U.S. Politics: Preliminary Exam

February 2003

Directions:  You must respond to the general question; you must choose three of the remaining sections and write on one question from each.

You are expected to support your arguments with adequate citations to appropriate literature, but you are reminded to respond to the questions that are asked.

Section I. General: Choose one of the following:

1.  There is a popular notion that the world has changed since 9/11 and that

nothing will be the same.  Based on this notion, we might also argue that

American politics has changed since 9/11 in ways that will not soon be

reversed.  Take a position for or against this argument outlining evidence

to support either position and place your stance within the context of the

literature on American politics and institutions. 

2.  For many years political scientists attempted to formulate a general

theory of politics, but these efforts seem to have decreased over the past

20 years.  Identify potential candidates that might serve as a general

theory of politics and discuss the merits of the specific theory as well

as the merits of pursuing a general theory of politics.

3.  Although the study of Congress, was highly legalistic and descriptive until around 1960 (the publication of Don Matthews’ U.S. Senators and their World), over the past 40 years congressional scholarship has increasingly been regarded as the best in all subfields of American politics.  What are the bases for such a conclusion?  Developing at least three lines of argument, discuss why such a conclusion is justified or not.  What makes for excellence within a subfield?  In addressing this issue, be sure to compare the congressional literature to that of at least on other subfield that has produced a strong literature over the past forty years.

Section II. Sub national Questions 

1.  The longstanding debate over metropolitan organization is framed by crucial normative considerations.  But in the last decade or so, a substantial body of empirical research bearing on those normative considerations has emerged.  What does that body of research tell us about the consequences of metropolitan fragmentation and the impact of metropolitan reform?  Can a definitive conclusion about the best form of metropolitan organization now be drawn?  If so, what is that conclusion and how is it supported by the available evidence?  If not, why not? 



2.  Long before the "new institutionalism" entered the scene in political science, scholars of local government in the U.S. were investigating differences in the institutional arrangements of municipal government, especially those distinguishing "reformed" from "non-reformed" government.  Since then, however, a variety of developments have led to the emergence of hybrid institutional arrangements.  What are the implications of these hybrid institutions for institutionalist theorizing?  What are the implications for urban governance? 

3.  Analyze the emergence and evolution of urban regime theory.  In what ways

did the development of regime theory improve on such prior theories of urban

politics and community power as pluralism, and "growth machine" theory?

What are the most useful typologies of urban regimes and what do we know

about the causes and consequences of differences in urban regimes?  What

work remains do be done to improve regime theory?  Or is regime theory

fundamentally flawed and in need of replacement by alternative theory of

urban politics and community power?

Section III. Public Law

1.  Discuss the recent literature on agenda setting and institutional signaling between the U.S. Supreme Court and the other branches.   What is the significance of this literature?  Does one institution dominate?

2.  Recently there has been an explosion of research on judicial

decision making at the state level.  How is this research similar or

different from earlier work at the national level?  How have, or how

should, theories of judicial decision making be revised to account for this

new body of empirical findings?

Section IV. Congress and Executive 

1.  Congress was designed to be our most representative institution.  How well does it perform that function?  To what extent do parties and interest groups make Congress more or less representative?  Have the reforms introduced during the last 30 years altered the adequacy with which Congress represents public preferences?

2.  The phenomenon of divided government has received extensive scholarly attention.  Several explanations for this state of affairs have been offered.  Some argue divided government derives from conscious decisions of voters, others suggest that it results from different considerations entering the calculus of the vote, and still others contend that institutional factors are the cause.  Evaluate the available evidence and suggest what information is available to resolve this debate.  What accounts for divided government?  Secondly, there are multiple perspectives of the consequences of divided government.  It has been suggested that (1) divided government has little impact; (2) the impact is beneficial; or (3) divided government is responsible for contemporary problems of policy making.  What is the evidence that relates to these conflicting perspectives?

3.  Researchers argue that the basic forces shaping the presidency include, 1)

the type of person occupying the office, 2) the nature of the office, and

3) the external environment of the office.  Analyze each of these forces

in terms of their relative importance in shaping the contemporary

presidency.  What are the relevant indicators that are useful in

identifying and measuring the distinguishing characteristics of each basic

force?
4. You are in a facility position at a research institution and assigned to a search committee to find the best new scholar who studies Congress.  Explain your criteria for

selecting candidates to create a short list.  Be sure to

outline your expectations concerning 1) substantive focus, 2) the

theoretical and methodical trends in research on Congress, and 3) the

likelihood that any given candidate could make a contribution to the

field.  It might be helpful to "create" three hypothetical candidates,

assign specific qualities, and compare and contrast them.

Section V: Interests and Parties

1.  Assess the “strength” of U.S. parties in contemporary national politics.  What do 

we mean by strong parties?  What are the crucial measures of partisan strength?  Can we have strong parties in government while parties appear weak in electoral politics?

2.  Outline the major components of the theory of party realignment.  Why has the theory been unsuccessful in accounting for changes in electoral and party politics since the 1960s?  What alternative theories of party/electoral change have been offered in its place?  Do any theories better explain changes in the electoral order?

3.  What do lobbyists do?  Are they successful at achieving their goals?  How do we know?  Approach these questions from a theoretical perspective and then discuss empirical evidence that supports your position.    

4.  In recent years "Social Capital" has become a prominent idea in

political science.  How can the notion of social capital influence or inform

the sub-field of American politics?  How does the idea of social capital

support or distract from our ideas regarding interest group behavior?

5.  Students of American politics have long argued that political parties are crucial linkages between the governed and those who govern, and strong parties are commonly regarded as a prerequisite for healthy democracy.  There is, of course, considerable disagreement over what constitutes party strength and a healthy body politic, particularly in the American system of divided and limited government.  What is your view on such matters?  Have the party/campaign finance reforms and the proliferation of interest groups over the last three decades helped or hampered parties in enhancing citizen influence over political decision-makers?  In your view do contemporary American parties still serve as an important mass vehicles for citizens to influence those who govern?  

Section VI. Behavior

1.  Campaigns can be viewed as important political institutions or as fairly expensive displays of symbolism and show.  Using the literature on campaigns and elections, explain the functions of elections emphasizing the citizen, elite, and system perspective.  

2.  Suppose you took a copy of the American Voter and mapped out all of the studies which follow it.  Consider this tree in all its glory.  Do you suppose the practitioners of that kind of research have pushed methodological individualism as far as it can go?  Why or why not?  If so, what should be the next step in the development of political (especially voting) behavior?  If not, how can the individualist agenda be advanced?  Give a few specific ideas. 

3.  Review the findings of research on presidential popularity focusing on 1)

how presidential popularity is defined, 2) the determinants of

presidential popularity, 3) the consequences of presidential popularity,

and 4) the impeachment of Bill Clinton presidency fits into this research.  Also, comment on what is left to study in this field.

