GOVT 6241
American Political Economy in Comparative Perspective
Spring 2026

Professor Isabel M. Perera
isabel.m.perera@cornell.edu 

Class Time: Monday, 1:25 PM – 4:25 PM 
Class Location: Uris Hall 254 
Office Hours: https://isabelmperera.youcanbook.me

Overview:
This course examines key features of the American political economy (APE) in comparative perspective. The increased academic attention to this subject allows us to investigate, moreover, why and how new research areas emerge in the discipline. We will review core literature in comparative political economy (CPE), situate the U.S. case within it, and highlight its distinctive aspects. In doing so, we consider a range of topics, such as labor markets, finance, taxation, social policy, and the role of corporate and other affluent interests – and their impact on substantive outcomes like inequality and economic performance. A central goal is to identify promising avenues for further research. 

The course proceeds in three parts. In Part I, we explore the three areas of the American political economy that Hacker et al (2020) argue make it different from that of other affluent democracies: the role of organized economic interests, the fragmented and territorial nature of the American polity, and the persistent presence of racial division and conflict. We examine each area from both comparativist and Americanist lenses. Our goals are to identify areas of agreement, tension, and fruitful future research. In Part II, we discuss special topics of enduring and/or emerging relevance to the American political economy, drawing on research from multiple subfields. Here, too, we will analyze how these alternative approaches can inform each other, and with what significance for the study of APE. In Part III, we learn about the most recent work in this area, with a specific focus on the “Cornell School” of APE research.    

All required readings are on Canvas, though you may find it helpful to obtain some books in hard copy (e.g., purchased online, borrowed from the Cornell library or Borrow Direct, etc). You can identify these books by searching for the following symbol in this document: [*]. For tips on how to read efficiently, see this document on the "Classic Five."

Course Canvas page:
This platform will be our central meeting point. You will access the readings, share preparatory work, submit assignments, and much more from here:

https://canvas.cornell.edu/courses/85958

Assessment: 
Your final grade will be calculated on the basis of your scores in the following categories:
· Class participation, discussion leadership, and four best commentaries: 50% 
· Cornell School of APE presentation: 25%
· Final (Q-style) exam: 25% 
 
Class participation: 
Active, vocal, and respectful seminar participation is a necessary step toward achieving our course goals.

Discussion leadership: 
To help you practice a core pedagogical technique in Parts I and II, you will lead a discussion during the second half of class (sometimes with a partner, depending on the size of the seminar). Please sign up for your date here by 1/28. I encourage you to sign up for office hours with me the week prior to your discussion. 

Commentaries:
To help you master the material in the course and prepare for class, you will write at least three commentaries on the weekly readings. These very short essays (500-800 words) are a space for you to 1) explore and/or criticize a particular aspect of the readings 2) raise issues for further discussion in seminar, and/or 3) identify gaps in the literature and potential areas for future research. Please post your commentary to the weekly Canvas discussion board at least a day before class (i.e., Sunday). Doing so will allow others to read the commentaries in advance (late commentaries hence cannot be accepted), as well as contribute to a shared repository of exam study guides. [Assignment revised with class input on 2/16, please see Canvas for details.]

“Cornell School of APE” presentation
Although the “APE” term is a relatively new one, the Cornell Government Department in fact has a long tradition of researching this topic, often in comparative perspective. To learn more about current research in APE at Cornell, as well as practice how to both deliver and engage with oral presentations in political science, students will present recent work by a current member the department. These presentations will simulate a mini job talk. In other words, the presenter will present a work as if were their own, elaborating on its importance to the discipline and justifying the research decisions made (15-20 minutes). In response, the class will practice asking questions about the work (an art unto itself, 10-20 minutes). We will close with an opportunity to provide the presenter with feedback and debrief on successful presentation and Q&A strategies (10-20 minutes). Where possible and/or applicable, we will invite the work’s author to class that day to help us better understand it and its relationship to the APE field  Please sign up for your author/work and presentation date here by 1/28 and upload the reading you will present two weeks in advance of your presentation. 

Q-style final exam
Since all prospective doctoral candidates in the department must pass a qualifying field exam (Q exam), the final exam for this class is an opportunity to practice that process. It will simulate a subfield exam, though with an exclusive focus on the topics and authors covered in this course.  The exam will be given on the last class meeting. Students who have passed the Q-stage of the doctoral program may consult with me about completing an alternative assessment in lieu of the final exam. 

University policies: 
This course respects and upholds University policies and regulations pertaining to the observation of religious holidays; accommodations for students with disabilities; plagiarism; sexual harassment; and racial or ethnic discrimination. Please note that recordings are not permitted in this course and that any AI use should be disclosed with each submitted assignment (see Canvas for more information).  

Course calendar:
Please note that readings are subject to change as the semester evolves. Suggestions for readings or on the course in general are welcome here.    

Part I: APE Building Blocks 

Week 1, 1/26: Course introduction 
· Hacker, Hertel-Fernandez, Pierson, and Thelen, “Introduction,” in The American Political Economy: Politics, Markets, Power (hereafter, APE), 2021 [*]
· Krause, "Why Is Political Economy a Subfield in Comparative Politics and International Relations, but Not in American Politics? Lessons from the Past, Prescriptions for the Future,” in the Journal of Political Institutions and Political Economy, 2020 
· Supplemental:
· For a list of other introductory texts that you might like to consult while taking this course, please see this document. 
  
*Reminder: Discussion leadership and Cornell School presentation sign-up deadline (1/28)*

Week 2, 2/2: Organized Interests 
· Hall and Soskice, “An Introduction to Varieties of Capitalism,” in Debating Varieties of Capitalism, 2009
· Blyth and Schwartz, “In Search of Varieties of Capitalism: Hardy Perennial or Troublesome Weed?,” in the Review of Keynesian Economics, 2022. 
· Rahman and Thelen, “The Role of the Law in the American Political Economy,” in APE, 2021 
· Miller, “Checks and Balances, Veto Exceptionalism, and Constitutional Folk Wisdom: Class and Race Power in American Politics,” in Political Research Quarterly, 2023
· Supplemental:
· Salisbury. “Why No Corporatism in America?” in Trends Towards Corporatist Intermediation, 1979
· Gourevitch and Shinn, Political Power and Corporate Control, 2007, Chapter 1 (optional further reading: Chapter 7, if interested in the U.S. application) 
· Swenson, “Bringing Capital Back In or Social Democracy Reconsidered,” in World Politics, 1991 
· Korpi, “Power resources and employer-centered approaches in explanations of welfare states and varieties of capitalism: Protagonists, consenters, and antagonists,” in World Politics, 2006 
· Thelen and Busemeyer, “Institutional Sources of Business Power,” in World Politics 2020
· Lijphart, “Interest Groups: Pluralism Versus Corporatism,” in Patterns of Democracy, 2012 
· Culpepper, “Structural Power and Political Science in the Post-Crisis Era,” in Business & Politics, 2015

Week 3, 2/9: Territoriality 
· McKay, “William Riker on Federalism: Sometimes Wrong But More Right Than Anyone Else?,” in Regional and Federal Studies, 2006 
· Beramendi, The Political Geography of Inequality: Regions and Redistribution, 2012, Selections (Ch 1 & 5, Supplemental: Ch 2 & 3) [*]
· Bensel, Sectionalism and American Political Development, 1984, Selections (Ch. 1; Supplemental: Ch 2)
· Grumbach and Michener, “American Federalism, Political Inequality, and Democratic Erosion,” in the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 2022
· Supplemental:
· Bawn et al, “A Theory of Political Parties: Groups, Policy Demands, and Nominations in American Politics,” in Perspectives on Politics, 2012 
· Bensel, The Political Economy of American Industrialization, 2000, Chapters 1 and 4 (Suggested, for background: Preface)
· Rodden, “Comparative Federalism and Decentralization: On Meaning and Measurement” in Comparative Political Studies, 2004
· Rodden, Hamilton’s Paradox, The Promise and Perils of Fiscal Federalism, 2005
· Lijphart, “Division of Power: the Federal-Unitary and Centralized-Decentralized Contrasts,” in Patterns of Democracy, 2012 
· Logan and Molotoch, Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place, 1987, Chapter 3
· Ron et al, “Looking Backward: Forum on [Richard Bensel’s] The Political Economy of American Industrialization,” Special Issue of Reviews in American History, 2025
· Ogorzalek, “The City Re-Centered?” in APE, 2021
· Stein and Rokkan, Party Systems and Voter Alignments: Cross-National Perspectives, 1967, 1-64
· Weir and King, “Redistribution and the Politics of Spatial Inequality in America” in Who Gets What?, 2021 

Week 4, 2/16: No class (February Break)  

Week 5, 2/23: Race
· Habyarimana et al, “Why Does Ethnic Diversity Undermine Public Goods Provision?,” in the American Political Science Review, 2007 
· Lieberman. “National Political Community and the Politics of Income Taxation in Brazil and South Africa in the Twentieth Century,” in Politics and Society, 2001
· Bateman, Katznelson, and Lapinski, Southern Nation: Congress and White Supremacy After Reconstruction, 2018, Selections (Chapters 3 & 4; Recommended for context: Part I) [*]
· Thurston, “The Political Economy of Racial Capitalism in the United States,” in the Annual Review of Political Science, 2025
· Supplemental:
· Dawson and Ming Francis, “Black Politics and the Neoliberal Racial Order,” in Public Culture, 2016 
· Gottschalk, The Prison and the Gallows: The Politics of Mass Incarceration in America, 2006, Chapters 1 and 2
· Johnson, “The Color Line and the State: Race and American Political Development,” in the Oxford Handbook of American Political Development, 2016
· Marx, “Race-Making and the Nation-State,” World Politics, 1996
· Lacey and Soskice, “Crime, Punishment, and Segregation in the United States: The Paradox of Local Democracy,” Punishment & Society 17:4 (2015), https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1462474515604042
· Lieberman, Race and Regionalism, 2003 
· Robertson, The Constitution and America’s Destiny, 2005
· Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition, 1983/2000
· Soss and Weaver, “Police are Our Government: Politics, Political Science, and the Policing of Race-Class Subjugated Communities,” in the Annual Review of Political Science, 2017  
· Trounstine, “The Production of Local Inequality: Race, Class, and Land Use in American Cities,” in APE, 2021

Part II: Enduring and Emerging Topics in APE

Week 6, 3/2: Populism 
· Roberts, “Populism and Polarization in Comparative Perspective: Constitutive, spatial, and institutional dimensions,” Government and Opposition, 2022 
· Tarrow, “The Long New Right,” in Movements and Parties, 2021 
· Rodden “Keeping Your Enemies Close: Electoral Rules and Partisan Polarization,” in Who Gets What? The New Politics of Insecurity, 2021
· Cavaillé, Fair Enough? Support for Redistribution in the Age of Inequality, 2023, Chapter 8 and Conclusion [*]  
· Supplemental:
· Aldrich, Why Parties? The Origins and Transformation of Political Parties in America, 1995, Selections 
· Barnes “Public Investment in the Knowledge Economy,” in APE, 2021 
· Guriev and Papaioannou. “The Political Economy of Populism,” in the Journal of Economic Literature, 2022
· Hacker and Pierson, Let Them Eat Tweets, 2020
· Iversen and Goplerud, “Redistribution Without a Median Voter: Models of Multidimensional Politics,” in the Annual Review of Political Science, 2018 
· Gidron and Hall, “Populism as a Problem of Social Integration,” in Comparative Political Studies, 2019 
· Kelly and Morgan, “Hurdles to Shared Prosperity: Congress, Parties, and the National Policy Process in an Era of Inequality,” in APE, 2021
· Kitschelt and Rehm, “Secular Partisan Realignment in the United States: The Socioeconomic Reconfiguration of White Partisan Support Since the New Deal Era,” in Politics and Society, 2019
· Mutz, “Status Threat, Not Economic Hardship, Explains the 2016 Presidential Vote,” in PNAS, 2018. 
· Riker, Liberalism Against Populism, 1982
· Rodrik, “Why Does Globalization Fuel Populism? Economics, Culture, and the Rise of Right-Wing Populism,” in the Annual Review of Economics, 2021 
· Sanders, “From the First Gilded Age to the Second: Alternative Coalition Strategies for a Transformed Party and Policy System,” in The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era, 2020. 
· Sanders, Roots of Reform, 1999

Week 7, 3/9: Trade & Post-Industrialism  
· Betz, “Trading Interests: Domestic Institutions, International Negotiations, and the Politis of Trade,” The Journal of Politics, 2017  
· Baccini and Weymouth, “Gone for Good”: Deindustrialization, White Voter Backlash, and US Presidential Voting,” in the American Political Science Review, 2021 
· Mettler and Brown, Rural Versus Urban: The Growing Divide That Threatens Democracy, 2025, Chapters 3 & 6 (for context: Introduction)
· Ansell and Gingrich, “Concentration and Commodification: The Political Economy of Post-Industrialism in America and Beyond,” in APE, 2021. 
· Supplemental: 
· Autor et al, “Importing Political Polarization? The Electoral Consequences of Rising Trade Exposure,” in the American Economic Review, 2020 
· Dancygier and Walter, “Globalization, Labor Market Risks, and Class Cleavages,” in The Politics of Advanced Capitalism, 2015
· Farrell and Newman, “The New Interdependence Approach: Theoretical Development and Empirical Demonstration,” in the Review of International Political Economy, 2016 
· Hacker, The Divided Welfare State: The Battle Over Public and Private Social Benefits in the United States, 2002, Introduction and Chapter 1.
· Iversen and Wren, “Equality, Employment, and Budgetary Restraint: The Trilemma of the Service Economy,” in World Politics, 2011
· Karol, “Coalition Maintenance: The Politics of Trade Policy,” in Party Position Change in American Politics, 2009
· Kim and Osgood, “Firms in Trade and Trade Politics,” in the Annual Review of Political Science, 2019
· Lynch, “A Cross-National Perspective on the American Welfare State,” in the Oxford Handbook of U.S. Social Policy, 2014 
· Milner, Resisting Protectionism, 1989
· Pepinsky, “Trade Competition and American Decolonization,” in World Politics, 2015
· Pinto and Weymouth, “Partisan Cycles in Offshore Outsourcing: Evidence from U.S. Imports,” Economics & Politics, 2016
· Thelen, Varieties of Liberalization and the New Politics of Social Solidarity, 2014 

Week 8, 3/16: Immigration 
· Peters, Trading Barriers, 2017, Chapters 1 and 4   
· Dancygier and Walter, “Globalization, Labor Market Risks, and Class Cleavages,” in The Politics of Advanced Capitalism, 2015
· Fine and Tichenor, “A Movement Wrestling: American Labor’s Enduring Struggle with Immigration, 1866-2007,” in Studies in American Political Development, 2009
· Hacker et al, “Bridging the Blue Divide: The Democrats’ New Metro Coalition and the Unexpected Prominence of Redistribution,” in Perspectives on Politics, 2023
· Supplemental:
· Afonso and Devitt, “Comparative Political Economy and International Migration,” in the Socio-Economic Review, 2016
· Goldin, “The Political Economy of Immigration Restriction in the United States, 1890-1921,” in The Regulated Economy: A Historical Approach to Political Economy, 1994
· Grumbach, Hacker, and Pierson, “The Political Economies of Red States” in APE, 2021
· Lipset and Marks, “Immigrants and Socialism: Double-Edged Effects,” in It Didn’t Happen Here: Why Socialism Failed in the United States, 2000
· Tichenor, Dividing Lines: The Politics of Immigration Control in America, 2002

Week 9, 3/23: Growth 
· Baccaro and Pontusson “Rethinking Comparative Political Economy: The Growth Model Perspective,” in Politics & Society, 2016
· Those unfamiliar with Esping-Andersen’s “Three Worlds of Welfare” may find it helpful to consult: Bowman. Capitalisms Compared: Welfare, Work, and Business, 2014, pp. 8-20
· Reisenbichler, Through the Roof: Housing, Capitalism, and the State in America and Germany, 2025, Chapters 1 & 8 
· Schwartz, “From Fordism to Franchise: Intellectual Property and Growth Models in the Knowledge Economy,” in Diminishing Returns, 2022
· Rothstein, “Toward a Discursive Approach to Growth Models: Social Blocs in the Politics of Digital Transformation,” in the Review of International Political Economy, 2022
· Supplemental:
· Ahlquist and Ansell, “Taking Credit: Redistribution and Borrowing in an Age of Economic Polarization,” in World Politics, 2017
· Baccaro, Blyth, and Pontusson, eds., Diminishing Returns: The New Politics of Growth and Stagnation, 2022 
· Braun and Christophers, “Asset Manager Capitalism: An Introduction to its Political Economy and Economic Geography”
· Hacker and Pierson, “Presidents and the Political Economy, The Coalitional Foundations of Presidential Power,” in Presidential Studies Quarterly, 2012 
· Hassel and Palier, eds., Growth and Welfare in Advanced Capitalist Economies, 2021
· Jacobs and King, Fed Power: How Finance Wins, 2016
· Schwartz “American Hegemony: Intellectual Property Rights, Dollar Centrality, and Infrastructural Power,” Review of International Political Economy, 2019 
· Schwartz, “Mo’ Patents, Mo’ Problems: Corporate Strategy, Structure, and Profitability in America’s Political Economy,” in APE, 2021
· Thurston, At the Boundaries of Homeownership: Credit, Discrimination, and the American State, 2018, 
· Woll, The Power of Inaction: Bank Bailouts in Comparison, 2014

Week 10, 3/30: No class (Spring Break)   

Part III: The Cornell School of APE 

Week 11, 4/6: Readings selected by you
· Chen, “Counter-Culture Education: The Development and Consequences of the Localized American Education System,” Draft Dissertation Prospectus, 2026
· Kothe, “Bar None: Public Health and the Decline of the Gay Bar,” Working Paper, 2026
· Flores-Macías and Kreps, “Political Parties at War: A Study of American War Finance, 1789-2010,” in the American Political Science Review, 2013

Week 12, 4/13: Readings selected by you
· Besley and Coate, “Centralized Versus Decentralized Provision of Public Goods: A Political Economy Approach,” in the Journal of Public Economics, 2003
· Frank, “Populism and Praxis,” in the Oxford Handbook of Populism, 2017
· Michener, “Race, Poverty, and the Redistribution of Voting Rights,” in Poverty & Public Policy, 2016

Week 13, 4/20: Readings selected by you
· Flores-Macías and Kreps, “Borrowing Support for War: The Effect of War Finance on Public Attitudes toward Conflict,” in the Journal of Conflict Resolution, 2017
· Pontusson and Weisstanner, “Macroeconomic Conditions, Inequality Shocks, and the Politics of Redistribution, 1990-2013,” in the Journal of European Public Policy, 2018
· Perera and Brown, “Why States Do or Do Not Privatize: Cross-Class Coalitions in the Public Sector,” in World Politics, 2025

Week 14, 4/27: Readings selected by you
· Bateman, Grumbach, and Thurston, “Race and Historical Political Economy,” in the Oxford Handbook of Historical Political Economy, 2023
· Kuo, “The Spread of Anti-Union Business Coordination: Evidence from the Open-Shop Movement in the U.S. Interwar Period,” in Studies in American Political Development, 2018
· Mettler, “Federalism, Gender, and the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938,” in Polity, 1994

Week 15, 5/4: In-class Q-style exam 
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