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This course will look at some of the notable features of the current
American electoral environment. Within intellectual circles, there is
a widespread sense that there are significant flaws in the current
American political system. The two parties are increasingly
polarized and unable to reach compromises on legislation, public
approval of political institutions is near the lowest levels ever
recorded, the government routinely shuts down because the parties
are unable to pass funding legislation, and both parties are under
siege from fringe forces seeking to fundamentally rewrite the rules.

This is a course about American politics, not American political
science. Political science research tends to look at politics as
abstractly as possible in order to build generalizable theoretical
models that apply not only to today’s American political context but
also to past American contexts and to contexts elsewhere in the
world. As a result, most cutting edge political science research does
not directly address recent developments in the United States. While
those developments are often implicitly the inspiration for research,
it is generally assumed that everyday politics are common
knowledge to all political scientists. Everyday politics, including
questions such as what Donald Trump represents or whether
elections in North Carolina are fair, are relegated to the popular
media and to public intellectuals. Nevertheless, it is crucial for
Taiwanese scholars to understand some of the more important recent
trends in American politics, both in order to more rigorously study
American politics and also in order to study related topics, such as
diplomacy or international trade.

This course will be conducted in three two-hour blocks. Each block
will look at one theme, with one hour of lecture followed by one
hour of discussion. This class will be a seminar-style class. Students
are expected to read the materials beforehand, think about the
discussion questions, and come ready to participate. All students will
be expected to participate enthusiastically in the discussion. The
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course will be conducted primarily — though not necessarily
exclusively — in English.

1. Dysfunction and Polarization

American political institutions seem to be breaking down. Congress
is at historic levels of polarization and rarely even attempts to pass
bipartisan bills, the courts are increasingly politicized, and the
presidency is simultaneously more powerful and yet unable to affect
lasting change. The government has a hard time merely staying
open, much less solving some of the basic problems facing society.
In 2016, an outsider candidate promising to overhaul, not merely
reform, the system nearly won the Democratic nomination for
president, and an outsider candidate promising major change
actually did win the Republican nomination and the presidency.
However, the unprecedented levels of bluster notwithstanding, not
very much has changed. Health care has not been repealed,
strengthened, or even reformed; it simply limps along. Nothing has
been done to address the opioid crises ravaging rural America. No
major infrastructure plan has even been proposed, much less started.
Aside from a very unpopular tax reform, most actual changes have
been achieved through unilateral executive order, and these will be
reversed immediately if the presidency changes hands. Why can’t
American politicians solve problems anymore?

Discussion questions.

1. Voters are more partisan than ever, and yet political parties have
less and less influence over politicians. Why is this?

2. Does corruption help reduce polarization? Do career politicians
make compromise more likely? Do democratic politics work
better with less transparency? Has American democracy been
undermined by reforms intended to strengthen democracy?

2. Trumpism

In 2016, Donald Trump defied conventional wisdom, first by
defeating a strong field of heavyweight Republicans and then by
winning the general election. Demographically, Trump won over
several important groups, including white men, those with low
education levels, blue collar workers, and rural votes. However,
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these trends describe rather than explain Trump’s coalition. Why did
this billionaire New York real estate mogul and reality TV star
captivate voters who were so unlike him?

Discussion questions:

1. Why is the border wall so important to Trump and his
supporters?

2. How is Trumpism different from established Republican party
stances and practices prior to 2016?

3. What is fascism? How is Trumpism similar to and different from
fascism?

4. How central is foreign trade to Trumpism?

5. What does Trumpism mean for Taiwan’s security and economy?

3. American electoral institutions

At first glance, American elections seem quite simple. There are
almost always only two main candidates, and the one with the most
votes wins. However, a closer look reveals a bewilderingly complex
array of institutions. Each state has different laws governing who
can vote, how they vote, and who they vote for. The states vary
widely on practices such as voter registration, absentee voting, early
voting, voter ID laws, drawing election districts, ballot design, and
how to count votes. These different rules affect how quickly and
accurately results are tallied, the level of turnout, and who wins or
loses. In recent years, these rules of the game have become part of
the partisan struggle, with the two sides argue about preventing
election fraud and ensuring every citizen’s right to vote.

Discussion questions:

1. What is gerrymandering? How can gerrymandering be
prevented? Should we try to prevent gerrymandering?

2. \oter registration is uncontroversial in almost every advanced
democracy. Why is it such a problem in the USA?

3. What are the advantages and disadvantages of absentee voting?
What kinds of problems and benefits would occur if Taiwan
adopted absentee voting?

4. When political parties try to manipulate electoral rules to gain a
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partisan advantage, is this really a threat to democracy or is it
just part of normal democratic partisan politics?
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