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This class introduces students to major issues in legislative politics. The focus will be mainly on the U.S.

Congress, although there will be numerous comparisons to state legislatures throughout the quarter. The

purpose of the class is to help students understand the features of legislative politics within the broader

public policymaking process. This will be done by building student factual knowledge about such topics

as committee structures, legislative rules, political parties, and interactions with other branches of

government. This factual knowledge will be extended through an emphasis on theories of legislative

behavior. These theories will be used to structure our thinking regarding specific policies before

Congress over the past year, as well as to provide a general framework for analyzing legislative politics

beyond these specific examples.

Course materials:

The course materials include three books and a course reader. The course reader is required and is

available from Zip Publishing (www.zippublishing.com). The following books are required and are

available in the OSU Bookstore:

Davidson, Roger H., and Walter J. Oleszek. 2006. Congress and Its Members, Tenth Edition.

Washington, DC: CQ Press.

Mayhew, David R. 2005. Congress: The Electoral Connection, Second Edition. New Haven, CT: Yale

University Press.

Brady, David W., and Craig Volden. 2006. Revolving Gridlock, Second Edition. Boulder, CO:

Westview Press.

Lecture notes will be available on Prof. Volden’s website (psweb.sbs.ohio-state.edu/faculty/cvolden/)

ahead of each lecture. Students are encouraged to print out these overheads to bring to class in order to

take notes most effectively.

Course requirements, grading, and miscellany:

The course requirements are mastery of the content of the readings, constructive contributions to class

discussions, two short essays, and midterm and final exams.

Grades will be assigned a weighted average of five components—class participation (10%), short essays

(15% each), the midterm exam (25%), and the final exam (35%). Students are expected to attend class, to

have read the material, and to be prepared for occasional discussions in class. Several students will be

called upon in each class session to contribute to class discussion, as the basis for their class participation

grade. The exams will cover material discussed in the readings and in class lectures. Exams will be

closed books, closed notes, in class.

The essays will take the following form:

First essay: A short essay (4 standard size pages, double-spaced, one-inch margins, 12-point font) is due

at the beginning of Session 6, on Tuesday, October 11. Students are to pick a specific piece of legislation

that has received a floor vote in at least one chamber of Congress this year (2005). To find legislation,

students may wish to use thomas.loc.gov, lexis-nexis Congressional Database (through the library

website), Congressional Quarterly Almanac, or direct contact of their Senators and member of Congress,

among other sources. Summarize the substantive issue. Discuss who the most relevant members of

Congress were (both in advancing and opposing the legislation) – what were their goals and why did they

have those goals? Link your discussion specifically to arguments advanced by Mayhew. Be sure to

accurately reference any sources of quotations or information used to generate your essay.

Second essay: A short essay (4 standard size pages, double-spaced, one-inch margins, 12-point font) is

due at the beginning of Session 16, on Tuesday, November 15. Students are to add four pages to their

First Essay and turn in the full eight pages. In the four added pages, students should summarize what

became of the bill they described previously. Specifically, what was the legislative history? What

happened in the committee process? What were the objections and accommodations? What politics were

involved in these decisions? Were interest groups involved? What was the role of the voters in

members’ home districts and of campaign contributors? Did the President and political parties take an

active role? What explains the final outcome? Link your discussion specifically to the theory advanced

by Brady and Volden. Be sure to accurately reference any sources of quotations or information used to

generate your essay.

No late work will be accepted unless previously arranged with Prof. Volden. Such arrangements require

well-substantiated and sound reasons, and will result in progressively lowered grades depending on how

late the work is finally produced. In short, be sure to turn in everything on time and do not miss exams.

Academic Misconduct: It is the responsibility of the Committee on Academic Misconduct to investigate or establish procedures for the investigation of all reported cases of student academic misconduct.  The term “academic misconduct” includes all forms of student academic misconduct wherever committed; illustrated by, but not limited to, cases of plagiarism and dishonest practices in connection with examinations.  Instructors shall report all instances of alleged academic misconduct to the committee (Faculty Rule 3335-5-487).  For additional information, see the Code of Student Conduct: (http://studentaffairs.osu.edu/resource_csc.asp).
Disability Services: Students with disabilities that have been certified by the Office for Disability Services will be appropriately accommodated, and should inform the instructor as soon as possible of their needs.  The Office for Disability Services is located in 150 Pomerene Hall, 1760 Neil Avenue; telephone 292-3307, TDD 292-0901; http://www.ods.ohio-state.edu/.

Political Science 517 is a social and behavioral sciences course applicable to the General Education Curriculum.  As such, it will meet the GEC learning objectives by teaching students to understand the theories and methods of scientific inquiry as they are applied to individuals and organizations operating in political systems.  Students will learn to comprehend human differences and similarities in political contexts. Students will develop abilities to comprehend and assess individual and social values and recognize their importance in social problem solving and legislative policy making.

Course Outline:

Session 1: Introduction to Legislative Politics

We will go over the syllabus and the direction of the course, addressing students’ questions. We

will also discuss some of the proposals and political controversies before Congress this year.

Session 2: Congress: The Basics

This session provides a background and overview of how scholars and practitioners view

Congress. We will begin with what is specified in the U.S. Constitution and discuss how

Congress evolved into the institution that we all recognize today. In reading through the

Constitution, students should note things that they did not know previously or that were surprises

to them in their present read of the Constitution. We will briefly discuss these findings in class.

Additionally, students will be exposed throughout the class to some of the political and policy

issues facing the current Congress. We begin with a Congressional Quarterly article (in the

course reader) asking how responsive our government is to the wishes of the people. Students

should be prepared to take a position on this issue.

Readings: D&O, chapters 1 and 2; The U.S. Constitution (in reader); 2005 CQWR, “A

Government Out of Touch,” pp. 1804-1811.

Session 3: Getting There

Who becomes a member of Congress, how, and why? In this session we begin to explore the

recruitment of members of Congress by the political parties. We will also focus on the role of

fundraising, electoral coalition formation, and campaigning. The Congressional Quarterly

article explores legislative redistricting that may affect members’ electoral opportunities.

Readings: D&O, chapter 3; 2005 CQWR, “New Redistricting Plans Could Open Floodgates,” pp.

500-502.

Session 4: The Electoral Connection I

Because of the constant electoral pressures experienced by members of Congress, they seem to be

behaving with one eye always focused on their constituencies. In Mayhew’s seminal book, he

examines how congressional behavior is affected by the single-minded seeking of reelection.

What strategies do members of Congress implement, and how do likely voters view those

activities? How effective are legislators at advertising, credit claiming, and position taking?

How do these activities complement or substitute for the formulation of good public policy?

Students should become familiar with the Median Voter Model of elections with primaries

discussed in class today.

Readings: D&O, chapter 4; Mayhew, Forward, Preface, Introduction, and Part I (The Electoral

Incentive); 2005 CQWR, “Government Eyes Taking a Seat in the Dugout,” p. 730.

Session 5: The Electoral Connection II

This session continues the exploration of the electoral connection by examining how the policies

and processes in legislatures help members to secure their electoral aims. Members’ legislative

styles are contrasted with their home styles back in their districts. In future sessions, we will

refer back to these electoral incentives to illustrate some of the reasons behind the strength of

political parties, the role of committees, and the choice of legislative rules.

Readings: D&O, chapter 5, Mayhew, Part II (Processes and Policies); 2005 CQWR, “Odds Still

Heavily Against Midterm House Takeover,” pp. 878-879.

Session 6: Political Parties

Political parties and party leaders are thought to have an enormous influence over the behavior

of legislators. Yet it is rarely the case that every member of a political party will vote the same

way on any given piece of legislation. Do legislators form into parties because of their similar

ideological beliefs, or are their beliefs and votes structured by belonging to the particular party?

How do party leaders ensure strong party discipline when members would prefer to vote with

their districts rather than with their parties? In class today, we also will explore whether the

median voter model presented for the electorate applies well to decision making in legislatures,

given the role of political parties.

***Essay 1 due at the beginning of class today.***

Readings: D&O, chapter 6; 2005 CQWR, “Frist Shifts Stance on Stem Cells,” p. 2123.

Session 7: Committees

There are many different views about the role of legislative committees. Almost all major

legislation arises through the committee system. Members of particular committees may use their

powerful positions to stop legislation (through “gate keeping”), to advance their own distributive

policy interests, or to help formulate better policies based on their acquired expertise. The

Congressional Quarterly article for today discusses considerations relevant to the committee

appointment process.

Readings: D&O, chapter 7; 2005 CQWR, “Seniority, Loyalty, and Political Need,” pp. 894-897.

Session 8: Rules and Procedures

Formulating legislation is a complex process. To add some structure to this process, every

legislative body develops a number of rules under which it operates. Learning the rules helps

students understand what policy outcomes can be achieved through legislative action. From the

referral of bills to committees to the possibility of filibusters in the Senate to decisions about

amendments, the choice of rules deeply influences legislative politics. In addition to dedicating

their efforts to learning about legislative rules, students should come to class today with any

questions they may have about the material covered in the first half of the class. The midterm

exam will be next Tuesday.

Readings: D&O, chapter 8; 2005 CQWR, “Senate and Sensibility,” pp. 1188-1192.

Session 9: MIDTERM EXAMINATION

Midterm exam is administered in class today. Exam is closed-book, closed-notes. Questions

cover material addressed in lecture and in the readings from the first half of the course.

Questions are a combination of true-false, short answer, and short essays.

Session 10: Deliberation in Congress

Decision making in any legislative body is quite complicated, and Congress is no exception. To

lend some additional structure to our analysis, students should pay close attention to the theory

advanced in the Brady and Volden book in this and next week’s readings. While the simple

model presented there (and illustrated in class) has a lot of value in explaining congressional

behavior, it is lacking a number of features that may be important to understanding additional

complexities of governing. Such concepts as logrolling and budgetary politics will be raised

today and throughout the rest of the quarter to complement the theory analyzed here.

Readings: D&O, chapter 9; Brady and Volden, chapters 1-3.

Session 11: Revolving Gridlock

Brady and Volden present a simple model. How well does it actually work to explain phenomena

in the real world? In today’s class, we focus on the theory they present, and consider how it

might be examined over multiple congresses and across a variety of issues. The Congressional

Quarterly article for today discusses how 14 centrist Senators struck a deal to overcome gridlock

in judicial appointments and to avert the “nuclear option.” How well does this deal fit with the

arguments in the Revolving Gridlock book?

Readings: Brady and Volden, chapters 4-7; 2005 CQWR, “The Centrists Strike Back,” pp. 1420-

1422, and “Deconstructing the Deal,” p. 1443.

Session 12: Changing Gears: State Legislatures

Despite occasional examples to the contrary, the bulk of the material in this class focuses on

Congress. Today we note in detail a number of similarities and differences between

congressional institutions and behaviors and those found within state legislatures. Patterson

touches on most of the issues we’ve covered in class so far this quarter, applied to state

legislatures. The Congressional Quarterly article notes some of the many ways that state

legislatures and Congress interact.

Readings: Patterson, “Legislative Politics in the States” (in reader); 2005 CQWR, “Alexander

Urges Others Not to Forget Federalism,” pp. 1627-1629.

Session 13: Legislative-Executive Behavior

There are many ways that legislatures and executives interact. Presidents make proposals that

may end up as legislation; they attempt to persuade members of Congress and the general public

of their positions; they enact policies through executive orders and help formulate rules through

executive agencies; and they veto legislation with which they disagree. Yet the system of checks

and balances means that Presidents are likewise checked and influenced by the actions of

Congress. In today’s session we consider a number of these interactions, and see how they play

out with respect to the recess appointment of John Bolton.

Readings: D&O, chapter 10; 2005 CQWR, “Hard Feelings After Recess Move,” pp. 2186-2187.

Session 14: The Bureaucracy

Continuing the theme developed in the last session about the interaction between the legislative

and executive branches, today we focus on the role of bureaucratic agencies. Legislatures often

delegate substantial decision making powers to executive agencies. Why do they do this? When

bureaucracies attempt to enact policies at odds with those desired by legislators, how can

legislatures influence bureaucratic decisions? We will examine the role of appointments,

oversight, legislative vetoes, appropriations, and micromanagement to overcome these concerns.

A model of delegation will inform our thinking. The Congressional Quarterly article on FDA

oversight raises questions about some of these legislative processes.

Readings: D&O, chapter 11; 2005 CQWR, “Cries Grow to Increase FDA’s Drug Oversight,” pp.

438-439.

Session 15: Legislative-Judicial Behavior

Beyond legislative-executive relations, the system of checks and balances extends to legislative judicial behavior in a variety of ways. We will explore the appointment process as it moves

through the U.S. Senate, with a special focus on Supreme Court nominee John Roberts.

Additionally, we will examine the role of the judiciary in statutory and constitutional

interpretation.

***Essay 2 due at the beginning of class today.***

Readings: D&O, chapter 12; 2005 CQWR, “Politically, a Supreme Nominee,” pp. 2040-2043.

Session 16: Interest Groups

Interest groups affect decisions at every level of government. In interacting with legislatures they

may play various roles. In one view, special interests have too much power in the legislative

process, through their lobbying activities and campaign contributions. We will consider a theory

of how interest groups “buy influence” in legislatures. In another view, however, we are all

represented by the various groups making cases on our behalf before legislative bodies. These

groups might help legislators better understand issues and how legislative decisions affect voters.

The Wright chapter explores many of these ideas with a specific focus on the enactment of the

Family and Medical Leave Act.

Readings: D&O, chapter 13; Wright, chapter 3 (in reader).

Session 17: Budgets and Domestic Politics

Almost every legislative decision affects how much the government taxes and spends. When

legislators face budget deficits and an angry public, they may be more disciplined in their

decisions than in the face of budget surpluses. Because of reelection goals, legislators have an

incentive to cut taxes and to raise spending. This may be done through discretionary actions or
through entitlement spending. We will discuss a distributive politics theory of how these

incentives may lead legislatures to act in ways contrary to the public interest. The Congressional

Quarterly article explores the costs and benefits of bundling many complex and expensive policy

choices together.

Readings: D&O, chapter 14; review Brady and Volden (chapter 3); 2005 CQWR, “Going Beyond

Social Security,” pp. 1566-1572.

Thursday, November 24—No Class, Happy Thanksgiving!

Session 18: Foreign Policy and National Security

It is typically understood that the President plays a far greater role in foreign policy than in

domestic policy (and a greater role in foreign policy than does Congress). What is the role of

Congress in the formulation of foreign and national security policy? This question will be

addressed with a particular focus on the War Powers Resolution, on decisions over policy in

Iraq, and on issues of foreign aid. Just how much control did the Congress give President Bush

after September 11, 2001?

Readings: D&O, chapter 15; 2005 CQWR, “Oops!” p. 603.

Session 19: Wrap-Up and Review

This session concludes our study of legislative politics. Students should feel free to bring

questions to class regarding any material covered during the quarter, in advance of next week’s

final exam.

Readings: D&O, chapter 16.

***FINAL EXAMINATION – Tuesday, December 6, 5:30 p.m. – 7:18 p.m., Page Hall 0020.***

Final exam is administered today. Exam is closed-book, closed-notes. Questions cover material

addressed in lecture and in the readings from the entire quarter. Questions are a combination of

true-false, short answer, and short essays.

Enjoy a well-earned break!
