Course Introduction:  What is Politics?

KEY DEFINITIONS:

To many observers, politics is only what happens every four years at election time when one Democrat squares off against one Republican for the position of President of the United States.  To be sure, this is the ultimate political showdown and hundreds of millions (if not billions) of dollars are spent on it by the two candidates themselves, their respective political parties, and a multitude of outside organizations who support one candidate or the other.  However, politics is much more than just what happens at election time.

For the Advanced Placement course in United States Government & Politics, we are going to use a 7-word definition of politics which encompasses much more than just what happens during election campaigns.  Our definition of politics is as follows:

POLITICS IS:  The authoritative allocation of things of value.

Breaking that definition down, as humans we are always in pursuit of (and very often in competition for) things we value.  This can be items with monetary value like whether you can get a grant to help pay for college, whether you can get food stamps to help buy groceries, or whether you can get subsidies to help pay the premium for health insurance.  However, very often the things we value, while still very important to us, cannot have a price tag placed on them.  In this category might be things like whether abortion, marijuana or same sex marriage are legal.  And while all of the above mentioned items are things decided by the government, often the things we value are more commonplace like which colleges am I going to apply to?, at which restaurant will me and my family eat when we go out to have dinner?, how late will I get to stay out with my friends on Friday night?.
Getting back to our definition of politics, whenever there is something of value on the line, we find ourselves in a political situation.  Desires are infinite, but in most cases the things we value are available in short supply – and not everyone can have everything they want.  So in most every case when something of value is on the line, someone is in a position of AUTHORITY to allocate it.

AUTHORITY IS:  Possessing the legitimate right to make a decision – in other words, the person who has authority in a given situation has the power to be the decision maker.

Authority is not to be confused with power however.  People who are not in positions of authority to make decisions can still possess considerable power.

POWER IS:  Getting other people to do what you want them to do.

And while politics is without question a power game, notice the word power does not show up in our definition of the term, while the word authority does.

The idea is when you are in pursuit of something we value, someone (and very often not you!) is in the position of authority to decide who gets what – or in other words, how the things we value will be ALLOCATED (or distributed).  Politics is the study of how these important decisions about valuable things are made.

Politics it must be noted is not the same as government.
GOVERNMENT IS:  The set of institutions and processes by which a society settles its conflicts.

Simply put, governing is about picking winners and losers – it’s about the processes through which a society decides who gets what. 

And decisions concerning who gets what are pretty much always political.  Whenever something of value is being contested, there will likely be people who would like to influence who gets what.  Sometimes these will be people directly in positions of authority to help make the decision, but often it will be those of us who don’t possess decision-making authority, but would certainly like to influence the final decision.

Whenever there’s been a fight over something, the study of politics consists of determining the following FOUR things:

First, what exactly was the thing of value being fought over.

Second, who was in a position of authority to decide who gets this thing.

Third, who was trying to use their power to influence the final decision and how.

And fourth, what was the outcome, who got what?

COACH HALL’S THREE RULES OF POLITICS:

Using our definition, it should become clear politics is a universal concept which permeates pretty much all of our day-to-day interactions.  However, the focus of this course is going to be our political life as a society played out through our national government – hence the name, AP United States Government & Politics.  We will focus on the political decisions our  government makes – who has the authority to make them and why, as well as who attempts to influence them and how.

In evaluating the motives of the main actors who run our government, the following three rules should be useful:

1)  INDIVIDUAL SURVIVAL/AMBITION
In most cases, actors in our political system will make decisions in such a way as

will help ensure they will be able to continue in the position they currently possess, and/or will help them advance to a higher office or position in the future.  Simply put, no elected official wants to lose when they run for re-election, and no appointed official wants to be fired or forced to resign.  The first thing to look for when a political actor makes a decision, is how this decision will enhance their own career.  To be sure on occasion a politician will make a courageous decision which threatens their political survival, in most cases, most politicians will be looking out first and foremost for themselves.

2)  POLITICAL PARTY STRENGTH
If a political actor is in a “safe seat” with no real threat of being ousted as a result of a decision they must make, and if they have no desire to move up to a higher office, the next thing they are very likely to do is make the decision in such a way as will help their political party either gain or maintain power.  In a governmental system in which many of the important decisions are made by majority vote, being in the minority can be exceedingly frustrating.  Often when Rule #1 is not a factor, building/maintaining party strength is the primary motivating factor which can explain why a decision was made in the way it was.

3) GOOD POLICY
So what about a politician who possesses a safe seat, has no ambition for higher office, and whose party already possesses majority control of the main institutions of government?  What motivates this person?  Well, if Rules #1 and #2 are taken care of, chances are the political actor in question will do their best to implement what they consider to be good policies.  While we might like to think this should be Rule #1, that the guardians of our political system should be altruistic public servants who are generally hard at work trying to enact the best possible policies for “WE THE PEOPLE,” experience tells us this is generally not the case.
At this point in our discussion, it should be noted there is very often a difference between “GOOD POLITICS” and “GOOD POLICY.”  A politician might pursue a particular policy for the political reasons stated in Rules #1 and #2 – they might have an eye toward an upcoming re-election fight and trying to appeal to the narrow interests of a certain segment of the electorate or they might be trying to improve the image and standing of their political party in hopes of winning control of Congress or the White House.  In pursuit of these short-term political goals, this politician might actually be advocating (either knowingly or perhaps even unknowingly) a policy which is not in the long-term best interests of the country.  
WEDGE ISSUES:
One concept we have to understand as we embark on our study of politics is one called Wedge Issues.
A WEDGE ISSUE is: one that unites your party, appeals to independent voters, and divides the opposition.
With an eye toward playing by Rules #1 and #2 above, politicians will often look to exploit issues in ways which will enhance both their own popularity and that of their political party.  Statistics about the party affiliation of the electorate will help illustrate why this is necessary.  Currently only 27% of Americans identify themselves as Democrats, while only 26% identify as Republicans.  The remainder, 46% of us identify as Independents.  This being the case, if a politician appeals only to members of their own party while alienating everyone else, come election time they will likely lose.

Even if we ask the self-identified Independents which party they “lean” toward, the results are only slightly more conclusive.  If we put together all those who call themselves Democrats with the Independents who say they lean left, we still have only 47%.  Republicans, when lumped together with those Independents who say they lean right are only 41%.  So even holding the members of your party together and winning over the Independents who claim to lean your way, doesn’t get you majority support come election time.  Standing in the middle of the political spectrum are the 12% who are Independents who refuse to admit they lean toward either of the two major parties.  Despite what they say, when push comes to shove, many (and perhaps most) of this 12% will actually vote for either a Democrat or a Republican candidate, and as a result, these voters will often decide which party wins.  (Source note:  all statistics cited in this article are from polls conducted by the Gallup organization May-July 2019)
Whether they have these statistics memorized or not, savvy politicians understand as a basic political principle it’s generally not enough to appeal just your party’s voters.  To win elections you have to appeal to your base, but also win over a bunch of self-declared Independents, and if possible, even attract some of the opposing party’s voters.  To accomplish this task, politicians will often search for wedge issues to highlight while on the campaign trail (which is pretty much all the time!)
An example might be something like the issue of abortion.  If you simply say you’re pro-choice you’ll almost certainly appeal to the 29% of the people who think abortion should be legal in pretty much all circumstances.  On the other hand if you simply state you are pro-life you will very likely appeal to the 18% of people who don’t think abortions should ever be allowed.
However, with a more nuanced approach to the issue, it might be possible to win the support of far more voters.  For example, instead of simply stating she is pro-choice, if a politician states she believes abortions should be legal during the first three months of a pregnancy, she will find herself in agreement with 60% of the public.  On the other hand, instead of making the broad statement he is pro-life, if he says he believes abortions should not be legal during the last three months of pregnancy, a politician will find 81% of the people agree with him.
So the trick is not to avoid speaking about controversial issues, but instead to finesse them by turning them into wedge issues which will unite your party, draw in Independents, and maybe even split (or drive a wedge between) members of the opposition party who agree with you and those who don’t.

