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any of those previous editions, that commitment 
remains strong and continues to provide the anchor 
for this edition.

However, we began the current revision well aware 
that a good deal of the conventional “textbook” 
wisdom about American government and politics is 
undergoing a major transformation even as students 
read this latest edition. �e political and constitu-
tional landscape is constantly changing, often in ways 
that are difficult to predict. Moreover, some of the 
changes raise questions about the effectiveness and 
long-term stability of the U.S. political system. Two 
widely respected observers of American politics, 
�omas E. Mann of the Brookings Institution and 
Norman Ornstein of the American Enterprise Insti-
tute, captured the state of affairs in the title of their 
2012 book, It’s Even Worse �an It Looks: How the 
American Constitutional System Collided with the New 
Politics of Extremism. Other analysts have wondered 
whether the “new normal” for American government 
is to operate from crisis to crisis, striking short-term 
bargains that satisfy no one and make potential long-
term solutions more costly—and less probable.

Faced with these changes and challenges to the 
operations of American government, the role of 
myths, ideologies, and beliefs described in Chapter 1 
seems even more significant than in the past. �ese 
intellectual devices for “making sense” of American 
government and politics are playing a central role in 
how Americans frame their political world and, in 
the process, they alter the realities of political life. In 
response to the myth of party irrelevance (Chapter 7), 
for example, political scientists in the past would note 
that the very real differences between the parties were 
often covered over by the search for middle ground in 
efforts to win elections by appealing to the “median 
voter.” Today, however, political scientists are focused 
on the role those differences play in exacerbating the 
“partisan polarization” that has characterized policy 
gridlock during the Obama administration. And al-
though the political implications of judicial decisions 

It would be an understatement to say that we live in 
interesting times because it is likely that every 
American has been touched in some way by the 
major economic, social, and political upheavals of 
the past quarter-century.

When we began work on the first edition of Ameri-
can Government in 1986, Ronald Reagan was president 
and the economy was growing at a moderate rate, con-
tinuing a recovery from the downturn attributed to 
“stagflation” of the late 1970s. Internationally, the Cold 
War continued to be waged with the Soviet Union. At 
home, desktop computers using “floppy disks” were 
starting to replace typewriters in offices and movie the-
aters featured Ferris Bueller’s Day Off and Top Gun.

Writing this edition, we three authors cannot help 
but reflect on how much things have changed. Barack 
Obama was elected the first African American 
president of the United States, serving from 2009 
until 2017. Many Americans emerged from the 2008 
Great Recession, although some are still in recovery 
mode. �e Cold War came to an end with the collapse 
of the Soviet Union in 1991, but relationships are at 
times as tense between Russia and the United States 
today as they were in the 1980s, although the issues 
are more often about Moscow’s influence over neigh-
boring states than the spread of Soviet Communism. 
Floppy disks have been replaced by Internet-based 
“cloud computing” and desktops by tablets and smart 
phones with considerably more power than the larger 
computers they replaced. As for Ferris Bueller’s Day Off 
and Top Gun, they are now “classics” that can be 
“streamed” at any time—and in any place—you can 
access your Netflix or Amazon account. �e one thing 
that has been constant over the years has been change.

Each edition of our textbook that followed that 
first publication reflected the events that altered the 
political landscape of the time. �roughout, how-
ever, we remained committed to providing a resource 
that helped students make sense of their government 
in light of constantly evolving myths and realities. 
As will be evident to those instructors who assigned 

Preface



xviii PREFACE

•	 Highlighting and boldfacing key concepts and 
information;

•	 Incorporating review questions into each chapter 
for self-testing; and

•	 Providing students with a product that is price 
sensitive and therefore a true value.

Bringing Currency  
to Your Classroom
Although we continue to make use of familiar his-
torical narratives to introduce students to many of 
the basic concepts and institutions of American gov-
ernment, each chapter of American Government: 
Myths and Realities has been updated to provide cov-
erage of major events that have shaped our nation in 
recent years, giving students a unique lens through 
which to examine the current state of American gov-
ernment and politics. �e updates are also informed 
by the latest political science research on American 
government. Past users of American Government: 
Myths and Realities will also notice major changes in 
the text’s organization. Key updates include the 
following:

•	 A new full-color design complete with updated 
photos and figures, which give further examples and 
emphasize student interest, at a great price point.

•	 Fourteen chapters rather than fifteen, a change 
that reflects the realities of the typical semester 
calendar.

•	 Two distinct chapters to cover civil liberties 
(Chapter 4) and civil rights (Chapter 5).

•	 Coverage of a range of policy topics has been inte-
grated into the “Policy Connection” features that 
follow each chapter.

•	 �e content covered in Chapter 14 (domestic poli-
cies) and Chapter 15 (foreign and defense policies) 
of previous editions have been moved to the text’s 
companion website.

•	 Coverage of the 2016 presidential and congressional 
elections.

have become even more evident in recent years with 
decisions on a range of issues from same-sex mar-
riage to campaign finance reform, the myth that em-
phasizes the Court’s role as the ultimate “objective” 
authority regarding what is (or is not) constitutional 
(Chapter 14) remains a powerful force in shaping the 
public’s view of how our government ought to 
operate.

Although it remains focused on the myths and 
realities of American government, this edition dif-
fers from earlier versions in several key ways. We are 
pleased that American Government: Myths and Reali-
ties is now published by Oxford University Press 
(OUP). Our move to OUP, starting with the 2014 
election edition of this textbook, has provided us an 
opportunity to rethink the traditional structure of 
the typical American government textbook and to 
work with new approaches to content and pedagogy 
reflecting the needs and demands of today’s students. 
Additionally, in an era where prices of textbooks are 
skyrocketing, we are extremely pleased to be work-
ing with a publisher that is committed to producing 
quality scholarship at the best possible price.

What Students Tell Us
Students tell us they want a textbook that reflects the 
way they actually learn and to study at a price they can 
afford. American Government: Myths and Realities 
meets students’ primary goals: it is a price-conscious 
text presented in a way that makes the learning process 
more interesting. We know that different students 
learn in different ways. Some learn best by reading, 
whereas others are more visually oriented. �e ideal 
textbook gets to the point quickly, is easy to under-
stand, has shorter chapters, has pedagogical materials 
designed to reinforce key concepts, has strong support-
ing ancillaries for quizzing, testing, and assessment, 
and provides students with real value for their dollar.

American Government: Myths and Realities pro-
vides exactly what students want and need pedagogi-
cally in a textbook by doing the following:

•	 Being concise;

•	 Keeping material current;
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students. With laptops, mobile devices, and access to 
the Internet, the outside world is a constant and com-
peting classroom presence that offers a previously un-
fathomable range of sense-making approaches, from 
the paranoiac (e.g., conspiracy theory blogs) to the sa-
tirical (e.g., �e Daily Show) and the partisan (e.g., Fox 
News and MSNBC). �ese are the new media outlets 
through which old and new myths about American 
government and politics are developed and sustained. 
Rather than regard these alternative perspectives as 
threats to a better understanding and appreciation of 
our civic life, American Government: Myths and Reali-
ties accepts the role that they play and seeks to teach 
students to take a more reflective and critical view of 
how they and others perceive American government.

Policy Connection Essays
Introductory courses in American government are 
typically focused on core institutions and political 
dynamics, and this has been reflected in the structure 
of traditional American government textbooks. In 
many cases, public policy—that is, how government 
responds to public problems—is relegated to one or 
two chapters at the end of the traditional textbook. 
�is approach often makes it difficult for students to 
appreciate the complex connections among government 
institutions, partisan politics, and the public policies 
that affect their daily lives.

In American Government: Myths and Realities, we 
deal with this problem by introducing a Policy Con-
nection essay at the end of each chapter. Each essay 
addresses a particular issue that connects the subject 
of the preceding chapter with a domestic or foreign 
policy–related question.

As distinct units within the textbook, each essay 
is designed to be used in a number of ways. �ey can 
be treated as an extension of the preceding chapter or 
used as material to stimulate classroom or online dis-
cussion in conjunction with class lectures. Instructors 
can select certain Policy Connection essays as the 
basis for creating a special topic that can be added to 
the general syllabus. Students can be assigned one or 
more essays to explore on their own as research paper 
topics or for extra credit assignments.

•	 Historical and contemporary coverage of major 
Supreme Court decisions.

•	 New data regarding PACs and super PACs and 
limits on contributions, including Supreme Court 
decisions that have impacted campaign financing.

•	 Updated coverage concerning media and politics 
and the impact of social media.

•	 Chapter opening vignettes and Asked & Answered 
feature content have been updated for currency.

The Approach of This 
Book: Myths and Realities
As active classroom teachers committed as much to 
engaging students as to informing them, we have 
always found that highlighting and contrasting the 
complex myths and realities of American govern-
ment facilitated student understanding and apprecia-
tion of the subject. Underpinning the attraction of 
the myths and realities theme was the intent of dem-
onstrating to students that the myths surrounding 
our governmental and political life play an important 
role in how we make sense of the baffling and com-
plex realities we hear and read about each day. We 
continue to believe that this is an effective approach 
to introducing students to the study and appreciation 
of American government. We are constantly re-
minded of the “broken branch myth” (Chapter 11) 
when we read about public opinion polls that show 
that congressional job approval is at only 20 percent, 
and Barack Obama learned early in his first term 
that, in reality, it is impossible to live up to expectations 
that come along with the myth of the “all-powerful 
presidency” (Chapter 12).

One of the benefits of this approach has been its 
flexibility in the face of cultural and technological 
changes. For many of us, the traditional classroom 
provided the opportunity to isolate students from the 
outside world for an hour or so while we lectured or 
engaged them in focused discussions. In the wireless 
environments of most university campuses, we can no 
longer think of the classroom as the only or most ef-
fective means for focusing the attention of our 
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•	 �e controversies surrounding North Carolina’s 
2016 “Bathroom Law” and its implications for 
American federalism (Chapter 3)

•	 �e increasing amount of money spent every four 
years on presidential and congressional campaigns 
(Chapter 8)

Skills-Focused 
Pedagogical Features
Each chapter is carefully structured to enhance stu-
dent learning and does the following:

•	 Opens with a preview outline and focus questions 
correlated to each major section of the chapter.

•	 Introduces the myths and realities to be discussed 
in the chapter.

•	 Includes boldfaced key terms, whose definitions 
appear in the margins of the chapter where the 
terms first appear.

•	 Closes with a conclusion presenting a retrospec-
tive glance at the highlighted myths in light of the 
whole chapter discussion.

•	 Reviews the chapter materials with “Focus Ques-
tions Review,” a point-by-point summary of the 
chapter’s main ideas that includes a recap of, and 
answers to, the focus questions.

Appendices
Appearing at the end of the text are the Declaration 
of Independence and the Constitution of the United 
States of America (annotated as to those paragraphs 
no longer in effect).

Ensuring Student Success
OUP offers instructors and students a comprehensive 
ancillary package for qualified adopters of American 
Government: Myths and Realities.

Ancillary Resource Center (ARC): �is conve-
nient, instructor-focused website provides access to 
all of the up-to-date teaching resources for this text 

In addition to the unique use of the Policy Con-
nection essays in each chapter, those faculty inter-
ested in providing more traditional coverage of 
domestic and foreign policies can refer students to 
Chapters 15 and 16 provided on the companion 
website.

Features
American Government: Myths and Realities includes 
several helpful pedagogical features.

•	 Each chapter includes an “Asked & Answered” 
feature, which uses an accessible question-and- 
answer format to take a closer look at political 
issues of interest to students. Topics include the 
following:

>> So you want to change the Constitution? 
(Chapter 2)

>> Why can’t we reduce the role of money in 
elections like other nations do? (Chapter 8)

>> Why are there so few women serving in legis-
lative bodies? (Chapter 11)

•	 �e “Politics & Popular Culture” feature, refer-
enced in each of the text chapters, appears on the 
text’s companion website. �is feature examines 
how popular culture reflects and influences govern-
ment and politics. Topics include the following:

>> HBO’s Favorite Founding Father (Chapter 2)

>> Twitter Campaigning in the Digital Age 
(Chapter 8)

>> Hollywood Bureaucrats and Other Myths 
(Chapter 13)

Chapter-Opening 
Vignettes
Each chapter opens with an introductory vignette, 
all of which are new. Among the new and updated 
topics covered in this edition are the following:

•	 �e challenges of the 2016 presidential election cycle 
with regard to our understanding of American 
politics (Chapter 1)

PREFACE
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>> Is optimized to work on any mobile device or 
computer.

>> Ends with assessments to connect the activity 
to classroom discussions.

Interactive media activities include the following:

•	 NEW—Individualism versus Solidarity

•	 Passing Immigration Reform

•	 Electing Cheryl Martin

•	 Building the USS Relief

•	 Intervening in Bhutan

•	 �e Fight Against Warrantless Wiretapping

•	 Balancing the Budget

•	 NEW—Redistricting in “Texachusetts”

•	 NEW—Saving the Electric Car

•	 Election Reform

•	 NEW—Fact-checking the Media

•	 NEW—Passing the �irteenth Amendment

•	 NEW—Negotiating with China

NEW—A Closer Look media tutorials, available on 
the American Government: Myths and Realities 
free, open-access Companion Website (www.oup 
.com/us/gitelson): �ese activities are designed to 
teach key concepts and help students master impor-
tant, high-interest class material. Each tutorial runs 
three to five minutes and ends with assessment op-
portunities for student to test what they know. 
Topics include the following:

•	 �e Constitution: A brief tour

•	 Civil rights: How does the Fourteenth Amend-
ment ensure equal rights for all citizens?

•	 Federalism: What does it mean to incorporate the 
Bill of Rights?

•	 Political participation: What affects voter turnout?

•	 Media: How the news is shaped by agenda setting, 
framing, and profit bias?

while guaranteeing the security of grade-significant 
resources.

In addition, it allows OUP to keep instructors 
informed when new content becomes available. Reg-
ister for access and create your individual user 
account by visiting www.oup.com/us/gitelson.
�e following items are available on the ARC:

•	 Instructor’s Manual and test bank: Includes 
chapter objectives, detailed chapter outlines, lecture 
suggestions and activities, discussion questions, and 
video and web resources. �e test bank includes 
multiple-choice, short-answer, and essay questions.

•	 Computerized test bank: Utilizes Diploma, a 
test-authoring and management tool. Diploma is 
designed for both novice and advanced users and 
enables instructors to create and edit questions, 
compose randomized quizzes and tests with an in-
tuitive drag-and-drop tool, post quizzes and tests 
to online courses, and print quizzes and tests for 
paper-based assessments.

•	 Downloadable and customizable PowerPoint 
slides: One set for in-class presentations and an-
other for text images.

•	 Access to thirty CNN videos correlated to the 
chapter topics of the text. Each clip is approxi-
mately five to ten minutes long, offering a great 
way to launch your lecture.

•	 Companion website at w w w.oup.com/us/ 
gitelson: �is open-access companion website in-
cludes several learning tools to help students study 
and review key concepts presented in the text, includ-
ing learning objectives, key-concept summaries, 
quizzes, essay questions, web activities, and web links.

•	 Interactive media activities, available on  
the free open-access Companion Website  
(www.oup.com/us/gitelson): �ese activities are 
designed to reinforce key concepts with real-world 
situations. Each activity:

>> Takes fifteen to twenty minutes to complete 
and produces unique results for each student.

>> Enables students to experience how politics 
works, seeing the trade-offs required to pro-
duce meaningful policies and outcomes.
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the following items can be packaged with the text 
for free:

	 Now Playing: Learning American Government 
�rough Film (ISBN 9780190233341)

	 Williams, Research and Writing Guide for Political 
Science (ISBN 9780190243357)
Dashboard (ISBN 9780190233754)

We also encourage the following texts for packaging:

Very Short Introduction Series

	 Valelly, American Politics
	 Crick, Democracy
	 Boyer, American History

Other titles recommended for packaging:

	 Lindsay, Investigating American Democracy: 
Readings on Core Questions

	 Miethe/Gauthier, Simple Statistics: Applications in 
Social Research

	 Niven, Barack Obama: A Pocket Biography of Our 
44th President

	 Wilkins, Questioning Numbers: How to Read and 
Critique Research
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mittee, and what makes some PACs super PACs?

•	 Congress: Why do we hate Congress but keep 
electing the same representatives?

•	 �e judiciary: How do judges interpret the 
Constitution?
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•	 Campaigns and elections: How does gerryman-
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Blackboard, Canvas, D2L, Moodle, Respondus, or 
whatever course management system you prefer.
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�rough Film

�rough documentaries, feature films, and 
YouTube videos, Now Playing: Learning American 
Government �rough Film provides a variety of 
suggested video examples that illustrate concepts 
covered in the text. Each video is accompanied by a 
brief summary and discussion questions. It is 
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and can be packaged with American Government: 
Myths and Realities for free.

Format choices: Oxford University Press offers 
cost-saving alternatives to meet the needs of all stu-
dents. �is text is offered in a looseleaf format at a 30 
percent discount off the list price of the text and in 
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Packaging Options
Adopters of American Government: Myths and Reali-
ties can package any OUP book with the text for a 
20 percent savings off the total package price. See 
our many trade and scholarly offerings at www.oup.
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sentative to request a package ISBN. In addition, 
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In a venture of this magnitude, authors realize that the 
success of a textbook is closely tied to the editors 
associated with the project. We have been fortunate 
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to Jennifer Carpenter, executive editor; �om Holmes, 
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production editor; Marissa Dadiw, editorial assistant; 
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ries should be sent to the authors at the following 
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Alan R. Gitelson: agitels@luc.edu
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Melvin J. Dubnick: amgov@dubnick.net
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We also want to give unqualified thanks, with 
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joint venture. �e identity of the book has always 
been “the Gitelson text.”
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GOVERNMENT



MYTHS & REALITIES

What are the roles of reason, myth, 
and belief in American government?

CHAPTER 1

Making Sense of 
American Politics
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<< Flags are like other symbols, and how people treat them indicates their 

attitudes toward what the symbols represent. Despite the negative view of 

government that many Americans express in everyday conversation and 

opinion polls, their level of respect for the political system itself is apparent 

in their positive reaction to the American flag.

CHAPTER OUTLINE  
AND FOCUS QUESTIONS

The Nature and Role 

of Government and Politics

>> How do we define government 

and politics? What has been the role 

of government in American history?

What Are the Fundamental 

Issues of Government 

and Politics?

>> How does the U.S. political system 

deal with the issues of who should 

govern and where authority should 

be vested?

Understanding American 

Government and Politics

>> How do we understand and make 

sense of our political system and 

government? What are the roles of 

myths, reason, beliefs, and 

ideologies in that effort?

The Crazy Goat Rodeo

In the early morning hours of November 9, 2016, various 
news outlets covering the presidential election declared 

that Republican Donald J. Trump had won enough Elec-
toral College votes—270—to be declared the 45th presi-
dent of the United States. �is was not the outcome that 
most analysts and pundits expected. Up until election day 
the national polls on average had put Hillary Clinton, 
Trump’s Democratic Party opponent, more than 3 percent-
age points ahead in the polls, and during the final days of 
the campaign several tracking services which provided 
daily estimates of the probability of a Clinton victory had 
estimated that the likelihood of her winning at no less 
than 65 percent and as much as 99 percent. In addition, 
there were expert predictions of “down ballot” victories that 
might give Democrats control of the U.S. Senate and loosen 
the grip of the Republicans in the U.S. House of Represen-
tatives. �ese predictions proved to be wrong as well.

How could so many “experts” be so wrong? �at was 
the question on everyone’s mind in the days and weeks 
following the election. After all, these are the individuals 
who make their living by studying American politics, com-
menting on political trends, and advising politicians and 
their campaigns. �ese are the people many Americans 
count on to help them make sense of the political world. 
And yet with very few exceptions they got it wrong.

Several months earlier, Ezra Klein, one of the coun-
try’s most respected commentators and founder of vox.
com, admitted to an audience of students at Johns Hopkins 
University that he was having problems making sense of 
what was happening.

“I come to you with humility,” he declared, and he 
proceeded to highlight the several ways the campaign 
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defied explanation. It was, he said, a “crazy goat rodeo”—urban slang used 
to note a chaotic situation that is beyond comprehension.1

Even that point in the 2016 election cycle it was evident to anyone 
paying attention to American politics that there was nothing typical or 
ordinary about that year’s race for the White House. Long-term observers 
of presidential politics went so far as to characterize what they were wit-
nessing as “insane,” “shocking,” and “toxic.” �e leadership of both parties 
found themselves in disarray as challengers from outside the inner circles 
made a push toward each party’s presidential nomination. Lindsey 
Graham, a South Carolina senator who had earlier withdrawn from the 
Republican race, told one gathering that his party “has gone batshit 
crazy,”2 and Mitt Romney, the 2012 Republican candidate for president, 
took specific aim at Trump, labeling him a “con man,” a “fake,” a “fraud,” 
and a “phony” who “creates scapegoats of Muslims and Mexican immi-
grants,” who “calls for the use of torture” and “cheers assaults on protest-
ers” while promising to “limit First Amendment freedom of the press.”3 
Trump rallies, often drawing thousands of followers, were regularly fea-
tured on television, and violent confrontations both inside and outside the 
venues seemed regular occurrences. Commentators could not recall any-
thing like it, and some declared that a “civil war” had broken out within 
the Republican Party.

In the Democratic race for the nomination, Bernie Sanders, a self- 
described “democratic socialist” senator from Vermont, mounted a signifi-
cant challenge against Hillary Clinton, who was favored to win the nomina-
tion.4 In April 2015, 74-year-old Sanders was registering at less than  
6 percent in public opinion polls, but by early March 2016 he was polling at 
more than 40 percent and winning several primary contests.5 Drawing large 
crowds at campaign rallies and relying on small donations from millions of 
online contributors to fund his campaign, Sanders “Feel the Bern” move-
ment clearly shook up the Democratic Party establishment and would have 
an impact on Clinton’s campaign against Trump in the general election.

All this came to a head as the election results came in, and the experts 
and commentators found themselves asking how so many of them could 
be so wrong. �e election outcome made no sense, and within hours they 
would start the difficult take of trying to understand what took place.

“It Just Makes No Sense!”

Although the events of 2016 were difficult for even the most seasoned of 
political analysts to explain, we believe that it is possible and important for 
students to be able to make sense of the American political system. �e 
events we read or hear about on the daily news often seem confusing and 
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defy easy explanation. Many of us have trouble figuring out how our po-
litical system operates. Consider the following:

•	 If you awoke on November 9, 2016 and looked to see who won the 
presidential election, you would notice that with 98 percent of the 
popular vote counted, Clinton had received more than half a million 
more votes than Trump. And yet the headline was: Trumps wins!  
How could this be? It just made no sense.

•	 On December 12, 2012, twenty first-grade students and six adults 
were murdered at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Connecticut. A 
little more than four months later, with many relatives of the slain 
looking on from the chamber gallery, the U.S. Senate voted 54–46 in 
support of legislation that would expand background checks on firearm 
purchases at gun shows. Despite that favorable majority vote, the media 
would correctly report to the nation that the bill was effectively de-
feated. For the average American, the news made no sense. How could 
a majority vote in favor of a bill end up being reported as a defeat?

•	 In 2003, he was a self-described “skinny kid with a funny name” 
serving in the Illinois state senate, a relative unknown on the na-
tional political scene. Five years later, Barack Obama won the presi-
dency of the United States—and thus became the first African 
American to hold that post. Most experts and media pundits were 
astonished at Obama’s meteoric rise; given what they knew and as-
sumed about U.S. politics and voters, this should not have happened. 
Obama’s reelection in 2012 was also a surprise to many political ob-
servers who believed that the depressed state of the U.S. economy 
would make it difficult for Obama to win reelection to a second 
term. Nevertheless, he not only won that second term but did so by 
a four-point margin over his Republican rival, Mitt Romney.

•	 According to pollsters who monitor public attitudes toward Con-
gress, between 1980 and 2015 “approval ratings” averaged slightly 
more than 43 percent. But in recent years the ratings became decid-
edly more negative, with some polls indicating approval ratings of 
10  percent and below. �e Gallup Poll, which has been tracking 
public opinion about Congress since 1974, characterized the low ap-
proval scores as “dismal” and “historical.”6 Yet, over that same period 
of four decades, no less than 85 percent of the members of the U.S. 
House of Representative were reelected—and often by large mar-
gins.7 Why do voters continue to elect the same representatives time 
and time again despite their relative displeasure with Congress’s 
overall performance? �is, too, just does not make any sense.
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�ese are just a few examples of the many things about American gov-
ernment and politics that often baffle and confuse those of us who are 
trying to understand our complex political system and how it operates. It 
does not matter whether you are a professional political pundit or a casual 
observer of political life; surprising and puzzling events are common.

Although few Americans will admit it to even their closest friends, most 
share an uneasiness about their lack of understanding about politics and 
government. After all, this country is a democracy, where citizens are ex-
pected to be well-informed as well as active participants in the political 
system. Being somewhat embarrassed, many of us avoid discussing politics, 
“tuning out” rather than engaging in the civic lives of our communities.

But that civic life is impossible to avoid in this day and age. Govern-
ment and the policies it generates are a pervasive fact of modern life. From 
the light switch at our bedside when we awaken and the roads on which 
we ride to work to the critical decisions we make about whether (and 
whom) to marry and where to live, we are constantly connected to the ac-
tions that take place in the political arena.

Myths and Reason

Dealing with these facts means that we cannot avoid the challenge of 
making sense of that baffling world, and we often do so by relying on 
myths—that is, those stories and narratives we tell ourselves or share with 
friends and family that help us better comprehend our surroundings. 
Unlike novels, short stories, and the plots of movies, these sense-making 
tales are not the product of creative writers who design their work to en-
tertain or generate some aesthetic response. Nor are they the journalistic 
reports we read daily that are designed to tell us the “who, what, when, 
where, and why” of some newsworthy event. Rather, these myths are the 
tales and narratives we tell ourselves when confronted with things that 
initially make little or no sense.

Myths are neither true nor false and can best be regarded as a particular 
form of what is often called “the conventional wisdom”—that is, those 
widely held beliefs assumed to be true within a given community.8 In some 
cases, those beliefs are held with such conviction that any contrary evidence 
is either ignored or dismissed. In other cases, the conventional wisdom is 
tied to some theory that is itself based on unquestioned assumptions. Myths 
are thus best understood as “the instruments by which we continually strug-
gle to make our experience intelligible to ourselves.”9 Moreover, they are 
instruments we apply to help us deal with many different aspects of our lives, 
from politics to sports and from science to religion.10

Myths  Those stories, 

proverbial sayings, 

pervasive attitudes, and 

other narratives that we use 

to help us think about the 

world around us.
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Many of the myths we rely on are often drawn from those we learn while 
growing up (see the discussion of political socialization in Chapter 6). Over 
time, we come to question many of those myths. In fact, because many of the 
stories and narratives we hear and read seem to play fast and loose with the 
facts, it is commonplace for us to think of myths as synonymous with lies and 
falsehoods. But equating myths with lies ignores the fact that storytelling 
plays an important role in our lives and how we make sense of the world. 
Although they may involve some partial truths or even outright falsehoods, 
myths also contain what comedian Stephen Colbert has called “truthiness”—
“truth that comes from the gut, not books.”11

Many of the myths we learn as children contain moral lessons. For 
example, throughout most of the nineteenth century and well into the 
twentieth, the elementary schoolbook “readers” used by American school-
children included the parable of a young George Washington who could 
not tell a lie or the tale of a young store clerk named Abe Lincoln who 
walked miles to repay a customer whom he had inadvertently short-
changed by a few pennies. Later in life we find ourselves relying on stories 
to make sense of events that, at the moment they occur, seem unfathom-
able or inexplicable. �is was the case, for example, for a generation of 
Americans who heard many conspiracy theories about the assassination of 
President John F. Kennedy or the attacks of September 11, 2001.

When Americans are asked about the nation’s most significant presidents, almost all lists 

include Washington and Lincoln. Their answers have been supported over the years by 

stories that stress their honesty. The myths of Washington admitting to cutting down the 

cherry tree (“I cannot tell a lie”) and Lincoln’s honesty in his work as a shop clerk have been 

part of the elementary school curriculum since the nineteenth century.
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When faced with events such as presidential assassinations or terrorist attacks, many people 

turn to conspiracy theories. As a form of myth, we use these narratives to make sense of un-

fathomable realities. Unfortunately, almost all provide a distorted view of the facts and 

make it difficult to understand what really took place.

Why do we turn to myths so often to help us make sense of the world? 
Psychologists, anthropologists, and others who study child development 
in cultures the world over note that myth making is a common cognitive 
skill we develop when we are very young.12 As we grow up, we learn about 
the stories and narratives of our families and friends, and soon we develop 
a repertoire of myths we rely on to help us make greater sense of the world 
in general. It is little wonder that we initially turn to myths when faced 
with new or baffling situations.

Perhaps no society in history better exemplified the role played by 
myths in everyday life (social, economic, and political) than the city-
states of ancient Greece, and in fact the term myth itself is derived from 
the Greek concept of mythos.13 For the ancient Greeks, mythos was com-
posed of the stories about their heroes and gods, and it helped them make 
sense of everything from daily routines to the tragedies and disasters that 
befell them.14 As much as they relied on mythos, the Greeks also under-
stood that relying on myths alone was not enough. �ey also relied on 
what they called logos—what we regard as the power of reasoned analysis 
and logic.
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In a similar way, when it comes to making sense of our complex political 
world, we often start with the stories and narratives of myths, but just as 
often, we turn to other ways to comprehend and make sense of political 
realities. But we never completely abandon those myths. It is that tendency 
to initially rely on myths and eventually turn to other means for under-
standing the complexities of American government and politics that in-
forms and shapes the following chapters.

Making Sense of Trump and Sanders. Consider some of the widely held 
views about presidential elections that were being challenged as the 2016 
race unfolded. �e most obvious myth to fall was that party elites control 
the nomination process and determine who will emerge as the nominee. 
�e widely held image of decisions being made by party leaders in a “smoke-
filled room” was replaced by the view that the primary election system was 
structured to favor mainly establishment candidates. But the fact that both 
Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders were able to threaten more mainstream 
candidates undermined that belief. If anything, the very system of prima-
ries developed by each party seemed to foster successful challenges.

Another major belief going into the 2016 election was that the cam-
paign finance system that permitted almost unlimited funding through 
large super PACs would mean that only those favored by the very wealthy 
would get the support needed to run a successful campaign for president 
(see Chapter 8). In the fall of 2015, �e New York Times published a study 
reporting that nearly half of the money given to campaigns early in the race 
($176 million) came from 158 families and the companies they own or con-
trol.15 In addition, a coalition of wealthy donors publicly committed to spend 
$889 million in support of conservative candidates for president and 
Congress.16 And yet the two candidates who relied primarily on self-funding 
(Trump) and millions of small donations raised online (Sanders) were 
proving that support of the super PACs was not necessarily the most 
effective path to electoral success.

Although myths are important and necessary in helping us understand 
the political world, there are many tools that can help us make better sense 
of the U.S. government and politics, and not all require specialized knowl-
edge or sophisticated statistical models. In fact, you are probably already 
using many of them. �roughout this book you will encounter views of 
the realities of American government and politics based on credible but 
admittedly imperfect sense-making tools. In the final sections of this 
chapter we consider some of those tools, but before doing so we must ad-
dress some basic questions and important concepts that will make our 
journey to understanding much easier.
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The Nature and Role of Government 
and Politics

>> How do we define government and politics? What has been the role of 

government in American history?

We begin by addressing three fundamental questions:

1.	 What is government, and how does it carry out its varied responsibilities?

2.	 What is politics, and how does it relate to the work of government?

3.	 How important has government been in our lives and in those of past 
Americans?

What Is Government?
What is government, and how does it carry out its varied responsibilities? In 
brief, government consists of those institutions and officials whose purpose it is 
to write and enact laws and to execute and enforce public policy. In broader per-
spective, we can regard government as the major mechanisms through which we 
determine, articulate, adopt, and carry out collective actions to deal with prob-
lems that cannot be addressed individually. Some of those problems are of a very 
general nature and some are quite specific. �us, Americans generally rely on 
government (1) to maintain order through the rule of law, (2) to provide goods 
and services that benefit the lives of all citizens, and (3) to promote equality 
among members of society. On a more specific level, we turn to government to 
make certain the water we drink is safe, the roads we drive on are clear on a 
snowy morning, and the food on our tables is plentiful. Of course, there are other 
mechanisms (such as the marketplace) we can rely on to achieve these objectives, 
but it is government we often depend on.

�e activities directed at solving those problems and achieving those goals are 
conducted by legislators, presidents or other chief executive officers (such as gov-
ernors and mayors), judges, bureaucrats, and other elected and appointed officials 
who work in the institutions that make up the executive, legislative, and judicial 
branches of federal, state, and local governmental systems. Ultimately, these of-
ficials carry out their responsibilities through their authority to enact and enforce 
laws and public policies that are crucial to the functioning of government.

What Is Politics?
In its most general sense, politics refers to activities aimed at influencing or con-
trolling government for the purpose of formulating or guiding public policy. All 
too often, politics is viewed in a negative light since it is popular to think of ef-
forts to “influence” and “control” government as equal to the use of power to 
corrupt public officials. As we see in the chapters that follow, the reality is that 
without politics, government can become undemocratic and even authoritarian. 
By engaging in the sometimes messy business of politics, individuals and groups 
help maintain an open and responsive government.

Government  Those 

institutions and officials 

whose purpose it is to write 

and enact laws and to 

execute and enforce public 

policy.

Politics  Those activities 

aimed at influencing or 

controlling government for 

the purpose of formulating 

or guiding public policy.
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For example, if you are unhappy about the current funding of higher educa-
tion or the operations of the student loan program, there are ways to try to change 
both. Or perhaps you are concerned about the U.S. immigration policies or U.S. 
policies in the Middle East. In all such cases, you would bring about change by 
engaging in politics. Ironically, if you think that Wall Street or the media have 
too much political influence or control, you would need to engage in politics to 
bring about the needed reforms.

In 2010, for example, the Supreme Court issued a decision in Citizens United 
v. Federal Election Commission that effectively lifted the limits on how much 
money corporations and individuals could spend on political campaigns (see 
Chapter 7). �ose who had supported restricting the influence of big monied 
interests in politics soon mobilized to form organizations dedicated to overturn-
ing Citizens United, and at times these groups have had to rely on funds donated 
by wealthy individuals who could do so under provisions of the very decision they 
were attempting to overturn. In short, they needed to engage in the messier side 
of politics to bring about political reform.

The Role of Government in American History
Government has always been important in the lives of most Americans. On this 
point, however, we encounter one of the most important myths about American 
politics—and the realities behind it. Historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. has 
pointed to a “cherished national myth” ascribing the economic development of 
the nation “to the operations of unfettered individual enterprise.”17 In fact, his-
tory shows that American government has always played an influential role in 
the lives of Americans. As early as colonial times, citizens expected government 
to perform such traditional functions as ensuring law and order and resisting 
foreign aggression. But even then, government often did more.

From the time the first European settlers established communities in Amer-
ica, colonial governments, under the general authority of the British government, 
played a major role in developing and regulating local economies. Colonial (and 
later state) governments helped finance new enterprises, build ports, and con-
struct turnpikes and canals; they sometimes even controlled wages and prices in 
local markets.

Shortly after the United States gained its independence, Congress wrote a 
series of laws collectively called the Northwest Ordinance, which established 
rules for selling land and organizing local governments in the large territory 
stretching from the Ohio River to the Mississippi River and north to the Great 
Lakes. Land was even reserved to support public schools. One of the earliest 
examples of the national government’s role as an active promoter of the economy 
was its 1803 purchase of the Louisiana Territory. �at vast region was vital to the 
prosperity of the farmers who worked the lands along the entire length of the 
Mississippi. Historians have also found other examples of early government ef-
forts to plan, manage, and promote the new country’s resources.18

�e role of government continued to expand during the 1800s and early 
1900s. Attempts to solve the economic and social problems that arose during the 
Great Depression of the 1930s—an economic downturn that left millions of 
Americans jobless and homeless—led to an explosion of new programs that are 
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Thomas Jefferson took advantage of an opportunity to purchase the Louisiana Territory 

from France in 1803. As this 1805 map indicates, Americans did not have a clear idea of what 

they acquired. Jefferson sent Meriwether Lewis and William Clark on a three-year expedition 

to explore the new territory.

associated with Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “New Deal” presidency. Soon an army of 
bureaucrats was managing the economy, promoting stable economic growth by 
helping to find jobs for the unemployed, and enforcing price controls designed to 
hold down the prices of goods and services.

As the United States became a more complex society, Americans demanded 
that the national government pay more attention to problems that had once 
been solved by families and communities: problems of the poor, the handi-
capped, and the elderly, among others. Ever since the New Deal, all Americans 
have been touched directly or indirectly by programs in such areas as early 
childhood nutrition, health care, unemployment benefits, food stamps, and 
Social Security.19
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Moreover, the government has not limited its interest to economic and social 
welfare programs. As destruction threatened the vast American forests and pol-
lution tainted air and water, Americans turned to government for environmental 
management in the form of interventions ranging from conservation programs to 
regulations affecting many polluting industries. In support of such goals as pre-
venting environmental damage and ensuring a steady supply of energy, the gov-
ernment has lowered speed limits on highways, pushed for the development of 
nuclear energy, and implemented a variety of other policies.20

In recent years, a growing number of Americans have concluded that perhaps 
we have been depending too much on government to solve our problems. In his 
1981 inaugural address, Ronald Reagan famously noted that “government is not 
the solution to our problem; government is the problem”; by 1996 the Clinton 
White House was also admitting that it was time for a change. “�e era of big 
government is over,” declared president Bill Clinton in his State of the Union 
address.

But the arguments against “big” government failed to undermine the public’s 
demand for government action, especially when crises struck. Demands for more 
government action followed the events of September 11, 2001. When Hurricane 
Katrina devastated the Gulf Coast region in 2005 and Hurricane Sandy ravaged 
the New Jersey and New York shorelines in 2012, calls went out for a major fed-
eral government response. Flooding that left thousands homeless in the Baton 
Rouge area in 2016 led to calls for more assistance from Washington. �e same 
was true years before when the financial crisis of 2007–2008 nearly brought the 
United States and global economies to a standstill. Each event generated calls for 
more and speedier federal government action, and opinion surveys reflect the fact 
that a growing number of Americans believe that government—and especially 
the national government—should do more to solve problems and help meet the 
needs of people (see Figure 1.1).

�us, instead of focusing on shrinking the size of government, policymakers 
have turned their attention toward reorganizing and enhancing government 
agencies at all levels to deal with the threats posed by terrorists, natural disasters, 
and economic vulnerabilities. �us, government has played, and continues to 
play, an important role in the development of the modern American social and 
economic system.

What Are the Fundamental Issues 
of Government and Politics?

>> How does the U.S. political system deal with the issues of who should 

govern and where authority should be vested?

�e fact that government has always played an important role in the lives of 
Americans does not mean that its activities have not been controversial. Two 
basic questions about government and politics have consistently emerged: “Who 
should govern?” and “Where should governmental authority be located?”
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Who Should Govern?
Because the government plays such a critical and pervasive role in everyone’s 
life, it is natural that questions arise about who should control the use of this 
important social institution. In other words, who should govern? Answers to that 
general question have taken two forms, one focused on governmental authority 
and one on the wielding of governmental power.

Authority. For many students of government, the question “Who should govern?” 
refers to who should be officially authorized to control governmental institutions. 
In other words, who should exercise formal authority in government? Authority 
can be defined as the capacity to make and enforce public policies that is pos-
sessed by individuals who occupy formal governmental roles.21

As previously noted, government is composed of the institutions and offi-
cials who make and enforce public policies. �e roles that those officials play in 

Authority  The capacity to 

make and enforce public 

policies that is possessed by 

individuals who occupy 

formal governmental roles.

FIGURE 1.1  Role of 

Government 
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conducting the business of government are derived from a variety of sources. 
Some roles are defined in constitutions and other legal documents (see the 
discussion of constitutional foundations in Chapter 2), whereas others may be 
the result of long-standing traditions. In either case, when we are concerned 
with who should occupy those official roles, we are dealing with the issue of 
authority.

Among the first to try to answer the question of who should govern through the 
exercise of authority was the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle (382–322 ...). 
He classified governments into three types: government by one, government by 
the few, and government by the many. Each type, he believed, has a good, or 
“right,” form and a bad, or “wrong,” form. A right form of government by the 
one—a monarchy—serves the common interests of the community, whereas a 
wrong form—tyranny—serves the personal interests of the ruler. In the same 
way, the good form of rule by the few—aristocracy—stood in contrast to a bad 
form—known as oligarchy—in which those few would govern in a manner that 
would serve their own interests.

When it came to rule by the many, or democracy, Aristotle believed that the 
best form of government would be that in which the population was capable of 
ruling in the interests of all, but he was realistic enough to know that this was 
unlikely. In any community, he argued, it is the poor who would dominate such 
a government, and they would not be capable by themselves of putting aside 
their own needs on behalf of the common interests of society. Aristotle’s solu-
tion was to call for a modified form of democratic governance—which he 
termed a polity—in which the many would rule in conjunction with an aristo-
cratic few. In his well-known work Politics,22 Aristotle offers an elaborate de-
scription of all the ways that democracies can deteriorate into tyrannical, 
oligarchical, or even mob rule, but in the end he regards the mixed-rule polity 
as the best alternative.

�e notion of democracy held by most Americans can best be summed up as 
a belief in government in which authority is based on the consent and will of the 
majority. If asked the question “Who should govern?” a vast majority of Ameri-
cans would respond that the people should.

Nevertheless, the American concept of democracy does not mean a commit-
ment to direct rule by the majority. As we will see (in Chapter 2), the Framers of 
the Constitution did not believe that governmental authority should be directly 
in the hands of the people. �ey envisioned the United States as a republic, or 
representative democracy, in which the people govern indirectly by electing 
certain individuals—the president, members of Congress, governors, mayors, 
state legislators, and others—to make decisions on their behalf. �us, the people 
do not vote on or directly make specific policy decisions; they do so indirectly, 
through the individuals they elect to represent their interests.

Despite this general acceptance of representative democracy, controversies 
still arise over the need for greater or lesser citizen participation in government 
decision making. Some observers argue that much more should be done to in-
crease public input into policy decisions through electoral procedures (see the 
discussion of initiative and referendum in Chapter 8). Others have called for 
greater public involvement in the deliberative processes that lead to policy 

Democracy  To Americans, 

a government in which 

authority is based on the 

consent and will of the 

majority.

Republic  A system in which 

people govern indirectly by 

electing certain individuals 

to make decisions on their 

behalf.

Representative 

democracy  See Republic.
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decisions that impact their lives, especially at the local government level (see 
Chapter 3 on federalism and intergovernmental relations). In contrast, others 
believe—as Aristotle did—that too much democracy can produce bad outcomes. 
For them, institutional authority must be designed to offset the misuse and abuse 
of the power that comes along with authority.

Power. We can also approach the question “Who should govern?” from the per-
spective of political power. As defined previously, politics involves activities in-
tended to influence or control what goes on in government. �ose who have the 
ability to wield such influence are said to possess power. From this perspective, 
the question about who governs should really be “Who should wield power over 
the operations of government?”

What does it take to possess power?23 Reduced to its basics, power is a rela-
tionship between two parties, A and B. Suppose that A (we’ll call her Alice) has 
power relative to B (we’ll call him Ted) if Alice can influence Ted’s choices or 
decisions. To do that, Alice should probably possess something that Ted finds 
desirable or irresistible. �at something, called a resource, can be some special 
knowledge or expertise, a dynamic and winning personality, the promise of fi-
nancial reward, or even an outright threat to do Ted harm if he does not cooper-
ate. Just as important, Ted must find Alice’s knowledge, reward, or threat 
credible. If Ted, for instance, does not believe that Alice is an expert, then Alice 
will not have that form of influence over him.

From the perspective of power, the answer to the question “Who should 
govern?” rests on how dispersed the resources for wielding power are in a society. 
�ose who believe in democracy want to see such resources distributed as widely 
as possible. For them, the ideal situation would be that every citizen is able to 
exercise the same degree of influence over governmental actions. Under such 
conditions, government would do what the majority of citizens want done. �is 
is called the majoritarian view of power.

However, most students of government agree that politically influential re-
sources are unequally distributed in society; consequently, some members of so-
ciety will be able to influence governmental actions more than others. �us, the 
question really becomes whether it is more desirable to have those resources con-
centrated in the hands of a few (elitism) or dispersed as widely as possible 
(pluralism).

�ose who advocate the elitist view of power argue that the general public is 
best served when a basic consensus regarding fundamental issues exists among a 
country’s top leaders. Although these leaders may disagree on minor issues or 
may even compete against one another for positions of authority in government, 
the fact that they share a common view on issues that might otherwise split the 
nation is regarded as an important foundation for governing.

In contrast, although they do not deny that power-relevant resources are un-
equally distributed in society, those who support the pluralist view of power 
advocate a political system in which many elites, not just one, influence govern-
ment. For pluralists, it is not important that members of some small elite agree 
on fundamental issues. Rather, it is crucial that membership in the elite be open 

Power  The capacity and 

ability to influence the 

behavior and choices of 

others through the use of 

politically relevant 

resources.

Majoritarian view of 

power  The view that 

political power should be 

distributed as equally as 

possible in a political system 

to facilitate meaningful 

majority rule.

Elitist view of power   

The view that political 

power should be in the 

hands of a relatively small 

part of the general 

population that shares a 

common understanding 

about the fundamental 

issues facing society and 

government.

Pluralist view of power   

The view that political 

power should be dispersed 

among many elites who 

share a common acceptance 

of the rules of the game.
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to all in society; members need only agree to abide by the rules of the game in 
government and politics. From the pluralist perspective, members of this open 
elite serve the public good by competing among themselves for the attention of 
government, as well as for control of public offices.

Whether it is focused on authority or on power, the issue of who should govern 
is an important one. It helped to shape the American political system, and as we 
will see in our discussions of public opinion, political parties, and campaigns and 
elections in Chapters 6 through 8, it remains a critical question in today’s hotly 
contested political environment.

Where Should Governmental Authority Be Vested?
Should governmental authority be vested in local communities, in governments 
close to the people? Should it be vested in the political center of the nation, 
Washington, DC? Or should it be vested in the fifty state capitals—in Harrisburg, 
Springfield, Austin, Sacramento, Columbus, Tallahassee, and all the others? Be-
cause of the broad range of governmental activities, these questions do not have 
simple answers.

To illustrate, would it make sense for the national government to run your 
town’s fire department? Who should be responsible for collecting your town’s 
garbage, running your town’s parks, and hiring your school district’s teachers? 
Many people trust local government to deal with these important issues because 
towns and cities or even states are regarded as better able to do so. At the same 
time, it is generally agreed that local governments cannot deal effectively with 
foreign policy, national defense, regional unemployment, and other major eco-
nomic and social issues that challenge the nation as a whole. �erefore, many 
Americans believe that the national government, with its vast economic resources 
and national perspective, should tackle these issues. Many also argue that na-
tional policies can better reflect the general will and values of the American 
people and are less likely to discriminate against racial, religious, and political 
minorities than local policies are.

However, views about which level of government is best suited to carry out the 
functions of government will vary depending on the level of trust reflected in 
public attitudes. �e Pew Research Center has been tracking the public’s views 
toward different levels of government since 1997, and although federal govern-
ment has been viewed favorably in the past (especially immediately following the 
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001), the trend since 2005 has been steadily 
downward for the national government and relatively positive for both state and 
local governments during that same period.24

Most complex societies have found that to ensure effective governance, they 
need intermediate levels of government as well. Different nations have solved 
this problem in different ways. �e United States has developed a unique solution 
that allows national, state, and local governments to share power. But even this 
solution is incomplete, and the debate continues over the role of each level of 
government in delivering services to the American public. We will discuss the 
struggles over the vesting of power in greater detail in Chapter 3, when we exam-
ine federalism and intergovernmental relations.
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Understanding American 
Government and Politics

>> How do we understand and make sense of our political system 

and government? What are the roles of myths, reason, beliefs, and 

ideologies in that effort?

With some of these basic definitions and concepts in mind, we can now return to 
the major question addressed in this book: How do we understand the world 
around us? �is question has intrigued philosophers for centuries and is still 
being studied daily by a range of scholars from psychologists and neuroscientists 
to sociologists and literature professors. �e answers provided by all these stu-
dents of human understanding are as varied as their approaches to the subject. 
But one thing they seem to have in common is the assumption that the world 
around us is much too complex for anyone to easily make sense of, and therefore 
each of us uses some form of mental tool or intellectual shortcut to make sense of 
our surroundings.

Political Myths
We have already discussed the tendency for most of us to rely on myths (i.e., 
stories and narratives) to make sense of the political world. As each of the fol-
lowing chapters demonstrates, myths can play and have played an influential 
role in shaping how we view the U.S. political system—and how others might 
view us. Two significant examples are discussed in the “Policy Connection” fol-
lowing this chapter: the myth of American exceptionalism and the myth of 
American vulnerability. Another example is featured in Chapter 2, which dis-
cusses America’s constitutional foundations. �ere, we focus on the myth of the 
“living Constitution”—a perspective that has helped shape the way the public 
and the courts have interpreted what the various provisions of the 228-year-old 
document mean today. As we will learn in that discussion, even widely held 
myths can prove controversial, because in recent years an alternative myth of the 
“enduring Constitution” has found expression among some of today’s Supreme 
Court justices.

As noted earlier, myths come in a variety of forms. In some cases, the myths 
we will encounter take the form of stories (fictional as well as historical) about 
national heroes. Generations of school-age children have often been told stories 
about the young “I cannot tell a lie” George Washington and about “Honest 
Abe” Lincoln, as well as tales about the military genius of Andrew Jackson at the 
Battle of New Orleans and the bravery of �eodore Roosevelt as he led the cav-
alry charge up San Juan Hill in the Spanish–American War.

�e media have played a major role in developing and sustaining many of the 
most popular myths. In the nineteenth century, widely read rags-to-riches novels 
by Horatio Alger Jr. promoted the sense that anyone can succeed in America 
through commitment and hard work. During the 1950s and 1960s, prime-time 
television featured the heroic, justice-seeking exploits of characters such as the 
Lone Ranger and Marshal Matt Dillon on Gunsmoke. For more than two decades, 
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the series Law & Order (along with its various spinoffs) created a popular 
narrative about the interaction between police investigations and criminal pros-
ecution. Equally powerful stories abound in the popular press about our nation’s 
leaders—about the lives and accomplishments of political families like the 
Roosevelts, Kennedys, Bushs, and Clintons; about individual presidents like 
Richard Nixon and Barack Obama; and about key institutions like the U.S. 
Senate and the Pentagon.

Such stories are powerful forces in shaping the public’s views about government, 
as are stories about the actions of bureaucratic agencies and historical figures. A 
story about a government agency spending tens of thousands of taxpayer dollars on 
Las Vegas “training” conferences confirms for many people the widely held belief 
that government bureaucracy is inefficient and wasteful (see Chapter 13).25 On a 
different level, the story of John Hancock signing the Declaration of Indepen-
dence supports the popular images of the American Revolution, what it stood for, 
and the risks and sacrifices made by those who chose to break with England in 
1776. In each case, the story-turned-myth helps to shape our understanding of 
and attitudes toward our system of government.

But not all myths involve stories in the form of straight-
forward narratives. Instead, some of today’s most important 
myths take the form of stereotypes (such as “All Democrats 
are big-spending liberals” and “�e Republican party repre-
sents big business”), proverbial sayings (such as “You can’t 
fight city hall”), and pervasive attitudes (such as “All politi-
cians are crooks”) that impact the way we think about gov-
ernment and the American political system. Although they 
are not full-blown narratives in the standard sense, myths 
in these forms imply an underlying storyline that has gained 
wide and unquestioned acceptance.

Five Functions of Political Myths
Although there is no denying the pervasive presence of 
myths in our lives, the fact that many are based at least in 
part on falsehoods and distortions raises the question of 
why we would even consider maintaining our reliance on 
them. Why not acknowledge their shortcomings as reflec-
tions of reality and just toss them? �e answer lies in the 
important functions that myths perform—functions that 
have helped provide us with a relatively stable political 
system for more than two very tumultuous centuries. 
Among other things, we depend on myths because we need 
them to do the following:26

•	 Simplify our complex world.

•	 Define our place in the world and provide us with a 
shared identity.

•	 Guide and rationalize our behavior.

In 1802, John James Barralet issued this print, which 

depicts George Washington being raised from his 

tomb by Father Time and the Angel of Immortality. 

Such myth-creating imagery would eventually adorn 

everything from household china to the dome of the 

U.S. Capitol Building.
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•	 Make sense of the behavior of others.

•	 Orient our views of the past, present, and future.

Simplifying the Complex. First, like the ancients, we sometimes use myths to 
help us simplify the complex world in which we live. Myths help us “to live in a 
world in which the causes” of our problems “are simple and neat and the remedies 
are apparent.”27 During the economic downturn of the early 1990s, for example, 
many Americans blamed the Japanese for the United States’ economic woes. Sto-
ries about unfair pricing strategies used by Japanese firms as well as widely pub-
licized remarks by Japanese officials regarding poor American work habits helped 
to fuel a myth about an “economic war” with Japan.28 �e Great Recession of 
2007–2009 has also generated simplifying myths. Although a formal public in-
quiry into the causes of the Great Recession indicated that the severe economic 
downturn was the product of a complex array of factors,29 a number of simplify-
ing myths have emerged, focusing on specific causes such as “housing bubbles,” 
government deregulation, and “Wall Street greed.” Such simplifying myths can 
help us understand what took place, but often at the cost of distorting complex 
realities that should be taken into account when considering how to respond to 
the issues raised by such crises.

Defining Our Place in the World. Second, myths often help us define our place in 
the world and provide us with a common social and political identity.30 Many of 
us perceive the United States in mythical terms: “as a community of free and 
equal self-governing citizens pursuing their individual ends in a spirit of toler-
ance for their religious and other forms of diversity.”31 �is and other myths held 
by Americans are supported by stories—for example, of the first �anksgiving, 
Washington’s cutting down the cherry tree, and the noble deeds of young Abe 
Lincoln—that reinforce our national “belief in innocence, in honesty, in free-
dom, in the use of the wilderness, in adaptability, in the right of the individual to 
act freely without restraint. . . . Like all myths, their function is to say this is the 
way it was with Americans, this is the way it is, and this is the way it ought to 
be.”32 Without such myths, the political system might crumble, as those of the 
former Soviet Union and other parts of Eastern Europe did in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s.33

Guiding Our Behavior. �ird, we frequently depend on myths to help guide and 
rationalize our behavior. �e myth of good citizenship tells us that we ought to 
vote because that is the only effective way to influence the behavior of govern-
ment officials.34 As already noted, myths can also have a profound impact on how 
we conduct our foreign policy.35 In addition to the myth of American exception-
alism (see “Policy Connection” at the end of this chapter) and the myth of vul-
nerability (see Chapter 16, online), many critics of American foreign policy feel 
that our national behavior in international affairs is shaped by a national myth of 
progress—a vision of “America as the wave of the future.”36 “Americans see his-
tory as a straight line,” comments essayist Frances FitzGerald, “and themselves 
standing at the cutting edge of it as representatives for all mankind.”37
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Making Sense of Others. Fourth, myths often help us make sense of the behavior 
of others. In foreign affairs, and especially during wartime or periods of great 
tension, we often rely on images and stories of our enemies and allies that help 
guide our behavior. �e negative images of our German and Japanese enemies 
found in movies and posters during both world wars helped to keep the war ef-
forts going, as did the stereotypical pictures of the Soviets during the Cold War. 
President Ronald Reagan, for example, labeled the Soviet Union an “evil empire” 
during his terms in office, and after September 11, president George W. Bush 
spoke of the “evildoers” and the “axis of evil” when referring to those countries 
that he claimed supported terrorism. In contrast, positive images and stories of 
our allies took on mythical tones during the same periods.38

Past, Present, Future. A fifth and final function of myths is that many of the 
most significant ones reflect views of the past or the future, as well as the present. 
Many of the myths surrounding our most important governmental institutions—
the U.S. Constitution, the presidency, Congress, and the Supreme Court—reflect 
the judgments of history on those bodies and the people who served in them. For 
example, although Abraham Lincoln is regarded today as one of the nation’s great 
presidents, he was highly criticized by other politicians and the media while he 
occupied the White House. His status as a great president—much of it reflected 
in stories and myths—is well established in our eyes, despite the low regard in 
which he was held by many of his contemporaries.

We also adopt many future-oriented myths that often shape our expectations 
of what government officials can or will do. For example, among military 

In today’s American mythol-

ogy, Abraham Lincoln is vener-

ated and rarely ridiculed. 

While he was president, how-

ever, he was often the subject 

of critical attacks questioning 

his wisdom and motives.
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professionals, the failure of America’s military venture in Vietnam during the 
1960s and early 1970s was often blamed on the civilian authorities’ lack of com-
mitment to the military’s efforts. What emerged from that experience can be 
called the Vietnam War myth, a widely held belief among our nation’s top mili-
tary leaders that American military forces will not be successful in the future 
unless enough forces are sent to do the job and military commanders are allowed 
to act without interference from the politicians back in Washington. �is myth 
had a significant influence on the decisions of president George H. W. Bush con-
cerning the use of military force against Iraq in 1991: He committed more than 
500,000 U.S. troops and gave military commanders considerable freedom to de-
termine how to deal with the forces of Saddam Hussein that had invaded 
Kuwait.39 Given the relative success of that mission, some would argue that the 
myth was proved correct. However, for our purposes, what is important is that 
the Vietnam War myth had a significant impact on the attitudes and decisions of 
key policymakers as well as those of the American public.

Many of our myths also focus on the present to help us deal with what is taking 
place in Washington, Topeka, or Sacramento, for example, right at this moment. 
Many people believe in the myth of special-interest government, which, correctly 
or incorrectly, helps many of us understand why Congress or a state legislature 
passes a law providing a new tax break for some major or local industry, although 
this action will ultimately increase the general taxpayer’s burden. According to 
this myth, such laws are passed because special interests are able to hire high-
priced lobbyists in Washington or a state capital who are effective in influencing 
legislators, whereas the general public has no one representing its interests (see 
Chapter 9 on interest groups).

From these examples, it should be obvious that myths focus on a wide range 
of subjects—from the nature of American society and our national Constitution 
to everyday political and governmental activities and our perception of world 
affairs. Individually, many of us have adopted myths about whether American 
society is racist or sexist, about the efficiency and effectiveness of local firefighters 
and law enforcement personnel, and about how important our participation in 
the political system is or can be. �e wide range of topics covered by myths will 
become increasingly evident as you read through this textbook.

The Power of Reason
We noted earlier how the ancient Greeks used both myths and reason to make 
sense of the world. �e fact that myths shape our view of political reality does not 
mean we must rely on stories and narratives alone. Rather, we can apply a variety 
of other cognitive tools to make sense of political complexities, each of which can 
provide us with important and useful perspectives on what is really taking place. 
Another way of thinking about these tools is that they offer a way of enhancing 
and/or modifying our myth-based understanding of political life by suggesting a 
number of different realities to compare it with.

Just as the ancient Greeks turned to logos as an alternative to myth-based 
thinking, today we regard reasoned analysis as the ideal means for making 
sense of our political world. We typically hope that the reasonable citizen has a 
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basic knowledge about the political system and its government institutions and 
is capable of making sense of what he or she reads or hears in news reports. A 
knowledgeable and well-informed citizen who has access to relevant facts and 
evidence is able to understand by applying his or her analytic skills in a rea-
soned way.

Although some Americans can live up to that ideal, the complex nature of the 
U.S. political system often proves too difficult and time-consuming for many 
people to comprehend (recall the perplexing examples at the beginning of the 
chapter). In addition, some would argue that, as our private lives become more 
hectic and complicated, we have less and less time to deal with our public or civic 
lives.

�e results are evident in recent surveys that tested the “civic literacy” of 
Americans. In 2006 and 2007, the Intercollegiate Studies Institute (ISI) funded 
a study in which 28,000 college freshman and seniors were quizzed on their 
knowledge of American institutions and history. Most failed. �e institute fol-
lowed up with a similar survey in 2008, using a random sample of 2,508 Ameri-
can adults who were asked to complete a thirty-three-question “quiz” involving 
basic civic knowledge drawn from a variety of sources. Of those who partici-
pated, more than 70 percent had failing grades (scored below 60 percent correct) 
(see Figure 1.2; see also Asked & Answered, page 24).

Political scientists who study the American electorate express a wide range of 
opinions on the low number of citizens who rely on reason and evidence to make 
sense of their political lives and choices. To some, American voters are so ignorant 
or irrational about politics that elections are simply meaningless expressions of 
the public will.40 To others, the electorate is not ignorant but ill informed, and 
votes and elections are meaningful to the extent that they reflect decisions made 
on the basis of less-than-adequate knowledge. Samuel Popkin, an advocate of the 

FIGURE 1.2  Civic Illiteracy?

Source: Intercollegiate Studies 

Institute American Civic Literacy 

Program, “Our Fading Heritage: 

Americans Fail a Basic Test on 

Their History and Institutions.”

In spring 2008, a random sample of Americans took a straightforward test designed to assess each
respondent’s “knowledge of America’s founding principles and texts, core history, and enduring
institutions”—ISI’s definition of civic literacy. As detailed below, more than 70% of Americans failed
this basic test of the kind of knowledge required for informed and responsible citizenship.

Percent SurveyedNumber SurveyedGrade

America’s Report Card

21
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185

445

1,791

2,508 100.0

71.4

17.8

7.4

2.6

0.8

Total

F   (59.9% and below) 

D   (60 to 69.9%) 

C   (70 to 79.9%) 

B   (80 to 89.9%) 

A   (90 to 100%) 
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ASKED: How knowledgeable are U.S. 
students about their government?

ANSWERED: How much do American college stu-

dents know about their government, its history, its 

values, or the U.S. economy? Do they score any higher 

on the civic literacy quiz than the general public (see 

Figure 1.2)? The answer is yes, but not by much. In the 

ISI study, those students who held a bachelor’s 

degree had an average score of 57 percent correct on 

the quiz, a full 13 percentage points higher than 

those with high school degrees. Nevertheless, a ma-

jority still failed the test. Giving the same quiz to col-

lege freshmen and seniors in 2005 and 2006, the ISI 

found not only that most students failed, but also 

that the three years of college education made little 

difference in the scores—and that students in elite 

schools often did worse on the test. In a follow-up 

survey focused on whether college education led to 

greater levels of civic engagement, ISI concluded that 

“a college degree appears to have the same negligi-

ble participatory impact as frequently listening to 

music, watching prime-time television, utilizing social 

networking sites, and emailing.”

Are American students less civically literate than 

students in other countries? Do American students 

know less about political life and their political sys-

tems than students of the same age in Europe, Asia, 

or Latin America?

To find answers to those questions, we turn to the 

multinational 1999 Civic Education Study conducted 

by the International Association for the Evaluation of 

Educational Achievement. The study involved nearly 

90,000 fourteen-year-olds in twenty-eight countries, 

asking a range of questions designed to provide an 

assessment of how much these adolescents knew 

about politics, their views on civic engagement 

(what citizens are expected to do), and their atti-

tudes on certain key issues. According to the study’s 

findings, America’s fourteen-year-old cohort (mostly 

ninth graders) scored well in the categories of civic 

knowledge and understanding of civic engagement. 

Among the twenty-eight countries included in the 

study, the U.S. students ranked sixth overall, and in 

questions related to an understanding of the civic 

skills of citizens, the United States topped the list, 

with a score of 114 (100 = sample average).

Based on these survey data, when compared 

with students in other countries, American students 

tend to be above average in their understanding of 

both civic knowledge and civic skills. What makes 

these findings even more interesting is that the 

group of ninth graders tested in 1999 were of the 

same demographic cohort as the college seniors 

who scored so poorly in the 2005–2006 ISI civic lit-

eracy tests.

Sources: For ISI, all material is found at http://www.americancivicliteracy 

.org/index.html. The findings for the 1999 International Association 

for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement study are found at 

http://www.iea.nl/cived.html. A follow-up study was conducted in 

2009, but the United States did not participate.

ASKED	 &	 ANSWERED

latter view, argues that Americans use “heuristic shortcuts” in making sense of 
the choices they face in an election, and although such voters do not live up to the 
ideal model of a reasonable citizen, they do represent something more than an 
ignorant or indifferent voter.41

�e use of reasoned analysis in American political life, however, is not always 
tied to the image of the ideal citizen or voter. Some argue that many of the insti-
tutions of American government operate in a way that applies the power of 
reason to resolve disputes and solve public problems. One of the major character-
istics of the American judicial system (see Chapter 14, on the judiciary) is the use 

http://www.americancivicliteracy.org/index.html
http://www.iea.nl/cived.html
http://www.americancivicliteracy.org/index.html
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of legal and constitutional reasoning in dealing with the many and varied issues 
that come before the courts.42 Others point to the increasing use of policy-
analysis techniques by government agencies (see Chapter 13 on the bureaucracy) 
as another example of the growing power of reason in how we make sense of 
government. In fact, many of the efforts made to reform American government 
and politics over the past century can be regarded as attempts to enhance the use 
of reasoned analysis in the U.S. political system.

Beliefs and Ideologies
A third set of tools we use to make sense of our complex political world come 
from those beliefs and ideologies that we adopt during our lifetime.

Beliefs. Beliefs differ from reasoned analysis because they do not rely on empiri-
cal evidence or logic but instead are based on assumptions and attitudes we grow 
up with or develop over time. And although myths may play a role in generating 
and reinforcing beliefs, we can still regard them as a distinct sense-making tool. 
Many of our beliefs are implicit in the way we think about the world around us 
and are often reflected in the actions we take based on what we regard as common 
sense and stereotypes. �us, if we are brought up to believe that all bureaucrats 
are incompetent or unresponsive (see Chapter 13, on the bureaucracy), we are 
likely to distrust all government officials, even in the face of evidence that they 
are people of integrity who are doing the best job they can under demanding 
circumstances and conditions of uncertainty.

Beliefs also differ from myths because they have an influence over us that is 
independent of stories and narratives about political and social life. Rather, our 
political beliefs emerge from an ongoing process we call political socialization 
(see Chapter 6 on public opinion and political participation). �us, the widely 
shared belief among many Americans that all Democrats are liberals and all 
Republicans are conservatives may have its roots in the attitudes expressed by our 
parents, schoolmates, or friends. Such basic beliefs will play a role in the political 
myths we adopt, and they might even shape the reasoned analysis we engage in 
when deciding which candidate to vote for in an election. But at their core, these 
attitudes likely result from fundamental beliefs we develop early in life and tend 
to retain over time.

�e relationship between beliefs and myths can be complicated. We all face 
situations in which our beliefs are challenged by the evidence before us or are in 
direct conflict with the strongly held beliefs of others. Social psychologists call 
this situation cognitive dissonance,43 and they find that people who face such 
challenges will often filter out or ignore information that does not fit their be-
liefs. �ere are times, however, when those who hold strong beliefs will open 
themselves to alternative views and conflicting evidence—and this can have po-
litical consequences.

Consider what happens when a widely held belief that all Republicans are 
politically conservative is challenged by the candidacy of a liberal politician who 
is running as a Republican. �is was the case in Rhode Island in both the 2000 
and the 2006 elections, when Lincoln Chafee, the son of a popular Republican 
U.S. senator, ran to fill his father’s seat. Rhode Island is regarded as a Democratic 

Beliefs  Those strongly held 

assumptions and attitudes 

about politics and 

government we grow up 

with or develop over time. In 

contrast to reasoned 

analysis or myths, beliefs do 

not rely on empirical 

evidence or narratives.
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Party stronghold and one of the most “liberal” states in the country, and in pre-
ceding decades Republicans had not done well in statewide elections. In 2000, 
however, many liberal Democrats voted for the younger Chafee, giving him a 
57  to 41 percent victory over his rival. But, although many liberal Democrats 
were willing to suspend their beliefs about Republicans in the 2000 election, 
Chafee was not as lucky in 2006. Despite having established himself as one of 
the most liberal members of the U.S. Senate during his six years in office, not 
enough Rhode Island liberal Democrats were willing to give up their negative 
views and beliefs about Republicans to reelect the otherwise popular Chafee. He 
lost the election by a 53 to 46 percent decision—and a year later quietly an-
nounced that he was no longer a Republican.

Ideologies. When our beliefs become more explicit and coherent, they take the 
form of ideologies. In politics, ideologies are the conceptually coherent beliefs 
we use to think about whether government is doing what it ought to be doing. 
�ey offer us general priorities and principles about what government could or 
should do and suggest the means for doing it.44 Whereas myths help us to under-
stand and deal with the world, ideologies tend to reflect our beliefs about the way 
we think the political world does or should operate. For example, those who 
adhere to a Marxist ideology view politics and the political system as the means 
by which the capitalist class maintains its power over the working class. For 
Marx and others, government should—and eventually will—be in the hands of 
the workers. At the other extreme, the American author and philosopher Ayn 
Rand used her writings to promote an ideology called objectivism that stressed 
the values of individualism and called for minimal government intervention in 
the economy.

But not all ideologies reflect extreme positions on issues. Consider, for ex-
ample, the question of what the scope of governmental activity should be. When 
addressed explicitly as ideologies, this question’s answers vary from society to 
society and from era to era. Although some governments have attempted to es-
tablish an official ideology, in most democratic nations there is competition 
among two or more dominant ideologies. Until the middle 1980s, the leaders of 
the Soviet Union endorsed and enforced a Marxist-Leninist ideology that made 
opposition to the government a crime.45 More common, however, is the situation 
in many Western European democracies, where competition among followers of 
different ideologies is at the heart of the representative system. In France, Italy, 
Belgium, Denmark, and even Great Britain, differences in ideology are often 
reflected in differences among the political parties.46

Although no “official” or dominant political ideology exists in the United 
States, most of us would likely support one of four major types of popular ideolo-
gies based on how we would respond to two central questions regarding how 
much government should do:

1.	 To what extent should government intervene in economic affairs?

2.	 To what extent should government interfere in the private affairs of 
Americans?

POLITICS & POPULAR 
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With regard to the first question, some Americans believe that government 
should not interfere in the marketplace unless absolutely necessary, whereas 
others believe that government regulation and management of the economy are 
crucial for the nation’s health. In response to the second question, at one extreme 
are those who believe that government has no right to intrude in their personal 
choices and that the areas of personal freedom must be extended as much as pos-
sible. At the other end of the spectrum are those who believe that government 
sometimes has a moral obligation to intercede in the private lives of people who 
might otherwise make unwise decisions. From that perspective, governments 
should be permitted to make and enforce laws related to smoking, abortion 
rights, same-sex marriage, and so on.

Taken together, the intersection of American beliefs on these two issues has 
generated four ideologies that seem to represent four general answers to the ques-
tion of the extent to which the government should intervene in the economic life 
of the country and the activities of private citizens (see Figure 1.3).47 Liberalism 
is the label typically applied to the position of those who favor increased govern-
ment intervention in the economy but oppose increased limits on personal free-
dom. Conservatism is the label usually given to the position of those who favor 
increased regulation of private lives for moral purposes but oppose government 
interference in the economy.

Traditionally, liberalism and conservatism have constituted the mainstream 
ideological positions of most Americans. But in recent years many Americans 
have found that their views do not fit neatly into either perspective: �ey are 
liberal on certain issues and conservative on others. As a result, two other 

Liberalism  A set of 

ideological beliefs that 

usually favor government 

intervention in the economy 

but oppose government 

interference in the private 

lives of individuals.

Conservatism  A set of 

ideological beliefs that tend 

to resist government 

interference in economic 

matters but favor 

government action to 

regulate private affairs for 

moral purposes.

When the conservative Orrin 

Hatch (R-UT) ran for the U.S. 

Senate in 1976, he explicitly 

promised to work against the 

“liberal” agenda of the late 

senator Ted Kennedy (D-MA). 

Over the years, however, 

Hatch and Kennedy (who died 

in 2009) developed a close 

relationship, resulting in the 

passage of major health and 

social legislation.
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FIGURE 1.3  Issues  

and Ideologies 

The four major ideologies of 

American politics have been 

shaped by debates over gov-

ernment’s role in economic and 

personal matters. 

Source: Adapted from Maddox, 

William S., and Stuart A. Lilie. 

Beyond Liberal and Conserva-

tive: Reassessing the Political 

Spectrum. Washington, DC: 

CATO Institute, 1984. Reprinted 

by permission.
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popular ideological perspectives have emerged: Modern-day populists are in-
clined to favor government intervention in both economic and personal matters, 
whereas libertarians take a strong stand against intervention in both.

Culture Wars and Voter Anger
�e growing popularity of the populist and libertarian ideologies reflects some 
fundamental problems and potential shifts in the American ideological land-
scape. Initially, the changes were subtle. During the 1990s some observers of 
American government and politics suggested that our dominant ideological 
perspectives—liberalism and conservatism—seem increasingly inconsequential 
to Americans. Some argued that there is a growing gap between the dominant 
ideologies and the realities of American political life. “�e categories that have 
dominated our thinking for so long are irrelevant to the new world we face,” con-
tends E. J. Dionne Jr.48 Others remarked on the widening “discrepancy” and ten-
sion between our dominant ideologies and the myths of American government 
that help define our expectations of how our political system should operate.49

By 2010, the ideological landscape of American politics had radically changed. 
Political divisions began to erupt in the form of what the popular press character-
ized as “culture wars.” Antigovernment movements such as the Tea Party move-
ment emerged to challenge elected officials they regarded as too moderate, and a 
significant change in the tone of political debate led many to worry about the 
“civility” of American political discourse.50 Political scientists such as Morris P. 
Fiorina argue that these recent changes are limited and reflect a sharpening ideo-
logical divide only at the extremes of partisan politics. To Fiorina and his col-
leagues, the majority of Americans remain uncommitted to any strong ideological 
position.51 Others, like Alan I. Abramowitz, think that there is something more 
significant taking place and that ideologies are playing an increasing role in shap-
ing the views and behavior of the general citizenry. His view is that the increas-
ing prominence of ideologies in American political life is a reflection of growing 
demographic, geographic, cultural, and socioeconomic divisions.52

Which view is correct? �e emergence of Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders 
as serious contenders for the presidency in 2016 tended to favor the Abramowitz 
argument, because the relative success of both seemed to be rooted in a 

Populism  A set of 

ideological beliefs that favor 

government intervention in 

both economic and 

personal affairs.

Libertarianism  The 

ideological belief that 

government should do no 

more than what is minimally 

necessary in the areas of 

both economic affairs and 

personal freedom.


