(MI)	(last	
year's	top	scorer),	Thomas	Massie	(KY)	and	Mark	Mulvaney	(SC).	All	scores	are	given	in	a	
table	in	the	appendix.	
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Number	1	from	the	standpoint	of	progressive	socialists,	with	a	perfect	0-0	score,	was	Chaka	
Fattah	(PA)	on	the	tie-breaking	consideration	of	the	most	roll	call	votes	missed	(for	
Republicans,	the	tie-breaker	would	be	the	least	roll	call	votes	missed).	Coming	in	#2	from	
the	standpoint	of	progressive	socialists	was	Mark	Takai	(HI).	
	
Takai	missed	an	impressive	50	percent	of	the	roll	call	votes,	but	Fattah	missed	75	percent.	
Being	absent	75	percent	of	the	time	might	even	get	a	tenured	professor	in	trouble!	If	we	
had	to	go	to	a	second	tie-breaker,	Fattah	would	still	have	won	having	been	convicted	on	23	
counts	of	racketeering,	fraud,	and	other	corruption	charges.	After	serving	almost	20	years	
in	the	U.S.	House,	Fattah	is	now	serving	10	years	in	the	Big	House.	
	
As	you	can	see	in	the	chart	below,	the	political	spectrum	has	shifted	almost	to	an	up-down	
orientation,	instead	of	a	(traditional)	left-right	orientation.	Also,	there	is	almost	complete	
polarization.	Many	others	who	track	Congressional	voting	have	noticed	the	polarization.	I	
don't	know	of	anybody	else	who	has	systematically	tracked	the	up-down	versus	left-right	
orientation	of	the	political	spectrum.	
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Former	Congressman	Robert	Dold	(IL)	stands	out	among	Republicans	for	being	in	no	man's	
land.	Dold	succeeded	former	Senator	Mark	Kirk	as	the	Representative	of	a	Democratic	
suburban	district,	north	of	Chicago.	But,	while	Kirk	had	been	able	to	navigate	this	blue	
minefield,	Dold	wasn't	quite	able	in	last	year's	election.	
	
Close	to	Dold	in	no	man's	land	is	former	Congressman	Richard	Hanna	(NY).	Along	with	my	
Representative,	Barbara	Comstock,	Hanna	declined	to	support	our	party's	Presidential	
nominee	last	year.	I	call	them	the	Hanna-Barbara	Republicans.	Yabadadoo!	Hey,	guys,	
what's	fair	is	fair.	We	support	the	nominees	of	the	Republican	Party	and	so	should	you.	
	
From	the	other	side	of	the	aisle,	Congressman	Collin	Peterson	(MN)	stands	out	as	a	blue	dot	
in	a	sea	of	red.	His	district,	in	the	rural	western	portion	of	the	state,	has	been	drifting	
Republican,	as	has	the	entire	upper	Mississippi	Valley	(Iowa,	Wisconsin	and	Minnesota).	So,	
Peterson	has	been	tacking	to	the	right	to	stave	off	GOP	challengers.	Or,	maybe	he	simply	
hasn't	let	himself	be	pulled	as	far	left	as	the	Democrats	have	become	in	recent	years.	
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Looking	at	the	average	score	by	party	in	the	House,	we	see	a	very	pronounced	difference	in	
economic	liberties	and	a	smaller	but	still	substantial	difference	in	personal	liberties.	In	
terms	of	classifying	members,	almost	all	are	either	progressive	socialists	or	libertarians.	A	
few	are	classified	as	moderates.	And,	only	a	handful	as	conservatives.	Indeed,	of	the	five	
who	are	classified	as	conservatives,	four	are	borderline,	being	50-50	on	personal	liberties,	
and	only	one	clearly	fits	the	classification.	
	

	
	

The	Senate	
	
Moving	on	to	the	Senate,	we	see	that	Mike	Lee	(UT)	is	#1,	replacing	last	year's	top	scorer	
Rand	Paul	(KY).	Jeff	Flake	(AZ)	registered	the	only	100	in	the	Senate,	in	economic	liberties.	
	

	
	
There	was	a	four-way	tie	for	last,	from	our	point	of	view,	Harry	Reid	(NV),	Ben	Cardin	
(MD),	Barbara	Milkulski	(MD)	and	Debbie	Stabenow	(MI).	After	30	years	in	the	Senate,	
Harry	the	Liar	is	now	retired,	not	that	we'll	miss	him.	It's	one	thing	to	differ	politically,	but	
it's	another	thing	to	tell	despicable	lies	about	your	opponents.	
	
In	the	Senate,	there	was	almost	a	complete	separation	between	the	Republicans	and	those	
in	the	Democratic	caucus.		Every	Republican,	except	one,	achieved	a	combined	score	of	at	
least	49.	That	exception	-	Susan	Collins	(ME)	-	scored	38.	Every	Senator,	except	two,	who	
caucuses	with	the	Democrats,	scored	28	or	lower.	Those	two	-	Joe	Mancin	(WV)	and	Bernie	
Sanders	(VT)	-	scored	38	(and,	Sanders'	number	may	have	been	affected	by	his	many	
absences	while	running	for	the	Democratic	Presidential	nomination).	
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Mark	Kirk	(IL)	and	Kelly	Ayotte	(NH)	distanced	themselves	from	Donald	Trump	in	their	re-
election	efforts,	in	addition	to	voting	like	Moderates.	In	Kirk's	case,	whatever	he	did	was	
probably	of	no	consequence.	Trump	lost	Illinois	39	to	56;	and,	Kirk	lost	his	bid	for	re-
election	40	to	55.	
	
In	Ayotte's	case,	it	was	a	murder-suicide.	Trump	lost	New	Hampshire	by	0.3	percent	of	the	
vote,	with	the	Libertarian	pulling	4.1	percent;	and,	Ayotte	lost	her	bid	for	re-election	by	0.2	
percent	of	the	vote,	with	a	rogue	Republican	running	as	an	independent	pulling	2.4	percent,	
and	the	Libertarian	1.7	percent.	At	the	same	time,	Republican	Chris	Sununu	was	elected	
Governor	48.8	to	46.6	percent,	with	the	Libertarian	pulling	4.3	percent.	The	votes	were	
there	for	us	to	win	the	Presidential	and	the	Senate	races	in	New	Hampshire,	but	Ayotte’s	
undermining	Trump	on	the	ticket	not	only	cost	Trump	some	of	her	support,	it	cost	her	
some	of	his	support.	
	
In	terms	of	average	scores	and	classifications,	the	profile	of	the	Senate	is	essentially	the	
same	as	that	of	the	House.	
	

	
	

Comment	
	
How	much	these	findings	mean	isn't	clear.	Independent	of	the	problem	of	assembling	good	
lists	of	roll	call	votes	in	a	year	without	votes	on	a	budget	resolution,	there	is	the	unreality	of	
many	of	the	roll	call	votes	that	were	taken.	The	Republicans	caved	on	the	budget,	the	year	
prior,	agreeing	to	a	two-year	continuing	resolution	for	spending	and	to	waive	the	debt	
ceiling.	Progress	that	had	been	achieved	in	closing	the	deficit	since	the	elections	of	2010	
was	surrendered.	The	hope	was		for	Republicans	to	do	well	in	the	elections	of	2016.	During	
2016,	Republicans	cast	votes	as	though	they	really	meant	what	they	say	when	they're	
running	for	office.	But,	were	these	merely	show	votes?	Now	that	the	Republicans	have	
consolidated	their	control	of	the	federal	government,	we	will	see.	
	

#										#										#	
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Table	1.	2016	House	Economic	Liberties	Roll	Call	Votes	
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Table	2.	House	Personal	Liberties	Roll	Call	Votes	
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Table	3.	Senate	Economic	Liberties	Roll	Call	Votes	
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Table	4.	Senate	Personal	Liberties	Roll	Call	Votes	
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Table	5.	House	Scores	(1st	of	5)	
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Table	5.	House	Scores	(2nd	of	5)	
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Table	5.	House	Scores	(3rd	of	5)	
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Table	5.	House	Scores	(4th	of	5)	

	 	



	 15	

Table	5.	House	Scores	(5th	of	5)	
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Table	6.	Senate	Scores	

	


