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American Politics Speaker Series -

Douglas Rivers, Morris Fiorina and 

David Brady 
Posted on 5 December 201 J 

The American Politics Speaker Series today hosted three distinguished scholars from 

Stanford. Discussing partisanship, presentations included ·Are Leaning Independents 

Just Deluded or Dishonest Weak Partisans?" and "Short-run Volatility in Candidate 

Preference, Party ID, Ideology, and Response Rates." They are pictured below with 

Daron Shaw. 
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Goodbye and Good Luck - December 

2013 Letter from the Chair 
Posted on J December 201 J 

Dear Alumni and Friends, 

As political scientists, we are well aware that words, spoken and written, are often 

devoid of meaning. I would forgive you, therefore, if you doubt the words I would use to 

describe much of what is happening in the Department of Government these days. 

Words such as 'innovation', 'creativity', 'imagination', 'bold', 'daring', and, even, 'fun'. 

But I believe quite strongly our department demonstrates that w-0rds often do describe 

reality, w ithout hyperbole. 

The Government Department is not simply riding the wave of online learning, we are, 

to borrow a surfer term, ripping itt Our big debut happened this semester, and I am 

overjoyed to report that our online GOV 310L, taught by professors McDaniel and 

Shaw, is a huge success. The online 31 OL adopted the TOWER (Texas Online World 

of Educational Research) method developed for the university's Psychology 301 . The 

method combines a real-time, physical c lassroom with live video broadcasting. As of 

this writing, 960 students have registered for the course's Spring semester! The 

course is also available through University Extension. And, we are developing 

additional online courses, such as GOV 312L Whal is truly exciting is we are finding 

that not only are we able to educate more students at once, but the technology is 

actually helping our professors enrich the curriculum and enhance the learning 

experience. 

In the traditional c lassroom, courses such as Bat Sparrow's ' The Politics of Food' 

highlight the reach of our faculty and our ability to stretch the bounds of a traditional 

course in liberal arts and political science. We always tell our students that politics 

affect their lives, and we are always searching for better ways to demonstrate this in 

concrete ways. By focusing on the food we eat every day, Sparrow has found a 

delivery mechanism to powerfully discuss the interaction of politics and students' 

day-to-day lives. 

Beyond the classroom, Zach Elkins is proof of our department's global reach. 

Supported by Google Ideas and the university's IC2 Institute, the Constitute website 

launched Sept 23, 2013 at the United Nations General Assembly in New York. Since 

his arrival to Batts Hall in 2008, Elkins has been employing an army of graduate 

students who have both been helping build one of the world's premier open-access 

databases and joining Elkins in research projects exploiting the data. Here is a link to 

one of the more recent pieces Elkins has written about companng constitutions. 

Learn more about Constitute on Game Changers, premiering Dec. 10 on the 

Longhorn Network. 

At risk of you tiring of me saying it, these are exciting times in the Department of 

Government, and we hope you are enjoying the ride. 

Sincerely, 

Robert G. Moser 

Professor and Chair 
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Bat Sparrow's The Politics of Food in 

America 
Posted on J December 201 J 

Bartholomew " Bat'' Sparrow is a professor in the department of government. A 

political scientist with wide-ranging interests and interdisciplinary proclivities, we sat 

down with Professor Sparrow to discuss his undergraduate course, "The Politics of 

Food in America." 

When did you begin teaching this course, and how did it come into being? 

Sparrow : I first taught the course in 2007. I was looking for a new topic to teach, and 

was discussing this with my wife, Polly, who had worked for Whole Foods for eight 

years, and she suggested doing a class on the food system. This immediately struck 

a chord with me, since my mom was big on the importance of organic and 

unadulterated foods. She read Adelle Davis and believed in the idea of eating your way 

to health. We never had soda at home and she baked all her own bread, for instance, 

so I grew up being very aware of the importance of food (although us kids also thought 

she was just a little crazy). 

I found that studying food provided a lens on the entire political system, a 

comprehensive look at the whole polit ical process in a way students could 

immediately relate to and appreciate How the food system works politically is not all 

that different from how politics, government, and the regulatory system operate in 

other sectors of the economy, but food has an immediacy that was very appealing to 

me as a teacher. It touches everything: producers, retailers, and consumers; the 

legislative branch (Congress) and the executive branch (the USDA, the FDA, and 

other regulatory bodies); the courts (for example, genetically modified organisms are 

patentable and constitute a legal form of property); public health (school lunch 

programs, food stamps, food safety, obesity, WIG); energy (com and ethanol, 

petroleum-based fertilizers); the environment (with air and water pollution, erosion, 

and so forth), and international relations and the global political economy (with trade 

policy, food aid). But political science as a discipline is almost completely silent on 

food. So in the course, we learn about the food system in the United States, the 

policies, rules, and decisions that got us to where we are, and how it all comes 

together. 

One of the readings you assign is an excerpt from John Hansen's Ga ning Access, 

which is an exception to the dearth of political science treatment of agricultural 

politics. What's currently going on with national agricultural politics? 

Sparrow: The big thing today is the unraveling of the bipartisan consensus that 

dominated during the second half of the 20th Century. You had a grand bargain struck 

around 1965 where farmers would get subsidies and direct payments and the poor, 

mostly in urban districts, got food stamps. So there was a continuation of the 

agreement struck between members of CQngress representing rural constituents and 

those representing more urban populations. Now this bipartisan and cross-regional 

deal has effectively unraveled and crop subsidies, food stamps, health issues (such 

as obesity), environmental concerns and other issues bundled up in the Farm Bill 

have again become the subject of partisan fights. 

One book you have assigned is Timothy Pachirat's Every Twelve Seconds. What can 

you share ivith us about this book? 

Sparrow: The book is largely about the politics of concealment, the idea that 

consumers do not see how their meat is made into a commodity. The background to 

Pachirat's study of a huge, industrialized Omaha slaughterhouse, is that American 

meatpackers implemented a deliberate strategy to get oul of the cities, such as 

Chicago, and move their plants into the countryside where they would be out of sight, 

where there was no unionized workforce, and where they could hire cheap, immigrant 

labor to work on a semi-skilled (dis)assembly line. And Pachirat brings attention to 

what we do not normally see- the workplace conditions and what happens to the 

cattle-though I think there is likely also some willful non-perception going on in the 

public: consumers do not really want to know how our meat arrives in its nice 

cellophane packaging. People have a good sense of where their meat is coming from 

and how it's produced, I think, but they do not necessarily want to know or be 

confronted with the details. The author's intention is to show the public what is going 

on, with the expectation that if consumers knew more they might modify their eating 

habits. While that may not be a bad thing, we as a class also think critically about 

Pachirat's own argument. 

Part of the course is about raising students' food awareness, correct? 

Sparrow: I have students conduct an exercise specifically designed to increase their 

awareness of what they eat and of the ways in which what they eat is conditioned by 

the political system. They keep a 48-hour log, or journal, of everything they eat and 

then tum in a four-page analysis of what they ate, finding out the exact ingredients and 

where those ingredients came from. One thing they learn is just how many 

ingredients are in many of the foods they eat and how incredibly difficult it is to know 

where those ingredients came from or, indeed, even what they are (since many are 

complex chemical compounds). It would be easy for me to get on a soapbox about 

the rood system, but that is not my purpose. There are real conversations to be had 

about the many costs to our current food production system, which are often out of 

plain sight and not factored into the price of food. We think of our food system as 

being highly efficient and excelling at producing affordable food. While this is not false 

per se, when we look at all the externalities-soil erosion, toxicity, water usage, 

nutrition, and health, to name some-that accompany our current food system, they 

are not factored into the price that companies pay farmers and that consumers are 

paying in grocery stores and restaurants. Our food would be a lot more expensive if 

we took all these costs into account. So we are producing lots of cheap food, but 

there are clear problems. These are not the problems of emaciated children starving 

to death, rather they are of the relative prices of meat, grains, and fruits and 

vegetables in our system, with the result that many of the less affluent are not getting 

good nutrition, the right mix of proteins, vitamins, and minerals, because of the kinds 

of food they are able to afford. With less and less arable land available, a growing 

population, and the exist ing farm polic ies, crop subsidies, and environmental 

regulations, we have a food system that is not sustainable. And my students and I 

explore the political processes and government structures behind the food system we 

have today. 
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