Testing Theories Of American Politics 1

Testing Theories Of American Politics

Downloaded from www.strongadvocates.com by Cole &
Roberson

Testing Theories Of American Politics

INTRODUCTION: WHY TESTING THEORIES OF AMERICAN POLITICS MATTERS

For decades, political scientists, sociologists, and economists have debated the fundamental nature
of power in the United States. At the heart of this debate lies a crucial question: who really governs?
Is it a broad coalition of competing interest groups, a tight-knit elite, or something else entirely? The
answer is not merely academic; it shapes how citizens understand their own role in democracy, how
journalists interpret political events, and how policymakers design reforms. This article provides a
deep dive into the methodologies, findings, and ongoing debates surrounding testing theories of
American politics, offering a clear roadmap for anyone seeking to understand how scholars
empirically evaluate claims about power, influence, and governance in the United States.

Testing these theories is no simple task. Unlike a laboratory experiment, the American political
system is a complex, multi-layered environment with countless variables. Researchers must
carefully define their terms, select appropriate case studies, and distinguish between correlation and
causation. The goal of this article is to unpack these challenges and showcase the most influential
approaches used to test major theories of American politics, from pluralism to elite theory and
beyond. By the end, readers will have a solid grasp of how evidence is gathered, interpreted, and
debated within this dynamic field of political science research.

THE MAJOR THEORIES OF AMERICAN POLITICS: A CONCISE OVERVIEW

Before exploring how scholars test these ideas, it is essential to understand the core theories
themselves. Each offers a distinct lens through which to view the distribution and exercise of
political power in the United States.

Pluralism

Pluralism posits that political power is widely distributed among many competing groups, including
unions, corporations, non-profits, and citizen organizations. According to this view, policy outcomes
are the result of bargaining and compromise among these groups, with no single faction consistently
dominating. Pluralists argue that the American system of checks and balances, combined with open
access to the political arena, ensures that diverse interests can be heard. Key figures associated
with pluralist theory include Robert Dahl, whose seminal work Who Governs? set the stage for
decades of empirical research.

Elite Theory

In contrast, elite theory contends that a small, cohesive group of individuals—drawn from the upper
echelons of business, the military, and government—holds the vast majority of power. Scholars like
C. Wright Mills, in The Power Elite, argued that these individuals share similar backgrounds, values,
and interests, and that they collectively shape major policy decisions regardless of electoral
outcomes. Elite theory suggests that democratic processes are largely symbolic, serving to
legitimize decisions that have already been made by a privileged few.

Biased Pluralism

A third perspective, often called biased pluralism or neopluralism, acknowledges the existence of
multiple groups but argues that the playing field is far from level. This theory holds that business
and corporate interests enjoy disproportionate influence due to their superior resources,
organizational capacity, and structural importance in the economy. Biased pluralism represents an
attempt to reconcile the empirical observations of pluralism with the critical insights of elite theory.

Other Theoretical Frameworks

Additional theories include majoritarian democracy, which emphasizes the role of elections and
public opinion in guiding policy, and institutionalism, which focuses on how the rules and
structures of government shape political outcomes. Each of these frameworks generates specific,
testable predictions about who wins and loses in the political process.

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO TESTING POLITICAL THEORIES

Testing theories of American politics requires a careful selection of research methods. Scholars
typically employ a combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques to build a comprehensive
picture. Understanding these methods is crucial for evaluating the strength of any given study.

Quantitative Methods: Large-N Studies
and Statistical Analysis

One common approach is to analyze large datasets covering many policy issues over extended
periods. Researchers might examine contributions from political action committees (PACs), lobbying
expenditures, or the voting records of legislators. By running statistical regressions, they can test
whether the preferences of wealthy donors, for example, correlate more strongly with policy
outcomes than the preferences of average citizens. A landmark study by Martin Gilens and Benjamin
Page, published in 2014, used this method to test pluralist and elite theories, finding that economic
elites and organized business interests had substantial influence on policy, while average citizens
had little to none.

Qualitative Methods: Case Studies and
Process Tracing

Qualitative research offers a different kind of insight. Instead of broad statistical patterns, case
studies allow scholars to trace causal mechanisms in detail. A researcher might examine a single
legislative battle, such as the passage of healthcare reform or financial deregulation, and map the
specific channels through which different actors exerted influence. Process tracing helps determine

how and why a particular outcome occurred, providing evidence that quantitative correlations
alone cannot offer. This approach is especially valuable for testing theories of power, which often
hinge on subtle forms of influence.

Mixed-Methods Research

Increasingly, political scientists advocate for mixed-methods designs that combine the strengths of
both quantitative and qualitative approaches. For example, a study might begin with a statistical
analysis of thousands of policy cases to identify broad trends, then follow up with in-depth case
studies of a few representative issues to explore the underlying dynamics. This triangulation of
evidence enhances the credibility of the findings and provides a more nuanced understanding of
how power operates.

PLURALISM VS. ELITISM: THE CORE EMPIRICAL DEBATE

The debate between pluralism and elite theory remains at the center of the field. Testing these
competing theories involves asking specific empirical questions: Do a wide range of groups get a
voice in policymaking, or do a few powerful actors dominate? Are policy outcomes responsive to the
preferences of the majority, or do they align with the interests of the wealthy?

Evidence Supporting Pluralism

Proponents of pluralism point to the diversity of active interest groups in the United States.
Thousands of organizations representing everything from environmental protection to gun rights to
small businesses lobby Congress and federal agencies. Moreover, many policy debates feature
intense conflict between well-funded opponents, suggesting that no single faction always wins. The
sheer number of access points in the American political system—Congress, the courts, state
governments, and administrative agencies—offers multiple opportunities for groups to block or
advance their agenda. Pluralists also emphasize that public opinion sometimes prevails on high-
salience issues, such as Social Security or Medicare.

Evidence Supporting Elite Theory

On the other side of the ledger, elite theorists point to the overwhelming concentration of economic
resources. The top 1% of households owns a disproportionate share of the nation's wealth, and this
translates into outsized political influence through campaign contributions, lobbying, and the funding
of think tanks and media campaigns. Studies consistently find that the preferences of high-income
Americans are far more predictive of policy outcomes than those of middle- or low-income
individuals. Furthermore, the social networks of elite decision-makers—their shared educational
backgrounds, club memberships, and professional ties—suggest a degree of cohesion that pluralist
theory struggles to explain.

The Evidence for Biased Pluralism

Biased pluralism occupies a middle ground. Empirical studies show that business interests do not
always win, but they win much more often than other groups. When business is united, it is a
formidable force; when business is divided, policy outcomes are more open to influence from other
sectors, such as labor unions or public interest groups. This pattern suggests that the system is
pluralistic in structure but heavily skewed in practice. Scholars working in this tradition emphasize
the importance of issue salience, political mobilization, and institutional context in shaping which
interests prevail.

EMPIRICAL TESTING OF INTEREST GROUP INFLUENCE

One of the most active areas of research in testing theories of American politics concerns the
influence of interest groups. Scholars have developed sophisticated methods to measure how
lobbying, campaign finance, and other activities affect legislation and regulation.

Measuring Lobbying Success

Researchers often assess lobbying success by tracking whether an interest group's stated position
on a bill aligns with the final outcome. This approach, while straightforward, is fraught with
challenges. Groups may take positions on bills they know are likely to pass, making it difficult to
isolate the causal effect of their efforts. More refined studies use statistical models that control for a
variety of factors, such as the salience of the issue, the partisan composition of Congress, and the
timing of lobbying activities. These models generally find that lobbying is most effective when it
targets low-salience issues or when it provides technical expertise to sympathetic legislators.

Campaign Finance and Policy Outcomes

The role of money in politics is another critical area of inquiry. Studies of campaign contributions and
policy outcomes have produced mixed results. While contributions clearly buy access—donors are
more likely to meet with members of Congress—the direct translation of contributions into votes on
legislation is less clear-cut. Some researchers argue that contributions primarily serve to reinforce
existing ideological alignments rather than to change positions. Others contend that the cumulative
effect of contributions over time shapes the overall agenda and the range of acceptable policy
options. Meta-analyses of this literature suggest that money does have a significant, albeit
conditional, effect on policy.

THE ROLE OF PUBLIC OPINION IN TESTING POLITICAL THEORIES

Testing theories of American politics also requires careful attention to public opinion. In a democratic
system, the views of citizens should, in theory, guide policy. But how well does this actually hold?

Responsiveness to Different Income
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Groups

One influential line of research examines the relationship between public opinion and policy
outcomes for different income strata. The core finding, replicated across multiple studies, is that
policy is highly responsive to the opinions of the affluent, moderately responsive to the opinions of
the middle class, and essentially unresponsive to the opinions of the poor. This pattern holds even
when controlling for partisan control of government and other factors. These results are often cited
as strong evidence against majoritarian democracy and in favor of elite or biased pluralist theories.

Dynamic Representation

Other scholars focus on the concept of dynamic representation—the idea that politicians adjust
their behavior in response to shifts in public opinion over time. This perspective is more optimistic,
suggesting that electoral accountability creates a connection between what the public wants and
what the government does. However, even within this literature, there is evidence that the
responsiveness is greatest for issues that are highly salient to the public, such as the economy or
foreign policy, and weaker for issues that are more technical or less visible.

CASE STUDIES IN THEORY TESTING

Concrete examples help illuminate how testing theories of American politics works in practice. Below
are three illustrative cases.

The 2010 Affordable Care Act

The passage of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) offers a rich case study. On one hand, the final
legislation included many elements favored by insurance companies and pharmaceutical firms, such
as the individual mandate and the prohibition on negotiating drug prices. On the other hand, it also
included substantial consumer protections and subsidies that were opposed by many business
interests. Scholars have interpreted the ACA as evidence for biased pluralism: business groups
shaped the legislation in fundamental ways, but they did not get everything they wanted. The
outcome reflected a complex negotiation among multiple power centers, including the White House,
congressional leadership, and a wide range of interest groups.

Financial Deregulation in the 1990s

The passage of the Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act in 1999, which repealed key provisions of the Glass-
Steagall Act, is often cited as a case of elite-driven policymaking. Major financial institutions lobbied
heavily for deregulation, and a bipartisan coalition in Congress delivered it with little public debate
or opposition. Public opinion on the issue was largely absent, and the policy reflected the interests of
a concentrated economic elite. This case aligns closely with the predictions of elite theory.

Environmental Requlation: Clean Air Act
Amendments

In contrast, the passage of the Clean Air Act Amendments of 1990 demonstrates the power of mass
mobilization and issue salience. Public concern about
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