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Preface

This book is the product of a long, sometimes exasperating, some-
times exhilarating collaboration. Certain values helped us through,
chief among these the value of friendship.We beganmore than twenty
years ago when casual conversations about politics and history led us
to create a journal outlet for scholars with similar interests, Studies
in American Political Development. Among the benefits of editor-
ship has been regular contact with a wide range of perspectives and
participation, however vicariously, in each. In this way, our collab-
oration has included the unwitting persons whose names are found
on Studies’ tables of contents.

That said, we are inclined to add something more than a routine
statement absolving others of responsibility for what we have writ-
ten here. While in editing the journal we seek to present historical
research by political scientists in all its variety, in writing this book
we set out to craft a statement of our own. The title of the book is
meant to capture the dual nature of “the search” for American po-
litical development as we see it today: in part, it is an effort to bring
a story – the story of America’s political development – into sharper
relief; in part, it is an effort to bring into sharper relief an academic
subfield, “APD,” within the discipline of political science. How this
subfield defines itself will have a lot to do with how it tells the story,
and the time seems ripe for a considered treatment.

Our aim throughout has been to describe the distinctive set of in-
terests that drives research on American political development, to do
so in a way that is true to what scholars associated with this field
actually write, and to convey to others – students with a general
interest in politics, scholars working in other subfields, prospective
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preface

APD recruits – why we think these interests are worthy of sustained
attention. It was apparent to us at the start, however, that merely
surveying the different avenues of research currently explored by his-
torically oriented political scientists in order to reach for some elusive
consensus among them would not do much to distinguish, much less
advance, the common enterprise. In our review of the literature, we
will explain what we see as the current uncertainty about APD’s na-
ture and scope, but to do this and no more, did not seem sufficiently
helpful either. Doing more, in turn, made our task more complicated
and inevitably more controversial.

To clarify our own thinking, we decided that the best course was
to let the subject be our guide. Rather than try to fit issues posed
by the study of American political development to the recent trends
and received canons of research in other precincts of political sci-
ence and of history, we decided to work the other way around. We
asked ourselves two basic questions: What does a historical analysis
of American politics entail, and what, exactly, is political develop-
ment? Proceeding along these lines promised a way to uncover the
contributions that a field with this name might make to the under-
standing of both politics and history, and also a way to assess those
elements of research design that distinguish this literature from that
of related undertakings.

We argue that APD is best understood neither as the political his-
tory of the United States nor as the use of history as a source of data
for testing theories of politics based on non-historical assumptions.
Our contention is that APD is worthy of consideration as a field of
inquiry because it harbors an approach to political analysis all its
own: it grapples with what we describe as the historical construc-
tion of politics, and with political arrangements of different origins
in time operating together. It will be seen that the analytic stance
is different from that generated by other research programs in the
study of American politics, even when the subject matter of that re-
search is historical, and also from that afforded by earlier studies of
political development. The template we provide takes account of the
unraveling of teleological assumptions about development found in
those earlier studies, while, at the same time, allowing us to retrieve
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preface

“development” as a signal attribute of politics, one that holds out a
wide-ranging agenda for substantive research and theory building.

Just as essential as a template for historical analysis is a clear defini-
tion of the concept of political development itself. By reclaiming this
concept for the study of American politics we are, in a sense, defining
the dependent variable, describing in general terms what APD as a
field of inquiry ultimately needs to explain. Readers will find that
our definition is heavily weighted toward political institutions, for
we locate political development in the reconstruction of authority re-
lations in governance. A definition that references authority, in both
its formal aspects and practical operations, provides a reliable em-
pirical indicator of political development without closing off further
debate about what factors might explain development as it occurs.
We do not expect our definition of development to settle anything
once and for all, but we do think that by spotlighting the substance
and accumulation over time of changes in governing arrangements,
our definition puts politics at the center of developmental analysis
and situates political action at its most consequential.

What follows, then, are the results of our search as it has proceeded
to date. Readers familiar with our previous writings may recognize
some of the themes in this book. Reworking them in the context of
questions currently confronting the subfield as a whole has altered
our thinking and deepened our appreciation for the issues that sur-
round the historical study of politics. In the final analysis, this is our
bid to revive a venerable conversation about the development of the
American polity, to reexamine traditional themes and rework them
into a timely research program. We intend it as a guide, one of many
ways into our subject, and as such, the conclusions we draw speak
for us alone.

To those who have read and criticized various versions of these
arguments in working papers, discarded chapters, and full manu-
script drafts we are especially grateful. They include: Bruce Acker-
man, Richard Bensel, Terri Bimes, Walter Dean Burnham, Daniel
Carpenter, John Coleman, Steven Dunn, David Ericson, Morris Fior-
ina, Daniel Galvin, Matthew Green, Jacob Hacker, Marc Janssen,
Victoria Hattam, Ira Katznelson, Rogan Kersh, David Mayhew,
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Bruce Miroff, Cassandra Moseley, Ruth O’Brien, Andrew Polsky,
Elizabeth Sanders, Eric Schickler, Adam Sheingate, Colleen Shogan,
Rogers Smith, Kathleen Thelen, Daniel Tichenor, andKeithWhitting-
ton. We are grateful to Ed Parsons and Lewis Bateman at Cambridge
University Press who acquired themanuscript at a “critical juncture,”
expedited the production process, and accommodated our separation
anxieties with grace and good sense. We also thank, by no means
least, a few personal and intellectual confidants, friends who with-
stood our moods and were willing to act as sounding boards for good
and bad ideas as we worked the manuscript through: Joyce Appleby,
John McCormick, Eileen McDonagh, Susan Jacobs, Carroll Seron,
Steven Smith, Stephen Werner, and Ellen Meiksins Wood.
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