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Examiner tips


Advice from the examiner on key points in the text to help you learn and recall unit content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summary




•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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Questions & Answers
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About this book



This guide has been written to help students opting for AQA Unit 3A, The Politics of the USA, to prepare more effectively. Its aim is to provide students with a clear outline of the way in which the unit is structured and examined, as well as a summary of the content for each part of the unit. Unit 4A, The Government of the USA, is covered in a separate unit guide.


How to use this guide


The Content Guidance section looks at the core content of the unit, focusing on the four areas covered in the specification, including key concepts and theories. The greater focus at A2 on analysis and evaluation is stressed, as well as the need for the effective use of evidence and examples to back up arguments.


The Questions and Answers section covers assessment objectives and levels of response at A2, and advice on achieving examination success. Student responses to examination questions at A2 are included, explaining why students gain, or fail to gain, higher-level marks for their responses and how examination responses could be improved to achieve higher marks and grades.


Although no previous knowledge of US government is required in this unit, it may be useful to you to have some outline knowledge of the way in which US government is structured especially through the constitution, to aid contextual awareness and general understanding of the unit. Similarly, it will be beneficial at the beginning of the course for you to have some basic knowledge of the USA itself, such as key events in its history, its size and socioeconomic, ethnic, religious and regional diversity, its changing demographics and its dominant values, to provide a useful context for understanding its politics.


Specification at a glance


The AQA Unit 3A specification below shows in more detail the key concepts associated with each of the four parts of the unit. It also provides helpful amplification of the core content of the unit as a guide for studying, revision and exam practice.


The electoral process and direct democracy






	Key concepts

	Content and amplification






	



•  Open, closed and ‘invisible’ primaries


•  The caucus system


•  Balanced ticket


•  Candidate and issue-centred campaigns


•  Momentum







	



•  The main characteristics of presidential and congressional elections and the main influences on their outcomes


•  Candidate selection and nomination through the primary and caucus system and the role of the national nominating conventions












	



•  Soft and hard money


•  Negative campaigning


•  Insider and outsider candidates


•  Fixed terms


•  Swing states







	



•  Debates concerning the workings and outcomes of the Electoral College and its impact on campaigns


•  The significance of money as a factor in electoral success and the impact of the media on campaigns and candidates


•  Direct democracy at state level through the use of referendums, initiatives, propositions and recall elections, and debates concerning their use


•  Comparisons with the UK electoral process to illustrate arguments













Political parties






	Key concepts

	Content and amplification






	



•  Liberalism


•  Conservatism


•  Big tent parties


•  Internal coalitions


•  Neo-liberal and neo-conservative


•  New right


•  Religious right


•  Compassionate conservatism







	



•  The two main political parties and their differing ideologies, values, policies and traditions


•  The factionalised nature of the parties: the reasons for, and consequences of, their internal divisions


•  Party organisation


•  Recent changes to the parties and reasons for these changes












	



	



•  Debates over party decline or renewal


•  Debates concerning the weakness of US parties


•  Reasons for two-party dominance and the significance of third parties and independent candidates


•  Comparisons with UK parties to illustrate arguments













Voting behaviour






	Key concepts

	Content and amplification






	



•  Partisanship


•  Alignment and de-alignment


•  Gender gap







	



•  Consideration of the main variables affecting the way people vote in the USA and their relative importance


•  The long-term determinants of American electoral behaviour including socioeconomic status, gender, age, race and ethnicity, region and religion












	



•  New Deal coalition


•  Democratic overload


•  Differential abstention


•  Ticket splitting


•  Swing voters







	



•  The significance of partisan alignment and de-alignment


•  Links between the parties and their core voting coalitions


•  Recency factors in voting behaviour including different issues and candidates at different elections and their relative importance


•  Factors causing change in voting behaviour


•  The causes and consequences of split-ticket voting and high levels of abstention


•  Comparisons with UK voting behaviour to illustrate arguments













Pressure groups






	Key concepts

	Content and amplification






	



•  Pluralism


•  Elitism


•  Lobbying


•  Access points


•  Single-issue groups


•  Corporate power


•  Direct action


•  Iron triangles


•  Clientelism







	



•  The meaning of political pluralism and debates about its extent in the USA


•  Types and classification of pressure groups, including economic, moral, environmental, ethnic, gender and issue-based groups


•  Sectional and cause groups


•  Debates concerning the methods and tactics used by pressure groups to influence decision making and the reasons for success or lack of it


•  The relative power of pressure groups vis-à-vis political parties


•  Controversies over the extent of pressure groups’ power in the USA












	 

	



•  The role and significance of political action committees, especially regarding electoral finance


•  Comparisons with UK pressure groups to illustrate arguments













How to do well in Unit 3A


It is important to recognise that A2 units are more demanding than AS units. After a year of studying politics, however, the groundwork has been covered, so that the greater A2 challenges can be faced with confidence.


Make sure that you are very familiar with the unit 3A specification, including:




•  the four areas of the unit content on which questions will be based


•  the number of questions on the paper and the marks for each section


•  the choice of questions and the type of questions


•  the assessment objectives and the levels of response





You can get a copy of the AQA specification through the website www.aqa.org.uk. This includes sample questions, mark schemes and the generic assessment criteria, which should guide your studies.


Read


From day 1, be prepared to read widely around the subject to broaden and deepen your knowledge of American politics and American political issues. Reading should include:




•  UK and US quality newspapers and websites and their coverage of American politics as it happens. Using these resources can be particularly rewarding in terms of picking up contemporary evidence and examples and also in reinforcing and extending a general interest in and engagement with the subject matter of the unit


•  up-to-date textbooks on American politics


•  articles in Politics Review that are focused on specific topics, which should be used to reinforce your class notes


•  current affairs journals such as Time or Newsweek and The Economist (which includes an excellent American Survey section) which have extensive coverage of American political issues that should stimulate as well as inform


•  A. J. Bennett’s US Government and Politics Annual Update, published by Philip Allan Updates





Watch


Watch the television news regularly, paying special attention to American political stories as they happen, to update your notes.


Note


Use notebooks to record significant American political developments and issues, otherwise some key changes and events that take place while you are studying and are not in your textbooks will be forgotten. These notes can be a very effective supplement to your textbook and class notes.


File


Try to keep an organised file from the beginning, filing your notes in an order that makes sense to you and can be understood by you. It is then possible to summarise these notes on index cards during your intensive revision programme at the end.


Review


It is important to review your notes on a regular basis — this means you are learning as you go along, avoiding last-minute panics. Revision means revisiting, but this should be revisiting specification topics that you already know, not trying to learn them from scratch for the examinations. Last-minute panic revision of topics not fully understood should always be avoided, as it is rarely successful.


Reduce your notes to manageable proportions


It helps to rewrite or reformat your notes and you can transfer all the key points that need to be known onto revision index cards, with one card for each part of a topic. This will make learning much more manageable.


Study and revise all four areas of the unit


Remember, there are no predictable questions in examinations, and if you study and revise selectively, leaving large gaps in your overall knowledge and understanding of American politics, it could be disastrous for your result. Work to understand all four areas of the unit as laid out in the specification and to see any important links between them.





Content Guidance


This section of the guide aims to address the key areas of content in the four sections of the AQA Unit 3A specification: Elections and direct democracy, Political parties, Voting behaviour and Pressure groups. It focuses on the main theories, issues and debates in these four areas and explains the key concepts, highlighted in green, that need to be known and understood. Although there are no comparative questions for the unit, reference is made to comparative features in the UK political system, to facilitate the synoptic understanding required at A2. While making no claim to cover every possible aspect of the four specification areas in detail, the content guidance aims to provide concise but thorough coverage of the core topics. This material is best used as the basis for further in-depth study and your own independent research to find additional examples and evidence from other sources and from contemporary developments in the ever-changing politics of the USA.


The electoral process and direct democracy


The US electoral process operates in the context of the following constitutional provisions:




•  a federal structure, with different layers of government


•  a separation of powers, with different branches of government


•  fixed terms of office for all elected positions
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Knowledge check 1


How does the constitutional federal structure and separation of powers affect the US electoral process?
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These can only be changed by constitutional amendment. This system results in ‘permanent’ campaigns and a sense of ‘democratic overload’, with more than 100,000 elections taking place annually in over 80,000 units of government, for a wide range of posts from the president to the local dog-catcher.


In the USA, candidates for office are not chosen by the parties, but by voters in primaries and caucuses. This is the nomination process, which takes place every 4 years for the presidential election and every 2 years for the mid-term congressional elections.


What is a caucus?


Caucuses are a series of state-based meetings of party activists who come together to indicate their preferences for the candidates. They are found in less densely populated states, such as Nevada. The caucus in Iowa is the first and is traditionally regarded as the most important, because of the momentum it gives to the winning candidate, as was the case, for example, with Barack Obama in 2008.


Before the 1960s, most states held caucuses, but now only a minority do. Caucus voters are likely to be more extreme activists (to the left in the Democratic Party and to the right in the Republican Party), operating in the ‘smoke-filled room’ style of machine politics. Caucuses, therefore, are less democratic than primaries. Caucus results are not representative of the opinions of the wider party or electorate, and turnout tends to be very low. Until 1968, it was possible to win the nomination, as Democratic contender Hubert Humphrey did, by winning the support of caucus delegates and ignoring the primaries. This changed after the McGovern–Fraser reforms in the Democratic Party, which expanded participation in the nomination process.
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Knowledge check 2


Which kinds of state hold caucuses, who votes in them and with what results?
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What is a primary?


Primaries are intra-party state elections to select the party’s nominee for the presidential election, and are now held in the majority of states. Rules for their use are decided by the states themselves and also by the Democratic and Republican parties within those states. Like caucuses, primaries do not actually elect the candidate, but select delegates to attend the national nominating convention, where they will cast their votes for the winning candidate. The winner of the popular vote in the state primary receives delegates by a winner-takes-all process or by some form of proportional representation, depending on state and party rules. The larger states have more delegates and are therefore important to win.


It is important to note the following points related to the use of state primaries:




•  Open and closed primaries. In an open primary, any voter can vote in either party’s primary (but not in both), while in a closed primary only registered party voters may participate.


•  The invisible primary. This is the period after candidates declare their intention to run and before the first actual primary, when candidates try to achieve advantages over their rivals such as greater name and face recognition, funding and momentum.


•  Front-loading. This is the term used when states bring forward their primaries in an attempt to achieve more influence over the outcome.


•  The New Hampshire primary. New Hampshire is famous as the first state to hold its primary and for the momentum this can give to candidates despite its small and unrepresentative character. Until Bill Clinton in 1992, every president had won this primary, but since then it has not been a reliable predictor of the winner. George W. Bush did not win it in 2000, and Obama lost to Hillary Clinton in 2008.


•  Super Tuesday. The southern states realised that their overall voice would be more significant if they could create a front-runner candidate by holding their primaries on the same day. In 2008, on ‘Super-duper Tuesday’, 16 primary states voted on the same day with this aim.
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Knowledge check 3


What is the significance of the invisible primary?
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Examiner tip


The reasons for the use of state primaries and caucuses, their characteristics and their outcomes are different, so always use examples of the results of primaries and caucuses to provide evidence of differences.
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What is the case for the use of primaries?




•  Primaries provide more democratic choice for voters, ending ‘smoke-filled room’ politics and control by party bosses who are not representative of the wider party.


•  They show who can win and where. Primaries produce candidates with national appeal who can win in different regions of the country. For example, Clinton in 1992 was a southern Democrat who showed he had appeal in the northern liberal states, while John Kerry in 2004 and Obama in 2008 were northern liberals who showed that they could win in the conservative south.


•  Primaries weed out weaker candidates with little chance of winning the presidential election: such candidates fail to gain or sustain momentum as the primary campaigns progress.


•  The long and gruelling nature of the primaries tests the stamina and character of the candidates and therefore their suitability for the presidency.
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Knowledge check 4


Why have primaries been described as ‘political Darwinism?’
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Examiner tip


There is no agreement on whether the use of primaries or caucuses is the best process to select the presidential candidates. Understand the debate over both the democratic advantages and the disadvantages of these selection methods.
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What is the case against the use of primaries?




•  They go on for too long. The invisible primary effectively creates a situation of permanent campaigning, which causes many voters to lose interest.


•  The constant media focus tends to trivialise the process, emphasising ‘beauty contest’ image rather than ‘policy’ substance.


•  The huge cost of campaigning means that candidates spend an excessive amount of time fund-raising. Candidates who lack funds or face a well-financed rival may have to drop out, regardless of their qualities as potential presidents.


•  Candidates can become exhausted by relentless travelling and campaigning under a 24/7 media spotlight, particularly when they already hold demanding political office.


•  Primaries can give momentum to ‘outsider’ candidates with little experience of governing and no substantial preparation for the presidency. (This does not necessarily mean, of course, that such a candidate will not make a good president.)


•  Primaries reduce the party’s role in selecting its presidential nominee, as candidates create personal campaign organisations, raise finance and run on their personality and views, with little peer review from party insiders.


•  Primaries are divisive contests, as candidates from the same party attack and try to discredit each other, making it difficult to reunite the party to fight the real contest in November. This happened in 1992 to the Republican Party and George Bush lost the subsequent election.


•  Because of low turnout, primaries can lead to unrepresentative results.


•  To win primaries, Republican candidates must move to the right to appeal to their base of core voters, whereas Democratic candidates must move to the left. They then have to pull the campaign back into the middle ground to fight the real election, thus potentially alienating voters.





How important are the national nominating conventions?


The national nominating conventions are slick media spectacles run by the parties’ national committees, and they conclude the nomination process. They have become less important in recent years, as the primaries now decide the nominee — at the convention, committed state delegates vote for the candidate who won their state primary (or caucus). As a result, the main role of the national nominating convention is now to ‘crown’ the candidate rather than to choose the candidate, as it did in the past.


Although the conventions have lost their formal function to decide the parties’ presidential nominees, they retain several important informal functions:




•  The convention ratifies the party’s official nominee, and after the acceptance speech the party has the opportunity to unite around the chosen candidate and heal political wounds from the campaign — as happened in 2008 but not in 1992.


•  The convention is the only time the party meets nationally, bringing together delegates from 50 state parties and the party’s super-delegates — the party officials and elected representatives who are not pledged or bound by primary or caucus votes. After the convention, the party effectively reverts to 50 state parties.


•  The party platform, its official set of policy positions, is adopted at the national nominating convention, in a way similar (but not identical) to the adoption of a party manifesto in the UK. These platform policies will already have been put forward in the winning candidate’s primary campaign, so in effect the convention is now endorsing them rather than determining them.


•  The presidential candidate hopes to achieve a ‘bounce’ in the polls after the convention as a result of extensive media coverage and a national platform.


•  Historically, the vice-presidential nominee was chosen at the convention, but now the choice of running mate is announced before it. The office of vice-president is seen as relatively insignificant, but the choice of nominee is important for providing a balanced ticket — the vice-presidential nominee will have characteristics not possessed by the presidential candidate, which it is hoped will widen their appeal to voters. Obama’s selection of Biden in 2008 balanced his race, age and lack of Washington experience, and was aimed at attracting the white, male, blue-collar vote. McCain’s controversial choice of Governor Palin gave gender and age balance as well as pleasing the party’s social conservative base.
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Knowledge check 5


Why do ‘political wounds’ have to be healed at the conventions?


Knowledge check 6


Explain the role of the super-delegates in the Democratic Party.





[image: red.jpg]





[image: blue.jpg]






Examiner tip


See the importance of the conventions in ending the nomination process in the states and launching the national campaign, and be able to distinguish between their formal and informal functions.
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The choice of the ‘veep’ is regarded by some as a rather haphazard event, given that the person chosen will be, as is often said, only ‘a heartbeat away from the presidency’.


What are the key features of the presidential campaign?


Once the balloons come down on delegates at the end of the nominating convention, the candidate and party gear up for the national campaign, starting officially on Labor Day, the first Monday in September.


In the presidential campaign, the candidate must try to influence more than 200 million voters, in 50 states of variable electoral importance. They will target their campaign strategy, aided by armies of specialist advisers whose job is to help them win the biggest prize, control of the executive branch of government. To do this they must:




•  ‘energise the base’: enthuse their core, aligned voters to turn out to vote


•  win over the independent voters whose votes are not yet decided — a difficult balancing act


•  create momentum for the campaign by raising funds and creating an electoral bandwagon
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Knowledge check 7


Give examples of the ‘specialist advisers’ who run presidential campaigns.
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In their campaign strategy, they must take into account the following factors:




•  The huge size of the USA and the diversity of the voters.


•  The need to win Electoral College votes by focusing on key ‘swing states’ such as Ohio, Florida and Pennsylvania, ruthlessly targeting them with campaign funds and political advertising. Candidates will tend to ignore states they know they can win and those they are bound to lose.


•  The need to target ‘swing voters’ in key states, such as the elderly in Florida or industrial workers in Ohio, with specific messages. At the same time they must target the women’s vote, the youth vote, the Hispanic vote and other groups, which can cause problems in terms of what to say, where and to whom in order to win votes (or not lose them).


•  Candidates can no longer rely on large numbers of aligned voters always turning out to vote for their party.


•  The ‘incumbency effect’. An incumbent president can have an advantage through being perceived as looking more ‘presidential’ than the challenger. This did not, however, help incumbents Jimmy Carter in 1980 and George H. W. Bush in 1992, when other factors were important in explaining their defeat. (This effect is more significant in congressional elections, where incumbent senators and representatives can gain significant electoral advantage by, for example, claiming credit for securing federal funding for local ‘pork-barrel’ projects.)
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