American Politics Field Exam 
					  August 2024


	Majors in American politics should answer ONE question from part I and TWO questions from part II (2 hours for each question, 6 hours total). 

Minors in American politics should answer ONE question from part I and ONE question from part II (2 hours for each question, 4 hours total).




PART I:  The purpose of this section is to examine your capacity to apply political science theory to general questions in American politics.  In doing so, you are expected to demonstrate broad knowledge of the American political system.  However, your first priority should be to answer the specific question asked.



1. What do theories of institutions presume about the public?  Is the institutional literature sufficiently grounded in behavioral realities?  In your answer, focus on the institutions literature rather than details from the behavioral literature, and specifically address one or two particular institutions.

2. What does the ongoing 2024 election season tell us about democracy in the United States?  In what ways do research agendas need to respond?  In your answer, focus on several aspects of electoral politics, such as campaigns, policy, leadership, the media, mass opinion, political participation, primary elections, government responsiveness, or the economy.

3. Political behavior and institutions are often discussed as two distinct areas of American politics research.  Identify a major line of research from each camp and discuss how insights from the other might enhance future research.



PART II:  The purpose of this section is to test your ability to apply political science theory and empirical knowledge to important questions about specific features of the American political system.  Be sure to answer each part of the question.


1. In 1942, E. E. Schattschneider wrote that, “The nature of the nominating procedure determines the nature of the party; he who can make the nominations is the owner of the party.”  Many progressive reformers believed that the introduction of direct primaries would weaken the influence of party elites over the nomination process.  What does the existing literature tell us about who “owns” the party under a direct primary system?  What theoretical or empirical questions still need to be resolved?  

2. What is your assessment of the range of research that has studied how we might lessen the degree of partisan conflict and affective polarization?  Is there reason to be optimistic?  

3. Battles over the speakership in the US House of Representatives have intensified recently, especially within the Republican party as several speakers have had difficulty holding onto the position.  In October 2023 Speaker Kevin McCarthy was ousted and replaced by Mike Johnson.  Johnson was similarly threatened with a motion to vacate the chair, after he relied on Democratic votes to pass critical legislation.  What does the removal of McCarthy and the tenuous position of Johnson tell us about the validity of partisan theories of Congress?  What insights do these theories grant into speakership fights?  Where do they fall short?  Can their shortcomings be fixed or is a new theory necessary to provide compelling explanations of recent events?  

4. Who participates in local politics and why?  To what extent is participation shaped by local political and electoral institutions?  In what ways has the nature of this participation been shown to shape local public policy?  Please use an expansive definition of participation in your answer. 
 
5. After the attempt to assassinate Donald Trump, claims about it being “staged” or carried out by the Biden administration swirled online.  Though social media platforms largely flagged this content, these claims received millions of views.  Drawing from the literature on political psychology, discuss the impact of such claims.  Are they generally consequential in shaping public opinion and behavior?  What does the research say about who tends to believe in misinformation and why?  

6. What are the sources of delegation to the bureaucracy or executive branch more generally?  Can these be reconciled with the accumulation of executive powers over recent decades?  

7. As we head into the final months of the 2024 presidential contest, we can expect to see a vast amount of television and digital advertising on behalf of the candidates.  These ads will account for the bulk of campaign spending at the presidential level.  And yet the academic literature suggests that persuasive ads for candidates in general election contests do not work.  Ads might change opinion initially, but the effects subside quickly.  Is the academic literature off base?  Are campaigns wasting money?  Offer arguments and evidence for your position.

8. Some scholars of American political behavior emphasize the power of personal, lived experiences, citing substantial evidence that local economic and social contexts significantly shape mass attitudes.  Others argue that the influence of media is paramount, as most citizens' lived experiences are limited, leading them to rely heavily on mass media to understand the political world.  While both factors are undoubtedly important, given the ubiquity of media in all forms and the increasing amount of time we spend in front of screens, to what extent do you think the impact of lived experiences will diminish in significance as we move forward?  

9. “Courts are congresses with different institutional rules.”  Discuss.  

