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xii letter to instructors

Letter to Instructors

dear american Politics instructor:

as teachers and scholars of american government, we have come together to write a textbook that 

engages students in both the process and the policy outcomes of the U.s. government. We present an 

updated lens through which we can examine the theoretical and structural foundations of american 

democracy and the resulting political process that demands an active and informed citizenry. to help stu-

dents understand american democracy and see how they can be involved in their government, we peel back 

the layers of the political system to expose its inner workings and to examine how competing interests can 

both facilitate and block the people’s will. in doing so, we use the conceptual framework of gateways. We 

contend that there are gates—formal and informal—that present obstacles to participation and empower-

ment. but there are also gateways that give students a chance to influence the process and to overcome 

the obstacles. the gateways framework helps students conceptualize participation and civic engagement—

even democracy itself. our book is both realistic and optimistic, contending that the american system can 

be open to the influence of students and responsive to their hopes and dreams—if they have information 

about how the system works. but we avoid cheerleading by also pointing out the many gates that under-

mine the workings of government. although the size and complexity of the american constitutional system 

is daunting, it is imperative to prepare for the demands of democratic citizenship. this has never been truer 

than today, when we have a rapidly changing demographic balance within our population. today groups 

that have been systematically disempowered in american politics and society, such as african americans 

and second- and third-generation latinos, are asserting their power in our politics. it is our hope that this 

textbook can awaken students and motivate them not only to learn about politics but to also participate 

actively throughout every stage of their lives.

in keeping with the theme of gates and gateways in american politics, we also open each chapter with 

a vignette that tells the story of an individual who has successfully navigated his or her own way in poli-

tics. the important role of the vignette for the instructor is to show the students how people have made a 

difference in american political and social life; our vignette subjects vary by historical era, career choice, 

gender, race, ethnicity, and party affiliation. We also include landmark Supreme Court cases related to 

every chapter’s subject to show students the continuous and vital role the Court plays in both upholding 

and knocking down gates to policy implementation and political participation. We include policy features 

in each chapter to illustrate how the chapter’s core content operates on a real-time, real-life basis. We also 

have an Election 2020 feature in each chapter. to prepare students to evaluate the vast amounts of data 

present in today’s political discourse, we include a Political Analytics feature in each chapter, which asks 

students to look closely at visual representations of data and to think critically about what they see.

New to This Edition

 ● an even greater focus on diversity and participation that reflects both the changing demographic 

infrastructure in america today and the many protests that dotted the american landscape during 

2020 and perhaps beyond.
 ● expanded information about donald trump’s presidency including extensive policy coverage as well as 

analysis of the republican Party under trump. 
 ● discussion of the CoVid-19 pandemic’s effects on the workings of american government.
 ● Coverage of the 2018 congressional elections and the 2020 presidential and congressional elections.
 ● an expanded section on protest politics, including #Metoo, black lives Matter, and gun policy social 

movements.
 ● discussion of the reconfigured supreme Court with new Justices neil Gorsuch, amy Coney barrett, 

and brett kavanaugh, and the tenure of John roberts as Chief Justice.
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 ● new information about recent supreme Court cases and their ramifications, such as Bostock v. Clayton 

County (2020) and Department of Homeland Security v. Regents of the University of California (2020). 
 ● new opening chapter vignettes featuring alexandria ocasio-Cortez, Mayor Pete buttigieg, and  

dr. anthony Fauci. 
 ● explanatory text to accompany all figures to help students interpret data.

MindTap: Your Course Stimulus Package

as an instructor tool, Mindtap is here to simplify your workload, organize and immediately grade your 

students’ assignments, and help you to customize your course with current events videos and news sources 

as you see fit. through deep-seated integration with your learning management system (lMs), grades are 

easily exported, and analytics are pulled with the click of a button. Mindtap can be used fully online with its 

interactive e-book for Gateways to Democracy, or in conjunction with the printed text. 

teaching american government remains a vitally important but constantly challenging task for all of 

us. We know that there are many books to choose from to use in your course. We believe that Gateways to 

Democracy has an innovative approach in reaching and engaging students across a range of backgrounds 

and enables instructors to more easily achieve their pedagogical goals in american government courses. 

We have seen it work for our students, and we know it will work for yours.

sincerely,

John G. Geer, john.g.geer@vanderbilt.edu

richard Herrera, herrera@asu.edu

Wendy J. schiller, Wendy_schiller@brown.edu

Jeffrey a. segal, jeffrey.segal@stonybrook.edu
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Letter to Students

dear student:

our book begins with a simple question: How does anyone exert political influence in a country of more 

than 330 million people? students in american government classrooms across the country are grappling with 

this question as they develop an appreciation of their role in american public life. in our own classrooms, students 

ask us: What is my responsibility? Can i make a difference? does my participation matter? How can i get my opin-

ions represented? these are gateway questions that probe the opportunities and limits on citizen involvement 

in a democracy. For that reason, we not only provide you with essential information about the american political 

system but also show you how to become a more powerful advocate for yourself within that system. it is not 

enough to know what you want your government and society to be—you must learn how to make it happen. this 

course shows you how people from all walks of life have opened gateways to influence public policy, and it shows 

you the relevance of government in your life. it is our hope that this information motivates you not only to learn 

about politics but also to participate actively throughout every stage of your life.

in keeping with the theme of gates and gateways in american politics, we open each chapter with a vignette 

that tells the story of someone who has successfully navigated his or her way in politics. these are people like you 

who have different gender, ethnic, racial, and partisan backgrounds and who have made a difference in american 

political and social life. We also include other features focusing on the supreme Court, public policy, the 2018 and 

2020 elections, and data analysis that show you how politics plays out in the United states. all of these special 

features are designed to relate specifically to you—the student—to give you a blueprint with which to navigate 

the political system. What makes Gateways to Democracy different?
 ● streamlined learning objectives and outcomes help you better understand the material and prepare for the 

graded assignments in the course. We have key terms and guide questions throughout each chapter.
 ● a focus on diversity reflects the changing demographic infrastructure in america, especially among young 

people, by providing new coverage of the politics and issues affecting all americans in every chapter.
 ● Updated accounts of people who are changing american politics today are included.
 ● Current policy case studies are included on issues such as voter id laws, fracking, drone warfare, 

government surveillance of citizens’ communications, the black lives Matter social movement, and the 

impact of the CoVid-19 pandemic.

The Benefits of Using MindTap as a Student

as a student, the benefits of using Mindtap with this book are endless. With automatically graded practice 

quizzes and activities, an easily navigated learning path, and an interactive e-book, you will be able to test 

yourself in and outside the classroom with ease. the accessibility of current events coupled with interactive 

media makes the content fun and engaging. on your computer, phone, or tablet, Mindtap is there when you 

need it, giving you easy access to flashcards, quizzes, readings, and assignments.

as teachers, our main goal both in this book and in the classroom is to empower you as active partic-

ipants in american democracy. We know that you balance a lot of competing demands for your time, from 

other classes, to work, to family responsibilities. this book provides you with the core information you need 

to succeed in your american government classes, and just as important, to knock down the gates that may 

stand in your way to achieve your goals within the political system.

sincerely,

John G. Geer, john.g.geer@vanderbilt.edu

richard Herrera, herrera@asu.edu

Wendy J. schiller, Wendy_schiller@brown.edu

Jeffrey a. segal, jeffrey.segal@stonybrook.edu
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Resources

MindTap for  
Gateways to Democracy, 5e

Printed Access Card iSBn: 9780357459263

instant Access Code iSBn: 9780357459256

Mindtap for Gateways to Democracy, 5e, is an immersive, outcomes-driven online learning experience built 

upon Cengage content and correlated to a core set of learning outcomes. Mindtap is the platform that 

gives you complete control of your course to craft unique learning experiences that challenge students, 

build confidence, and elevate performance.

Mindtap introduces students to core concepts from the beginning of your course using a simplified 

learning path that progresses from understanding to application. built upon proven learning research 

and theory, auto-graded assessments and content are paired in a visually captivating side-by-side format.

a variety of activity types enable students to flex their critical thinking muscles while soaking in key 

concepts. learners are encouraged to read with close attention, write persuasively with logic, interpret 

data, consider and articulate their own positions on key topics, and much more. you can further engage 

students with polling questions that spark discussion and activate learning.

Mindtap also provides ample opportunities for students to check themselves for where they 

need extra help, as well as allowing faculty to measure and assess student progress. With the Cen-

gage Mobile app, you also give your students the power to read, listen and complete activities on 

their mobile devices, so they’re empowered to learn on their own terms.

Cengage Unlimited is the first-of-its-kind digital subscription that empowers students to learn more 

for less. students get total access to everything Cengage has to offer on demand—in one place. that’s 

20,000 e-books, 2,300 digital learning products, and dozens of study tools across 70 disciplines and 

over 675 courses. Currently available in select markets. details at www.cengage.com/unlimited.

MindTap

access Gateways to Democracy 5e resources by visiting www.cengage.com. if you purchased 

Mindtap access with your book, click on “Register a Product” and then enter your access code.

The Cengage Mobile App

Complete course work on the go with the Cengage Mobile App, which delivers a seamless course 

experience on a smartphone or tablet. read or listen to your textbook, whether online or offline, and 

study with the help of flashcards, practice quizzes, and instant feedback from your instructor. you can 

receive due date reminders and complete assignments from the convenience of your mobile device!

instructors
access Gateways to Democracy 5e resources via www.cengage.com/login. log in using your Cengage 

learning single sign-on username and password or create a new instructor account by clicking on 

“new Faculty User” and following the instructions.

Cengage Unlimited

Students
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instructor Companion Website for Gateways to Democracy, 5e

iSBn: 9780357459225

this instructor Companion Website is an all-in-one multimedia online resource for class preparation, 

presentation, and testing. accessible through www.cengage.com/login with your faculty account, 

you will find available for download: book-specific Microsoft PowerPoint® presentations; a test bank 

compatible with multiple learning management systems; an instructor’s Manual, and more.

the test bank, offered in blackboard, Moodle, desire2learn, and Canvas formats, contains learn-

ing objective–specific multiple-choice and essay questions for each chapter. import the test bank 

into your lMs to edit and manage questions and to create tests.

the instructor’s Manual includes information about all of the activities and assessments avail-

able for each chapter and their correlation to specific learning objectives, an outline, key terms with 

definitions, a chapter summary, and several ideas for engaging with students with discussion ques-

tions, ice breakers, case studies, and social learning activities that may be conducted in an on-ground, 

hybrid, or online modality. 

the Microsoft PowerPoint presentations are closely tied to the instructor’s Manual, providing 

ample opportunities for generating classroom discussion and interaction. they offer ready-to-use, 

visual outlines of each chapter which may be easily customized for your lectures. a guide to teaching 

online presents technological and pedagogical considerations and suggestions for teaching an 

introduction to american government course when you can’t be in the same room with students. 

Cognero for Gateways to Democracy, 5e

iSBn: 9780357459287

Cengage learning testing Powered by Cognero is a flexible online system that allows you to author, 

edit, and manage test bank content from multiple Cengage learning solutions, create multiple test 

versions in an instant, and deliver tests from your lMs, your classroom, or wherever you want. the 

test bank for Gateways to Democracy 5e, contains learning objective–specific multiple-choice and 

essay questions for each chapter.
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xx Career Opportunities: Political Science

introduction

one of the most important decisions a student has to make is the choice of a major; many consider future 

job possibilities when making that call. a political science degree is useful for a successful career in many 

different fields, from lawyer to policy advocate, pollster to humanitarian worker. employer surveys reveal 

that the skills that most employers value in successful employees—critical thinking, analytical reasoning, 

and clarity of verbal and written communication—are precisely the tools that political science courses 

should be helping you develop. this guide is intended to spark ideas about careers you might pursue with 

a political science degree and the types of activities you can engage in now to help you secure one of 

those positions after graduation.

Careers in Political Science

Law and Criminal Justice

do you find that your favorite parts of your political science classes are those that deal with the Consti-

tution, the legal system, and the courts? then a career in law and criminal justice might be right for you. 

traditional jobs in the field range from lawyer or judge to police or parole officer. in the past decade, there 

has also been tremendous growth in homeland security, including jobs in mission support, immigration, 

travel security, and prevention and response. a former political science student of at least one of the 

authors is now an Fbi agent.

Public Administration

the many offices of the federal government combined represent one of the largest employers in the 

United states. Flip to the bureaucracy chapter and consider that each federal department, agency, and 

bureau you see looks to political science majors as future employees. a partial list of such agencies would 

include the department of education, the department of Health and Human services, and the Federal 

trade Commission. this does not even begin to account for the multitude of similar jobs in state and local 

governments that you might consider.

Campaigns, Elections, Polling, and Elected office

are campaigns and elections the most exciting part of political science for you? then you might consider 

a career in the growing industry based around political campaigns. From volunteering and interning to 

consulting, marketing, and fundraising, there are many opportunities for those who enjoy the competitive 

and high-stakes electoral arena. For those looking for careers that combine political knowledge with 

statistical skills, there are careers in public opinion polling. Pollsters work for independent national 

organizations such as Gallup and youGov or as part of news operations and campaigns. For those who 

are interested in survey methodology, there are also a wide variety of nonpolitical career opportunities in 

marketing and survey design. you might also consider running for public office yourself. 

interest Groups and international and nongovernmental organizations

is there a cause that you are especially passionate about? at least one interest group is likely working 

to see progress made on that issue. Many of the positions that one might find in for-profit companies 

also exist in their non-profit interest group and nongovernmental organization counterparts, including 

lobbying and high-level strategizing. don’t forget that there are also major international organizations—

such as the United nations, the World Health organization (WHo), and the international Monetary Fund 

(iMF)—where a degree in political science could be put to good use. While competition for those jobs 

tends to be fierce, interest in and knowledge about politics and policy will give you an advantage.

Foreign Service

does a career in diplomacy and foreign affairs, complete with the opportunity to live and work abroad, 

sound exciting to you? tens of thousands of people work for the state department, both in Washington, 

Career Opportunities: Political Science
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d.C., and in consulates throughout the world. they represent the diplomatic interests of the United 

states abroad. entrance into the Foreign service follows a process, starting with the Foreign service 

officers test—an exam given three times a year that includes sections on american government, history, 

economics, and world affairs. being a political science major is a significant help in taking the Fsot.

Journalism

Much of the content of online, newspaper, and television news concerns politics. expert knowledge in the 

world of politics plus the ability to write well can land students in journalism positions where they can 

make a difference. Famous examples are Washington Post journalists bob Woodward and Carl bernstein, 

who uncovered the Watergate scandal, and Boston Globe reporters robby robinson, Michael rezendes, 

and sacha Pfeiffer, who helped uncover the priest child-abuse scandal in boston. Public speaking ability 

can then make radio or television careers more likely.

Graduate School

While not a career, graduate school may be the next step for you after completing your undergraduate 

degree. earning a Phd or master’s degree in political science could open additional doors to a career in 

academia as well as many of the professions mentioned here. if a career as a researcher in political science 

interests you, you should speak with your advisers about continuing your education.

Preparing While Still on Campus

internships

one of the most useful steps you can take while still on campus is to visit your college’s career center with 

regard to an internship in your field of interest. not only does it give you a chance to experience life in the 

political science realm, but it can also lead to job opportunities later down the road and add experience 

to your résumé.

Skills

in addition to your political science classes, these skills will prove useful as a complement to your degree:

Writing: like anything else, writing improves with practice. Writing is one of those skills that is appli-

cable regardless of where your career might take you. Virtually every occupation relies on an ability 

to write clearly, concisely, and persuasively.

Public Speaking: Presenting your ideas clearly and effectively is a vital skill in the modern economy. 

you can practice this skill in a formal class setting or through extracurricular activities that get you in 

front of a group.

Quantitative Analysis: as massive amounts of information are collected digitally, the nation is fac-

ing a drastic shortage of people with basic statistical skills to interpret and use these data. a political 

science degree can go hand in hand with courses in introductory statistics.

Foreign Language: one skill that often helps a student or future employee stand out in a crowded 

job market is the ability to communicate in a language other than english. solidify or set the founda-

tion for your verbal and written foreign language communication skills while in school.

Student Leadership

one attribute that many employers look for is “leadership potential,” which can be tricky to indicate on a 

résumé or cover letter. What can help is a demonstrated record of involvement in clubs and organizations, 

preferably in a leadership role. While many people think immediately of student government, most 

student clubs allow you the opportunity to demonstrate leadership skills.

Conclusion

We hope that reading this has sparked some ideas about potential future careers. as a next step, visit 

your college’s career placement office to further explore what you have read here. you might also visit 

your college’s alumni office to connect with graduates who are working in your field of interest. Political 

science opens the door to a lot of exciting careers—have fun exploring the possibilities!
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2

Gateways to American 
Democracy1

“ Change will not come if we wait for 

some other person, or if we wait for 

some other time. We are the ones we’ve 

been waiting for. We are the change 

that we seek.”1

Shown on the next page, the gates of Columbia  
University where Barack Obama earned his 
undergraduate degree.

I 

t is an American story. Barack 

Obama was not born into wealth or privilege, yet 

he secured fame and success. There are not many 

countries where it is possible for someone of hum-

ble origins to rise to the pinnacle of power and influence in 

the world. But in America it is possible because of the many 

gateways open to citizens. 

Obama’s life was not just one of modest beginnings 

but one shaped by diversity—an ever-increasing aspect of 

American life in the twenty-first century. Obama is mul-

tiracial, with a white mother and a black father. He spent 

his formative years in Indonesia following the divorce of his  

parents and his mother’s remarriage. At age 10, Obama 

went to live with his grandparents in Hawaii, where he  

experienced many different cultures. 

Obama faced his share of hardships growing up. Not 

having his father around was difficult, and the moves he 

made to Indonesia and Hawaii were inevitably unsettling. 

But his family focused on securing him a good education, 

which was part of the motivation for his moving back to the 

United States in the early 1970s. 

In 1979, Obama enrolled at Occidental College in Los 

Angeles. During this time he became active in student orga-

nizations opposing South Africa’s practice of apartheid—his 

first effort at using a gateway to influence public policy. 

After his sophomore year, Obama transferred to Columbia 

University in New York, completing a bachelor’s degree in 

political science. His interest in politics and the pursuit of 

gateways of influence continued. After graduating, Obama 

moved to Chicago to work as a community organizer in  

Chicago’s largely poor and black South Side. 

Eventually, Obama enrolled in Harvard Law School, 

where he became the first African American president of 

the Harvard Law Review. This recognition drew national 

media attention and a contract from Random House to 

write a book about race relations, ultimately titled Dreams 

from My Father: A Story of Race and Inheritance. This memoir 

touched on themes of race and racial identity. It was also 

during Obama’s stint at Harvard that he met Michelle 

Robinson, a Chicago South Side native and fellow lawyer 

who worked for the firm where he completed a summer 

internship. They married in 1992 and decided to live in  

Chicago to raise their family. 

   2
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3

Obama immersed himself in the African American 

community in Chicago. He directed the Illinois Vote project, 

which increased Black turnout in the 1992 election and reg-

istered hundreds of thousands of people to vote. Obama 

continued to pursue the gateway offered by elections. In 

1996, Obama ran for and won an Illinois state senate seat, 

representing the 13th District of Illinois. 

During his time as a state senator, Obama worked 

with both Republicans and Democrats. He helped to pass 

substantial amounts of legislation on issues ranging from 

health care and welfare reform to a bipartisan effort to 

monitor racial profiling in police activity. 

Obama decided to run for U.S. Congress against  

Chicago alderman and incumbent congressman Bobby Rush 

in the 2000 Democratic primary. But Obama was not nearly 

as well-known as Rush, and he lost by 30 percentage points 

in the Democratic primary. It was a stinging defeat, yet it 

did not deter Obama. Four years later, he ran for an even 

bigger prize—the U.S. Senate. This time the well-known and 

potentially well-financed Democrats chose not to run, mak-

ing it possible for him to win the primary. Obama’s luck con-

tinued when the GOP nominee, Jack Ryan, faced a scandal 

involving his ex-wife and sex clubs, forcing him out of the 

race. That development opened wide a gate for Obama to 

win the Senate seat. 

As he ran for Senate in 2004, he continued to gain 

national attention, so much so that he was invited to 

deliver the keynote address at the 2004 Democratic 

National Convention. On this huge stage, he gave an 

inspirational speech that propelled him to the top ranks 

of possible presidential candidates in 2008. He made the 

most of that opportunity, running a successful campaign 

that beat the formidable Hillary Clinton in the primaries 

and then went on to defeat the Republican nominee and 

war hero, Senator John McCain. 

Holding aside one’s personal beliefs about Presi-

dent Obama, his story is compelling, speaking directly to 

how the U.S. political system can work. You can be born 

into modest circumstances and yet, with grit, determi-

nation, and resilience, have a chance to do great things. 

Not everyone will become president, but everyone can 

make a real difference by getting involved just as Obama 

did. Obama’s career is proof that the steps you take as a 

student to be involved in your community can take you 

places you cannot even imagine right now. The key is to 

start by walking through one of the many gateways of 

American politics.

Learning Outcomes
LO 1-1  Identify the successes we have achieved and the obstacles we face in establishing a 

“more perfect union”

LO 1-2 Analyze how the constitutional system balances liberty and order

LO 1-3 Describe the political values and ideologies Americans share

LO 1-4 Evaluate American democracy for responsiveness and equality

LO 1-5 List the responsibilities of individuals in a democracy
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4 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

This text, Gateways to Democracy, explains how citizen involvement has expanded 

American democracy and how each of you can also influence the political system. We 

call the avenues of influence “gateways.” This text serves as a handbook for democratic 

citizenship by peeling back the layers of American government to reveal the ways you can 

get involved and to explain the reasons you should do so. The American political system 

is complicated, large, and sometimes frustrating. As the term gateways implies, there are 

also gates—obstacles to influence, institutional controls that limit access, and powerful 

interests that seem to block the people’s will. We describe these as well because to be a 

productive and influential member of American society, you need to understand how the 

hurdles and portals of American politics work. 

The COVID-19 crisis underscores that some hurdles we face arise from events outside of 

the control of any individual or government. Nearly all Americans have been affected by this 

pandemic. It has caused us to change our behavior and led local, state, and national govern-

ments to act, in an effort to solve the problem. As you read this book, we will make, where 

appropriate, links to our gates and gateways theme and this global health crisis.

If you step back and look at American democracy, there are many successes tied to the 

involvement of our citizens: 

 ● Our institutions have proven stable, even under the worst crises (e.g., a civil war, terrorist 

attacks, global pandemics). 

 ● Our government has had peaceful transitions of power. 

 ● Citizens are able to protest those policies they oppose.

 ● Americans enjoy substantial freedom. 

 ● American society has offered over our nearly 250 years a gateway to millions of immigrants. 

 ● Americans exhibit more commitment to civic duty than do citizens in nearly all other 

major democracies.2 

 ● Americans’ support of marriage equality has surged over the past few years, underscoring 

a broadening commitment to civil rights. 

Now, these successes do not mean that there are not problems: 

 ● The government does not always respond to public opinion. 

 ● Racial tensions persist across the country and have worsened lately. 

 ● There are growing disparities in wealth among our citizens, yielding increasing inequality 

in the country.3 

 ● The public’s trust in the formal institutions of government has never been so low.4 

 ● The rate of turnout tends to be the lowest among major democracies, although turnout in 

2020 was at record highs. 

 ● Distrust of some religious minorities, such as Muslims and Mormons, remains.5 

 ● America has sought at times to erect gates (e.g. walls) to keep certain groups out. 

Key Questions
Have you encountered any 

recent political gates or 

gateways tied to COVID-19?

Gateways: Evaluating the American Political System
LO 1-1  Identify the successes we have achieved and the obstacles we face in 

establishing a “more perfect union”
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5Gateways: Evaluating the American Political System

 ● Political polarization is on the rise, limiting 

the chance for genuine deliberation among 

our citizens.6 

 ● The U.S. national debt will be more than  

$40 trillion by 2024.7 

To solve these and other problems and 

achieve the “more perfect Union” promised in 

the Constitution, the nation’s citizens must be 

vigilant and engaged. We have framed our text 

with the goal of demonstrating the demands and 

rewards of democratic citizenship. As we explore 

the American political system, we place special 

emphasis on the multiple and varied connections 

among citizenship, participation, institutions, 

and public policy. Our focus is on the following 

gateway questions:

 ● How can you get yourself and your opinions represented in government? 

 ● How can you make government more responsive, and responsible, to citizens? 

 ● How can you make American democracy better? 

The laws that regulate the American economy, social issues, and even political partici-

pation are examples of public policy—the actions by government to achieve a goal. In the 

arena of public policy, we determine who gets what, when, and how, and with what result.  

In each chapter of this book, we will examine a major public policy issue related to the topic. 

You will find that the public policy process is often divided into the following five stages:

1. Identifying the problem

2. Placing the problem on the agenda of policy makers

3. Formulating a solution

4. Enacting and implementing the solution

5. Evaluating the effectiveness of the solution

These stages combine to form an ideal 

model of the process; however, this process 

does not always unfold so neatly. You will also 

find that individuals, organizations, and political 

institutions all work together to determine public 

policies: Congress, the president, the executive 

branch agency that deals with the issue, the 

courts, political parties, interest groups, and 

interested citizens. In each chapter, you will 

learn about an important public policy, analyze 

who the stakeholders are and how the policy is 

formed, evaluate the policy, and, finally,  

construct your own solution (see Public  

Policy and Gateways to Democracy).

public policy: Intentional 
actions of government designed 
to achieve a goal. 

Key Questions
Should government be 

responsive to all citizens or 

only to those who participate 

in politics in ways such as 

voting? What are some 

specific examples of public 

policy that might affect you 

as a college student?

Image 1.1  The death of George Floyd sparked protests around the 

country.
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Image 1.2  The United States has great wealth, but far too many citizens 

face poverty and homelessness.
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6 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

Today democracy is presumed to be a good form of government, and most would say it is 

the best form. Democracy is the type of government to which many nations aspire, but this 

has not always been true. Only in the past two centuries—partly through the example of the 

United States—has democracy gained favor. Let us sketch some of the fundamental aspects 

of American democracy.

Liberty and Order

Literally and most simply, democracy is rule by the people, or self-government. In a democ-

racy, the citizens hold political authority, and they develop the means to govern themselves. 

In practice, that means rule by the majority, and in the years before American independence, 

majority rule had little appeal. In 1644, John Cotton, a leading clergyman of the colonial period, 

declared democracy “the meanest and worst of all forms of government.”8 Even after American 

independence, Edmund Burke, a British political philosopher and politician, wrote that a “perfect 

democracy is . . . the most shameless thing in the world.”9 At the time democracy was associated 

with mob rule, and mobs were large, fanatical, ignorant, and dangerous. If the mob ruled, the 

people would suffer. There would be no liberty or safety; there would be no order. Eighteenth-

century mobs destroyed private property, burned effigies of leaders they detested, tarred and 

feathered their enemies, and threatened people who disagreed with them. In fact, such events 

occurred in the protests against British rule in the American colonies, and they were fresh in the 

minds of those who wrote the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.

John Adams, a signer of the Declaration of Independence and later the nation’s second 

president (1797–1801), was not a champion of this kind of democracy. “Democracy,” he 

wrote, “is more bloody than either aristocracy or monarchy. Remember, democracy never 

lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself. There is never a democracy that did 

not commit suicide.”10 Adams knew about mobs and their effects firsthand. As a young law-

yer before the Revolution, he agreed to defend British soldiers who had been charged with 

murder for firing on protesters in the streets of Boston. The soldiers’ cause was unpopular, 

for the people of Boston detested the British military presence. But Adams believed that, 

following British law, the soldiers had a right to counsel (a lawyer to defend them) and to a 

fair trial. In later years, he considered his defense of these British soldiers “one of the best 

pieces of service I ever rendered my country.”11

Why? In defending the soldiers, Adams was standing up for the rule of law, the principle 

that could prevent mob rule and keep a political or popular majority under control so it could 

not trample on minority rights. An ancient British legal principle, the rule of law holds that all 

people are equal before the law, all are subject to the law, and no one is above it. Adams and 

the others who wrote America’s founding documents believed in a constitutional system in 

which the people set up and agree on the basic rules and procedures that will govern them. A 

constitutional system is a government of laws, not of men. Without a constitution and rule of 

democracy: System of 
government in which the 
supreme power is vested in the 
people and exercised by them 
either directly or indirectly 
through elected representatives.

self-government: Rule by 
the people. 

majority rule: Idea that a 
numerical majority of a group 
should hold the power to make 
decisions binding on the whole 
group; a simple majority.

liberty: Political value that 
cherishes freedom from an 
arbitrary exercise of power that 
constricts individual choice. 

order: Political value in which 
the rule of law is followed and 
does not permit actions that 
infringe on the well-being of 
others. 

rule of law: Legal system with 
known rules that are enforced 
equally against all people. 

minority rights: Idea that 
the majority should not be able 
to take certain fundamental 
rights away from those in the 
minority.

constitutional system: 
System of government in which 
people set up and agree on the 
basic rules and procedures that 
will govern them. 

Democracy and the American Constitutional System
LO 1-2 Analyze how the constitutional system balances liberty and order
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7Democracy and the American Constitutional System

law, an unchecked majority could act to promote the welfare of some over the 

welfare of others, and society would be torn apart.

The American constitutional system, therefore, serves to protect both 

liberty and order. The Constitution sets up a governmental structure with 

built-in constraints on power (gates) and multiple points of access to power 

(gateways). It also has a built-in means for altering the basic rules and proce-

dures of governance through amendments. As you might expect, the proce-

dure for passing amendments comes with its own set of gates and gateways.

The Constitution as Gatekeeper

“If men were angels,” wrote James Madison, a leading author of the 

Constitution and later the nation’s fourth president (1809–17), “no gov-

ernment would be necessary. . . . In framing a government which is to be 

administered by men over men,” he continued, “the great difficulty lies 

in this: You must first enable the government to control the governed; 

and in the next place oblige it to control itself” (see Federalist 51 in the 

Appendix). Madison and the other Framers of the Constitution recognized 

that the government they were designing had to be strong enough to rule 

but not strong enough to take away the people’s rights. In other words, 

the Constitution had to serve as a gatekeeper, both allowing and limiting 

access to power at the same time.

Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and the other Founders  

had read many of the great political theorists. They drew, for example, on the ideas 

of the British political philosophers Thomas Hobbes and John Locke in perceiving the 

relationship between government and the governed as a social contract. If people lived 

in what these philosophers called a state of nature, without the rule of law, conflict would 

be unending, and the strong would destroy the weak. To secure order and safety, indi-

viduals come together to form a government and agree to live by its rules. In return, the 

government agrees to protect life, 

liberty, and property. Life, liberty, 

and property, said Locke, are natural 

(unalienable) rights—rights so 

fundamental that government  

cannot take them away.

But these ideas about govern-

ment as a social contract were 

untested theories when Madison 

and others began to write the 

Constitution. There were no work-

ing examples in other nations. The 

only model for self-government was 

ancient Athens, where the people 

had governed themselves in a direct 

democracy. In Athens, citizens met 

Key Questions
According to political 

philosophers, people 

agree to social contracts in 

forming a government like 

the one in the United States. 

What do you agree to do as 

part of that social contract?

Image 1.3  Paul Revere printed this 

famous engraving of the Boston Massacre in 

1770. Emphasizing the shedding of innocent 

blood—five colonists died—it rallied Bostonians 

to resist British tyranny. Evidence at the trial of 

the soldiers indicated that they were provoked 

by the mob with taunts, clubs, and stones. 

Lawyer John Adams argued for the defense.
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Image 1.4  Alexander Hamilton, a key player in this 

nation’s founding, has risen to fame in modern day since 

the release of the hit Broadway musical about his life and 

legacy. The show’s impact on popular culture is a reminder 

of the importance of highlighting lesser-known histories in 

innovative ways. 
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Framers: The people who 
were involved in writing the 
Constitution.

Founders: The people who 
were involved in establishing 
the United States, whether at 
the time of the Declaration of 
Independence or the writing of 
the Constitution.

social contract: Theory 
that government has only the 
authority accorded it by the 
consent of the governed.  

natural (unalienable) rights: 
Rights that every individual has 
and that government cannot 
legitimately take away. 

direct democracy: Form of 
democracy in which political 
power is exercised directly by 
citizens.
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8 Chapter 1: Gateways to American DemocracyChapter 9: Economic, Domestic, and Foreign Policy8

The Gap Between Minimum Wage and Living Wage

Public Policy and Gateways  
to Democracy

The first federal minimum wage requirement was signed into 

law by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1938 as part 

of the Fair Labor Standards Act; it set the minimum wage 

at 25 cents per hour and established a 44-hour workweek. 

States could mandate pay levels above the federal minimum 

wage, but they could not go below it. While he was lobby-

ing Congress and the public on behalf of the bill, President 

Roosevelt said that the United States should give “all our able-

bodied working men and women a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s 

work.”12 Others have also argued that individuals, families, and 

communities must be able to earn a living wage in order to rise 

above the poverty level, which would in turn give them more 

time and energy to participate in the democratic process.

Today the federal minimum wage is set at $7.25, although 

more than twenty-five states require employers to pay more 

than that wage.13 Still, even at that wage, working full time 

leaves these workers well below what is called a “living wage.” 

A living wage is not an extravagant level of income. Rather 

it involves the ability to provide the necessities of life, such 

as food, shelter, and health care. Given that standard, many 

workers in this country are well below the poverty level.  

Table 1.1 shows the gap between the minimum wage and 

the living wage in each state and the District of Columbia. In 

forty-seven states, the formal minimum wage is below a wage 

that would allow these workers to climb out of poverty. In the 

three states where the minimum wage is higher than the living 

wage, it is only by less than one dollar. In cases like the state of 

Arkansas, the gap is about 60 cents (which is still about $1,200 

a year). In Virginia, the gap is $6.92 which yields an income 

difference of about $13,800. These data underscore why there 

have been numerous calls for increasing the minimum wage. 

The case becomes even more compelling when you consider 

these data only consider workers as supporting themselves. If 

they are supporting a family, the gap grows considerably.

Even with the data from Table 1.1, there are reasons not to 

raise the minimum wage. The central argument of opponents of 

raising the minimum wage is that most of these jobs are located 

in small businesses that cannot afford to pay the higher wages. 

Employers cannot hire more workers at a higher rate, and in fact 

they may be forced to fire existing workers if the minimum wage 

is increased. The demands of maintaining profitability could 

force such actions. Those who oppose raising the minimum 

wage also argue that open trade policies have given an unfair 

advantage to foreign manufacturers that can hire workers at 

very low wages, and so produce and sell goods for less.

It is difficult, however, to assess the impact of raising the 

minimum wage on job growth or trade imbalances because 

there are so many other factors that affect the economy. 

For example, the last raise in the federal minimum wage 

occurred in 2009 in the midst of a major recession caused by 

a crash in the housing market. How many jobs were lost due 

to the recession, and how many resulted from the hike in the 

minimum wage? It is possible that the increased minimum 

wage contributed to a decline in jobs, but it is also possible 

that the increase had no effect at all in the larger context of 

an economic downturn. Economists and other experts have 

not reached a consensus on this question. This issue takes 

on greater significance in the coming years as the American 

economy recovers from the massive jobs losses triggered by 

the COVID-19 pandemic.

In making a policy choice, you must judge what President 

Franklin Roosevelt called a “fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work.” 

In the context of the American democracy, the minimum 

wage debate raises fundamental questions about the govern-

ment’s role in guaranteeing equality of economic opportunity. 

This debate over the government’s role in supporting a basic 

level of income has taken on much greater importance in light 

of the COVID-19 crisis. Consider the March 2020 coronavirus 

Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy88
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9Democracy and the American Constitutional System

Table 1.1    Minimum Wage vs. Living Wage by State

Wage

Gap

Living Wage  

(1 adult)

Minimum

Wage

Wage

Gap

Living Wage 

(1 adult)

Minimum

Wage

Alabama $4.08 $11.33 $7.25 Montana $2.73 $11.38 $8.65

Alaska $2.70 $12.89 $10.19 Nebraska $2.02 $11.02 $9.00

Arkansas $0.62 $10.62 $10.00 Nevada $2.26 $11.26 $9.00

Arizona $0.32 $11.68 $12.00 New Hampshire $5.04 $12.29 $7.25

California $1.61 $14.61 $13.00 New Jersey $2.92 $13.92 $11.00

Colorado $1.19 $13.19 $12.00 New Mexico $2.25 $11.25 $9.00

Connecticut $1.13 $13.13 $12.00 New York $4.01 $15.09 $11.80

DC $2.76 $17.76 $15.00 North Carolina $4.54 $11.79 $7.25

Delaware $3.43 $12.68 $9.25 North Dakota $3.87 $11.12 $7.25

Florida $3.61 $12.17 $8.56 Ohio $2.08 $10.78 $8.70

Georgia $7.31 $12.46 $5.15 Oklahoma $3.70 $10.95 $7.25

Hawaii $5.63 $15.73 $10.10 Oregon $1.12 $13.12 $12.00

Idaho $3.79 $11.04 $7.25 Pennsylvania $4.20 $11.45 $7.25

Illinois $2.77 $12.77 $10.00 Rhode Island $1.85 $12.35 $10.50

Indiana $3.82 $11.07 $7.25 South Carolina $4.30 $11.55 $7.25

Iowa $3.64 $10.89 $7.25 South Dakota $1.08 $10.38 $9.30

Kansas $3.71 $10.96 $7.25 Tennessee $3.50 $10.75 $7.25

Kentucky $3.57 $10.82 $7.25 Texas $4.23 $11.48 $7.25

Louisiana $4.03 $11.28 $7.25 Utah $4.33 $11.58 $7.25

Maine $0.09 $11.91 $12.00 Vermont $1.61 $12.57 $10.96

Maryland $4.08 $15.08 $11.00 Virginia $6.92 $14.17 $7.25

Massachusetts $1.21 $13.96 $12.75 Washington $0.20 $13.30 $13.50

Michigan $1.64 $11.29 $9.65 West Virginia $2.09 $10.84 $8.75

Minnesota $1.87 $11.87 $10.00 Wisconsin $4.16 $11.41 $7.25

Missouri $1.69 $11.14 $9.45 Wyoming $5.95 $11.10 $5.15

Mississippi $3.79 $11.04 $7.25

Sources: Amy K. Glasmeier, “Living Wage Calculator,” Massachusetts Institute of Technology, accessed February 11, 2020, http://livingwage.mit.edu, and “State Minimum Wages: 2020 Minimum 

Wages by State,” National Conference of State Legislatures, accessed February 11, 2020, https://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/state-minimum-wage-chart.aspx#Table.

stimulus bill, Families First Coronavirus Response Act, passed 

by Congress and signed by President Trump. The bill provided 

for direct payments made to Americans to help navigate the 

economic fallout of the country largely closing down to miti-

gate the crisis. Most individuals earning less than $75,000 could 

expect a onetime cash payment of $1,200. Married couples 

would each receive a check, and families would get $500 per 

child. That means a family of four earning less than $150,000 

could expect about $3,400. The government sought to provide 

a base level of income for a large swath of the public.14

Democracy and the American Constitutional System 9
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10 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

together to debate and to vote. That was possible because only property-owning males 

were citizens, and they were few in number and had similar interests and concerns.15

But the new United States was nothing like the old city-state of Athens. It was an  

alliance of thirteen states—former colonies—with nearly 4 million people spread across some  

360,000 square miles. Direct democracy was impractical for such a large and diverse country, 

so those who wrote the Constitution created a representative democracy in which the people 

elect representatives who govern in their name. Some observers, including the Framers, call this 

arrangement a republic, a form of government in which power derives from the citizens, but 

their representatives make policy and govern according to existing law.

Could a republic work? No one knew, certainly not the Framers. The government they 

instituted was an experiment, and they developed their own theories about how it would work. 

Madison, for example, rejected the conventional view that a democracy had to be small and 

homogeneous so as to minimize conflict. He argued that size and diversity were assets because 

competing interests in a large country would balance and control—or check—one another and 

prevent abuse of power. Madison called these competing interests factions, and he believed 

that the most enduring source of faction was “the various and unequal distribution of property. 

Those who hold, and those who are without property, have ever formed distinct interests in soci-

ety,” he wrote. “Those who are creditors, and those who are debtors, fall under a like discrimina-

tion. A landed interest, a manufacturing interest, a mercantile interest, a monied interest, with 

many lesser interests, grow up of necessity in civilized nations, and divide them into different 

classes, actuated by different sentiments and views” (see Federalist 10 in the Appendix).

In a pure democracy, where the people ruled directly, Madison expected that passions 

would outweigh judgments about the common good. Each individual would look out for 

himself, for his self-interest, and not necessarily for the interests of society as a whole, which 

is what we might call civic interest. In a republic, however, the people’s representatives would 

of necessity have a broader view. Moreover, they would, Madison assumed, come from the 

better educated, a natural elite. The larger the republic, the larger the districts from which the 

representatives would be chosen, and thus the more likely that they would be civic-minded 

leaders of the highest quality. More important, in a large republic, it would be less likely that 

any one faction could form a majority. In a small seaside republic, for example, it would be 

possible for fishing interests to form a majority that could pass laws to the detriment of non-

fishing interests. In another small republic, a religious sect could form a majority. But in a large 

and diverse republic, such narrow minded majorities would not be possible. Interests would 

balance each other out, and selfish interests would actually be checked by majority rule.

Balance, control, order—these values were as important to the Framers as liberty. 

So while the Constitution vested political authority in the people, it also set up a govern-

ing system designed to prevent any set of individuals, any political majority, or even the 

representative 
democracy: Form of 
democracy in which citizens 
elect public officials to make 
political decisions and formulate 
laws on their behalf. 

republic: Form of government 
in which power derives from 
citizens, but public officials 
make policy and govern 
according to existing law.

faction: Defined by James 
Madison as any group that 
places its own interests above 
the aggregate interests of 
society.

civic interest: Concern for 
the well-being of society and the 
nation as a whole.

Key Questions
Is it in your self-interest to 

participate in politics? How 

do you make most political 

choices, with your heart or 

with your mind? How did 

Madison think most people 

made political decisions?

1. Using the table, determine the wage gap in your state. Do you think the minimum wage 
should be increased? If you wanted to change the minimum wage laws in your area, what 
level of government would you have to lobby—local, state, federal, or a combination?

2. Construct a minimum wage policy that takes into account a worker’s age, education, 
family circumstance, and presence of a national crisis.

Construct Your Own Policy 
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11American Political Culture

government itself from becoming too powerful. The Framers purposely set up barriers and 

gates that blocked the excesses associated with mob rule.

Consequently, although the ultimate power lies with the people, the Constitution divides 

power both horizontally and vertically. Within the federal government, power is channeled 

into three different branches—the legislative branch (Congress), which makes the laws; the 

executive branch (the president and the government departments, or bureaucracy), which 

executes the laws; and the judicial branch (the Supreme Court and the federal courts), which 

interprets the laws (see Figure 1.1). This horizontal division of power is referred to as the 

separation of powers. To minimize the chance that one branch will become so strong that it can 

abuse its power and harm the citizenry, each branch has some power over the other two in a  

system known as checks and balances. The Constitution also divides power vertically, into 

layers, between the national government and the state governments. This arrangement is known 

as federalism. In a further division of powers, state governments create local governments.

The American constitutional system thus simultaneously provides gateways for access 

and gates that limit access. The people govern themselves, but they do so indirectly and 

through a system that disperses power among many competing interests. This textbook 

explores both the gateways and the gates that channel and block the influence of citizens.

Executive  Branch

Executes the laws Interprets the laws

Judicial Branch

Makes the laws

Legislative Branch

Figure 1.1  The Three Branches of Government

Within the federal government, power is divided into three separate branches.

American Political Culture
LO 1-3  Describe the political values and ideologies Americans share

As an experiment, the American republic has been open to change in the course of the 

nation’s history. Despite their theorizing, the Framers could not have anticipated exactly 

how it would develop. Madison was right, however, about the enduring influence of 

factions. The people quickly divided themselves into competing interests and shortly into 

competing political parties, groups organized to win elections. The process by which 

competing interests determine who gets what, when, and how is what we call politics.16

Madison was right, too, about the sources of division, which are often centered in the 

unequal distribution of property and competing ideas about how far government should go 

to reduce inequality. Public opinion about such matters is sometimes described along a scale 

that ranges from left to right, and when people have a fairly consistent set of views over a 

political parties: Broad 
coalitions of interests organized 
to win elections in order to enact 
a commonly supported set of 
public policies. 

politics: Process by which 
people make decisions about 
who gets what, when, and how. 
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legislative branch: The 
branch of the federal government 
that makes the laws. 

executive branch: The 
branch of the federal government 
that executes the laws. 

judicial branch:The branch 
of the federal government that 
interprets the laws. 

separation of powers: 
Government structure in which 
authority is divided among 
branches (executive, legislative, 
and judicial), with each holding 
separate and independent powers 
and areas of responsibility. 

checks and balances: 
Government structure that 
authorizes each branch of 
government (executive, legislative, 
and judicial) to share powers 
with the other branches, thereby 
holding some scrutiny of and 
control over the other branches. 

federalism: System of 
government in which sovereignty 
is constitutionally divided between 
national and state governments.
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12 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

range of policy choices, they are said to have a political ideology—that is, a coherent way of 

thinking about government—a philosophy, so to speak. In contrast, party identification, or 

partisanship, is a psychological attachment to a particular party. This attachment is related to 

political ideology, but it tends to be more personal than philosophical.

A person’s ideology can be a strong clue as to what he or she thinks about politics. On the 

left end of the scale are liberals who favor government efforts to increase equality, including 

higher rates of taxes on the wealthy than on the poor and greater provision of social benefits, 

such as health care, unemployment insurance, and welfare payments to support those in 

need. Conservatives, on the right, believe that lower taxes will prompt greater economic 

growth that will ultimately benefit everyone, including the poor. Thus, liberals support a large 

and active government that will regulate the economy, while conservatives fear that such 

a government will suppress individual liberty and create a dependency that actually harms 

those it aims to help. Figure 1.2 captures this ideological dimension.

The left-right division is not just about economics, however. For social 

issues, liberals generally favor less government interference, while conser-

vatives favor rules that will uphold traditional moral values. Conservatives 

are, therefore, more likely to oppose abortion and same-sex marriage, while 

liberals are more likely to favor a woman’s right to make decisions over 

reproductive matters as well as the right of same-sex couples to wed.

Although terms such as conservative and liberal are often used to label 

American political attitudes, it is often more complicated because of the 

mix of economic and social issues. In addition, Americans are often not 

ideologically consistent in their orientation to politics. They are likely to 

take positions on various issues, leaning left on some and right on others. 

In fact, many Americans are moderates, not seeing themselves as ideologi-

cally extreme. A sizable number of Americans also describe themselves 

as libertarians, believing that government should not interfere in either 

economic matters or social matters. Others take a populist perspective, 

opposing concentrated wealth and adhering to traditional moral values.

These ideological frameworks start to crystallize when people are in their early twenties, 

especially as they start to learn more about politics and come across competing perspectives. 

College can be an especially formative period when people start to forge their ideological lenses.

Despite the diversity of American political culture, we generally favor individualism over 

communal approaches to property and poverty, especially in comparison to the industrialized 

democracies of Europe and elsewhere in the world. The United States spends less on govern-

ment programs to help less-well-off people than many other countries, and it has historically 

refrained from assuming control of business enterprises, such as railroads and banks, except 

Image 1.5  Bernie Sanders led a movement 

that sought to transform American politics. 

While he was unable to capture the Democratic 

nomination for president, he did reinvigorate the 

progressive wing of the party.
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LEFT (LIBERAL): 

Greater faith in a large and active

government to promote economic growth.

RIGHT (CONSERVATIVE):

Greater preference for a small and limited

government to promote economic growth.

Figure 1.2  American Political Ideology

Political ideology has been described in many ways. In one popular version, political 

thought is plotted on a continuum from left (liberal) to right (conservative).

Key Questions
Do you think of yourself 

as liberal, conservative, or 

moderate when it comes 

to politics? Senator Bernie 

Sanders (D-VT), who ran for 

the Democratic nomination 

for president in 2016 and 

2020, describes himself 

as a democratic socialist. 

What do you think that 

description means?

party identification: 
Psychological attachment to a 
political party; partisanship. 

liberals: Individuals who have 
faith in government to improve 
people’s lives, believing that 
private efforts are insufficient. 
In the social sphere, liberals 
usually support diverse lifestyles 
and tend to oppose any 
government action that seeks to 
shape personal choices. 

conservatives: Individuals 
who distrust government, 
believing that free markets offer 
better ways than government 
involvement to improve people’s 
livelihood. In the social sphere, 
conservatives have more faith in 
government’s ability to enforce 
traditional values.

political ideology: Set of 
coherent political beliefs that 
offers a philosophy for thinking 
about the scope of government.
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13Responsiveness and Equality: Does American Democracy Work?

in times of crisis. The United States tends to favor capitalism, an economic system in which 

business enterprises and key industries are privately owned, as opposed to socialism, in which 

they are owned by government. Yet, to prevent the worst abuses of capitalism, which can arise 

as businesses pursue profit to the detriment of citizens, Congress has passed laws that regulate 

privately owned businesses and industries. For example, government monitors banks and 

financial markets, ensures airline safety, and protects workers from injury on the job.

These regulations tend to moderate vast inequalities in wealth as well. Though prizing individu-

alism, American political culture also has a long-standing tradition of egalitarianism. Americans 

rejected kings in the Revolution and titles of nobility in the Constitution. They also rejected British 

inheritance laws, which gave virtually all property to the eldest male. With estates divided more 

equally, and with a vast frontier that allowed land ownership to spread broadly, property in the 

United States was never as concentrated in the hands of a few as it had been in Europe. This greater 

equality, in turn, produced a political culture that values each individual’s ability to achieve wealth 

and social status through hard work, not inheritance, and supports a free enterprise economic 

system, within limits. These observations were first made by Alexis de Tocqueville, one of the many 

Europeans who traveled to the United States in the nineteenth century to investigate the American 

experiment. His Democracy in America (1835) is a classic study of American institutions and culture. 

It remains insightful today for its thoughtful observations of American politics and character.

De Tocqueville was impressed by the extent to which individual Americans participated in 

political life. In a republic, policy making should reflect the will of the people expressed through their 

elected representatives and interest groups. Madison envisioned that the people’s representatives 

managing the policy-making process would be an elite—well-educated people of “merit.” But if the 

people divide into different classes, as Madison also envisioned, there is a danger to democracy 

if the people’s representatives are an elite who represent only their own interests and not civic-

minded leaders who consider the common good. In the early 1950s, the sociologist C. Wright Mills 

in fact wrote about a narrow power elite made up of leaders from corporations, government, and 

the military who controlled the gates and gateways to power. But a few years later, the political 

scientist Robert Dahl took issue with Mills and argued that policy making is more pluralist, with 

authority held by different groups in different areas. In this view, coal companies, as stakeholders, 

have a large say in coal policy, and farmers, as stakeholders, have a large say in farm policy, rather 

than a single power elite controlling both policy areas. While it is true, for example, that the coal 

industry pursues its interests vigorously, so do other industries. Elected representatives seek to  

balance these various interests even as they seek to do what is best for their constituents. The fact 

that no one group has a monopoly on power suggests that a more majoritarian policy-making 

process is in the making, in which those with a numerical majority hold the authority.

Responsiveness and Equality: Does American 
Democracy Work?

LO 1-4  Evaluate American democracy in terms of responsiveness and equality

Does American democracy work? That is a question we will be asking in every chapter of 

this text, and we invite you to start working on an answer. As citizens, you have both a right 

and a responsibility to judge the government because it is your government.

moderates: Individuals who are 
in the middle of the ideological 
spectrum and do not hold 
consistently strong views about 
whether government should be 
involved in people’s lives. 

libertarians: Those 
who generally believe that 
government should refrain from 
acting to regulate either the 
economy or moral values. 

populists: Those who oppose 
concentrated wealth and adhere 
to traditional moral values.

political culture: A 
shared way of thinking about 
community and government and 
the relationship between them. 

individualism: Set of beliefs 
holding that people, and not 
government, are responsible for 
their own well-being. 

capitalism: Economic system 
in which businesses and key 
industries are privately owned 
and in which individuals, acting 
on their own or with others, are 
free to create businesses.

socialism: Economic system 
in which the government owns 
major industries.

egalitarianism: Belief in 
human equality that disdains 
inherited titles of nobility and 
inherited wealth. 

power elite: Small handful 
of decision makers who hold 
authority over a large set of issues. 

pluralist: A political arrangement 
where power is spread across 
groups and individuals that yields 
shared governing.

majoritarian: System of policy 
making in which those with a 
numerical majority hold authority. 
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14 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

To guide your thinking, we focus on two basic 

themes, responsiveness and equality. Is govern-

ment responsive to the needs of its citizens? Do all 

citizens have an equal chance to make their voices 

heard? We ask you to keep these themes in mind as 

you learn about the U.S. political system. To give you 

a basis for making a judgment, we inform you of the 

findings of political scientists who have been asking 

and answering these questions for decades. Through-

out this text, we present the latest data that speak to 

these broad issues. It is important to remember that 

we are not offering our opinions about government; 

instead, we are putting forward the most compelling 

evidence and theories, from a variety of perspec-

tives, over the past fifty or so years. It is up to you to 

consider them and form your own conclusions.

One way to begin to evaluate American democracy, and to appreciate it, is to look briefly at 

alternative models of government. In a monarchy, an autocracy, and an oligarchy, a single person 

or a small elite rules society. Such systems are by definition undemocratic. Rulers in these systems 

have little reason or need to be responsive to the people. They hold most of the power and are 

not generally accountable to those they rule. They may try to satisfy the people with programs 

that meet basic needs for food and safety, but they do so to ensure control. These rulers have little 

regard for the opinions of the people and do not want them to be engaged in public life. In these 

systems, the rulers tend to be excessively wealthy, and the people are likely to be impoverished. To 

maintain order, the rulers typically rely on a strong army or a secret police force to keep the people 

in line through fear and intimidation. Rulers in such systems are overthrown when dissatisfaction 

rises to a level at which citizens are willing to risk their lives in open revolt, as they did in Iran in 

2018, or when the army or police conspire to replace one ruler with another.

In contrast, a democracy asks its citizens to be actively engaged in their own governance, for 

the benefit of all. As the preamble to the U.S. Constitution states, the people create government 

(agree to a social contract) to “establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the com-

mon defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and 

our Posterity.” The American system of government fundamentally provides protection from for-

eign enemies and from internal disorder; it also strives to meet the common needs of all citizens.

To promote the general welfare, the government develops public policy, as we have 

seen. Through incentives, it can alter the actions of individuals that lead collectively to bad 

outcomes. Consider the following example. If everyone drives to work, pollution increases 

and more resources are consumed. If a few people then decide to take the bus, those deci-

sions, while admirable, do not yield a cleaner environment or save many resources. But 

if government incentives, such as making buses free, encourage lots more people to take 

public transportation, the result is a cleaner environment and saving of resources.

The government often has a stake in pursuing what economists call public goods, goods 

from which everyone benefits. The core idea is that no one can be excluded. We all get the 

benefits of clean air, even if we have been driving cars and not taking buses. The fact that 

people cannot, by definition, be denied access to public goods creates disincentives for 

Image 1.6  President Trump’s rhetoric and behavior have rocked the 

political world by tapping into the anger and frustration many Americans 

felt about the political system and then challenging long held norms.
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responsiveness: Idea that 
government should implement 
laws and policies that reflect 
the wishes of the public and any 
changes in those wishes.

equality: Idea that all 
individuals are equal in their 
moral worth and so must be 
equal in treatment under the 
law and have equal access to the 
decision-making process. 

monarchy: System of 
government that assigns power 
to a single person who inherits 
that position and rules until 
death. 

autocracy: System of 
government in which the power 
to govern is concentrated in the 
hands of an individual ruler. 

oligarchy: System of 
government in which the power 
to govern is concentrated in the 
hands of a powerful few, usually 
wealthy individuals. 

public goods: Goods or 
benefits provided by government 
from which everyone benefits 
and from which no one can be 
excluded. 
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15Responsiveness and Equality: Does American Democracy Work?

people to contribute to their provision. Government can require people to contribute to 

public goods through taxation. This is a primary justification for government. Private goods, 

by contrast, can be extended to some individuals and denied to others. When a government 

awards a contract to build a new library, the firm that wins the contract gets private goods 

(that is, money) from the government. The firms that lost the bid are denied that chance.

Who determines what goods, whether private or public, the government should provide, 

at what levels, and how to pay for them? These are core public policy problems. There are 

competing interests at every point in determining who gets what, when, and how. Politics is 

the process by which the people determine how government will respond. And it is in evaluat-

ing the basic fairness of government’s response, and the basic equality of the people’s general 

welfare that is thus secured, that we see whether American democracy is working.

Representative democracy succeeds when there is constant interaction between the people 

and the government. Government must be responsive to the needs and opinions of the people, 

and the public must find ways to hold government accountable. Government officials who are 

unresponsive to the people need to be removed from office. Elections provide the most com-

mon way to remove elected officials and are the primary mechanism for forging responsiveness. 

But unelected officials are also responsive to the public. The president appoints Supreme Court 

justices, with the advice and consent of the Senate, and those justices generally issue judgments 

that are consistent with public opinion. The bureaucrats who are hired to work in government 

departments carry out laws that the people’s representatives have passed and the president has 

signed. In addition, work in government is always subject to review and investigation by other 

branches of government, by the media, and by citizen watchdog groups.

Perhaps complicating the government’s requirement to be responsive is the changing 

nature of policy demands made by its citizens. In 2014, a majority of kindergartners were 

nonwhite—the first time in American history.17 In just a few years, those kindergartners 

will be of voting age, helping to redefine the American electorate. Figure 1.3 confirms this 

observation. By 2045, whites will no longer represent a majority of the voting population.18 

To be sure, nonwhites share many issues that are of concern to white Americans, such as a 

strong economy. But even so, this change will alter American politics in fundamental ways. 

People with different racial and ethnic backgrounds may hold views about the role of gov-

ernment and about specific policies that may be different than other groups.

For a government to respond fairly to citizens, all citizens must have an opportunity to 

participate in it. Each citizen must have a chance to have his or her voice heard, either by 

voting or by participating in the political process and public life. These ideas form the basis 

of political equality. If citizens are not treated equally by the government, with the same 

degree of fairness, then the foundation of democratic government is weakened. Simply put, 

democracy requires political equality, and political equality requires democracy.

The notion of equality was enshrined in the Declaration of Independence: “We hold 

these truths to be self-evident: That all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their 

Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness.” But this ringing statement did not announce an enforceable right, and govern-

ment under the Constitution has in the course of the nation’s history involved profound 

inequalities, most notably permitting slavery and a severe restriction of the civil rights of the 

African American minority for nearly two centuries. The American constitutional system was 

nearly a century and a half old before it guaranteed women the right to vote. Other racial and 

Key Questions
What do the changing 

demographics of the United 

States mean for our national 

political discussions? What 

is the difference between 

equality of opportunity and 

equality of outcome?

political equality: The idea 
that people should have equal 
amounts of influence in the 
political system. 

private goods: Goods or 
benefits provided by government 
in which most of the benefit falls 
to the individuals, families, or 
companies receiving them. 
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16 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

ethnic minorities have had to challenge the system to secure their rights, and, as the next 

chapters demonstrate, civil rights are still evolving. One way to evaluate American democracy 

is to evaluate the degree to which political equality has been achieved.

An example of the ongoing fight for civil rights can be seen in the recent 2018 Georgia 

gubernatorial race, which sparked allegations of illegal efforts to shrink the number of eligible 

voters. There are still gates in place to exclude specific citizens from voting through methods 

like voter suppression and passage of laws that make it harder, especially for the poor, to vote. 

In 2019, Georgia removed over 300,000 voters in what officials called routine removals of 

inactive voters. Voting rights advocates, including Stacey Abrams’ nonprofit, Fair Fight, see 

these purges as a type of voter suppression that disenfranchises mostly Democratic low-

income voters, young voters, and voters of color.19 It is important to keep recent events like 

this in mind when evaluating political equality in America. 

There are other aspects of equality. Equality of opportunity is one aspect—the expec-

tation that citizens will be treated equally before the law and have an equal opportunity to 

participate in government. Does equality of opportunity also mean that citizens have an equal 

opportunity to participate in the economy (to get a job, to get rich) and in social life (to join 

a club, to eat at a restaurant)? And what about equality of outcome, the expectation that 

incomes will level out or that standards of living will be roughly the same for all citizens? In 

the United States, equality of outcome, or results, might entail the proportional representa-

tion of groups that have experienced discrimination in the past; that is, for full equality of 

outcome in Congress or on corporate boards, the number of African Americans would have to 

be equal to their proportion in the overall population, about 13 percent. What can, or should, 

government do to ensure equality of opportunity, or equality of outcome? These questions are 

hotly contested (see Supreme Court Cases: Plyler v. Doe), especially efforts to forge equality of 

outcome. We return to these issues in the final section of this introductory chapter.

equality of opportunity: 
Expectation that citizens may 
not be discriminated against 
based on race, gender, or 
national background and that 
every citizen should have an 
equal chance to succeed in life. 

equality of outcome: 
Expectation that equality is 
achieved if results are comparable 
for all citizens regardless 
of race, gender, or national 
background or that such groups 
are proportionally represented in 
measures of success in life.

2015

2020

2025

2030

2035

2040

2045

2050

2055

2060

0% 20% 40% 60%

43% 27% 13% 9% 6%

45% 26% 13% 9% 6%

47% 25% 13% 8% 5%

49% 24% 13% 8%

51% 23% 13% 8%

53% 22% 13% 7%

56% 21% 13% 7%

58% 20% 13% 6%

60% 18% 12% 6%

62% 17% 12% 5%

80% 100%

White Hispanic Black Asian Other 2+ Races

Figure 1.3  Increasing Minority Population in the United States

The growing Latino and Asian populations will likely make the United States a minority-majority 

country within three decades.

Note: Numbers may not add to 100% because of rounding.

Source:  https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2018/03/14/the-us-will-become-minority-white-in-2045-census-projects/.
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17The Demands of Democratic Government

One way to think further about equality is to contrast America with countries in Europe, 

which, as we have seen, have more communal approaches to property and poverty than does 

the United States and spend more on social programs. European governments, particularly as 

they exist in Scandinavian countries, limit extreme wealth through tax policies, and the result is 

greater income equality than in the United States. But the political culture of these nations does 

not prize individualism as highly as does the political culture of the United States, and the equality 

of results valued in democratic-socialist systems is nothing like American egalitarianism, which 

prizes individual effort and rejects Europe’s rigid class divisions and inherited titles and wealth.

If the Declaration of Independence announced equality as a natural right of human-

kind, then the American democratic experiment has taken a long time to work out what 

that equality means. In 2015, the Supreme Court made marriage equality the law of the 

land, extending the right to marry to same-sex couples in the landmark case Obergefell v. 

Hodges.20 Just a few years earlier, the election of Barack Obama as president was another 

significant achievement for American racial equality. Many observers thought it would be 

decades before the country elected an African American president.21 That view reflected the 

long history of discrimination in this country. But Obama’s swearing in as president, not just 

once but twice, sent an undeniable signal about equality in America.

In 2016, Hillary Clinton broke more barriers by becoming the first woman to be nominated 

for president by a major party. In 2020, the country saw a gay man in a same-sex marriage, Pete 

Buttigieg, compete with success for the Democratic nomination, winning the Iowa caucuses. We 

challenge you to join these twenty-first-century pioneers. This text will give you the information 

you need to understand the way American government works and to recognize the gates and the 

gateways. We also invite you to think critically about American democracy, to engage in a class-

wide and nationwide conversation about how well it is working, to offer ideas for making it work 

better, to influence the decision makers who make public policy, and even to become one of them.

The Demands of Democratic Government
LO 1-5  List the responsibilities of individuals in a democracy

American democracy is not a spectator sport. It does not mean choosing sides and rooting for 

your team from the sidelines or from the comfort of your living room. It requires more than 

being a passive fan; you need to get into the game. But politics is much more than a game. It 

shapes your life on a day-to-day basis. As a result, you have both rights and responsibilities. 

While the specific reasons to be involved in public life may vary, the need to participate does not.

Self-Interest and Civic Interest

The first reason to be involved is self-interest. You want government to serve your needs. 

Those needs, of course, range widely, depending on your stage of life, personal circum-

stances, and values. Some individuals prefer that the government stay out of people’s lives 

as much as possible, and others prefer governmental assistance for the causes they hold 

dear. As a student, you may want the government to invest more in higher education and 

job creation; as a parent, you may want more aid for child care and school construction; as a 

self-interest: Concern for 
one’s own advantage and well-
being. 
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18 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

QUESTIOn: Does the equal protection clause prohibit states from charging children of 

undocumented workers tuition in order to attend public school?

ORAL ARGUMEnT: December 1, 1981 (listen at http://

www.oyez.org/cases/1980-1989/1981/1981_80_1538)

DECISIOn: June 15, 1982 (read at http://caselaw 

.lp.findlaw.com/cgi-bin/getcase.pl?court=us&vol 

=457&invol=202)

OUTCOME: Texas violates the equal protection clause 

when it charges tuition to public school students who 

cannot prove U.S. citizenship (5–4).

In response to the increasing costs of educating 

children who were not citizens of the United States, 

Texas passed a law in 1975 stating that it would not 

reimburse local school districts for any of those costs. 

The law also relieved local school districts of any 

obligation to educate such children.

The parents of unnamed Mexican children who 

were denied access to the Tyler Independent School 

District filed suit. They claimed that the law deprived 

their children of the equal protection of the law as 

guaranteed by one of the clauses of the Fourteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution.

The Supreme Court ruled with the parents, noting 

first that while the subjects filing the lawsuit were 

not citizens of the United States, the Fourteenth 

Amendment prohibits states from denying the 

equal protection of the law to all “persons” under its 

jurisdiction, a term that does not distinguish between 

citizens and non-citizens. In reaching this part of the 

decision, the Court relied on a speech by Congressman 

John Bingham, one of the authors of the Fourteenth 

Amendment: “Is it not essential to the unity of the 

Government and the unity of the people that all 

persons, whether citizens or strangers, within this 

land, shall have equal protection in every State in this 

Union in the rights of life and liberty and property?”

The Supreme Court’s equal protection decisions 

set different standards of review depending on the 

group being discriminated against in the law. The 

toughest standard, “strict scrutiny,” applies to laws 

that discriminate on account of race or discriminate 

against aliens who are legally in the country. The 

parents bringing the suit admitted that they could not 

establish that the children were in the country legally. 

This distinction meant that the Court would only apply 

is lowest standard of review, “minimal scrutiny.” Under 

strict scrutiny, Texas would have to show that it had a 

vital or “compelling interest” in passing the law, a difficult 

hurdle to pass. However, under minimal scrutiny, Texas 

only had to show a rational justification for the law.

Texas argued that it had a rational justification for 

the law, protecting the state’s budget. It argued that 

without such a rule, undocumented workers would 

flood Texas, and the state’s citizens would be required 

to pay more in taxes to educate them.

A majority of justices rejected that argument. 

They noted that the law places a lifetime hardship 

on the children, that undocumented workers come to 

Texas for a variety of reasons, and that prohibiting 

the employment of undocumented workers would be 

far more effective in protecting Texas’s budget than 

denying education to their children.

A public education is a gateway for individuals to a 

higher-paying job, a fuller life, and a more active role 

in the democratic system. Providing equal access to 

education is one of the central ways we ensure equality 

of opportunity in the United States.

Supreme Court Cases

Plyler v. Doe (1982)

1. Can you identify reasons unrelated to prejudice 
that would lead Texas to want to deny education 
funds to the students in this case?

2. Should the Supreme Court treat cases involving 
legal immigrants (strict scrutiny) differently from 
cases involving undocumented residents (minimal 
scrutiny)?

Thinking Critically 
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19The Demands of Democratic Government

working person, you may view health care as the most important government responsibility. 

Whatever way you define your self-interest, by getting involved you send signals to elected 

officials, and if enough people agree with you, the government will likely act.

The second reason, what we called earlier civic interest, is more complex. The idea is that 

people get involved in the process because they want to be part of the voluntary organizations 

that make up the civil society that enables communities to flourish. They want to help others, 

improve their neighborhoods, and create an even better nation. Groups of interested people can 

accomplish things that individuals acting alone cannot. Sometimes these activities supplement 

governmental action; for example, neighborhood watch groups keep communities safe, and soup 

kitchens feed the hungry. Sometimes the activities aim at getting more out of government—more 

funding for roads or for new sports arenas, for example. By working together, people can encour-

age greater responsiveness from government. In so doing, they are better able to communicate 

their needs to a government that, in turn, becomes more responsive.

As gains in civic interest lead to broader public involvement, they also advance equality. 

In a democracy, the power of individual acts can be amplified, as Obama’s actions demon-

strate. Sometimes this amplification takes place through the courts; lawsuits arising from 

an alleged injustice experienced by one person can result in broad rulings that affect a great 

many. There are spillover effects to activism that can benefit everyone. Several examples 

come from the civil rights movement, in which students and others successfully sought to 

desegregate lunch counters, interstate buses, and local schools.22

Today’s students are more likely to be civic-minded than college students in previous genera-

tions. If you were born between about 1981 and 1996, you are part of the generation that social 

science researchers have identified as the Millennials. If you were born in 1997, onward, you are 

part of Generation Z. This newest generation appears to be loyal, caring, accountable, focused, 

and thoughtful, according to one recent study. Millennials are more likely to be optimistic and 

practical, and to identify as political independents. They tend to hold more liberal social views and 

are more likely religiously unaffiliated.23 Many Millennial and Generation Z students have started 

new waves of youth civic engagement with social movements like Black Lives Matter, Students 

Demand Action, #MeToo, and international climate strikes. This youth involvement mirrors stu-

dent involvement and protests during the Civil Rights Movement and Vietnam War. 

Participation in the public sphere serves the larger civic interest. Voting is the most obvious 

political act. In addition, people express their views and ideas to public officials by volunteering in 

political campaigns, attending rallies, writing letters, and organizing meetings. E-mail, websites, 

blogs, podcasts, social networking, text messages, and uploading of videos on YouTube offer addi-

tional means of joining the debate about politics and having an influence on government. Those 

who control the levers of power need to know your views so they can respond. With all the new 

technologies, the interface between people and politicians is now easier than ever.

Politics and the Public Sphere

Your generation has the power to shape the future in which you will live. Will America  

continue to be a land of opportunity? The following three issues represent some of the 

important concerns that you and the nation face. Working on these problems is reason 

enough to take part in the nation’s civic life.

Educational Opportunity. Because you are attending college, education policy 

affects you every day and is important to your future. Education has long been considered 

civil society: Voluntary 
organizations that allow 
communities to flourish. 

Millennials: Generation born 
between 1981 and 1996.

Generation Z: Generation 
born from 1997, onward. 
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20 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

both a fundamental component of democratic society and a stepping-stone to economic 

advancement. But what does it take to get a college degree, and who should bear the burden?

These are important questions because the cost of a college education continues to rise. 

Private colleges are increasingly expensive, and during times of economic decline, as state and 

local governments have faced budget cuts, public institutions of higher learning have also raised 

tuition (see Figure 1.4). The consequence of these increases is that students are taking on more 

and more debt to pay for these higher costs. This debt imposes a greater financial burden on you 

and begins to hurt just when you may also be thinking about having a family and buying a house.

If an educated public is necessary to democracy, and if the entire nation benefits from the 

contributions of college-educated individuals, does the federal government have an obligation 

to promote educational opportunity? Congress has decided it does and authorizes the Depart-

ment of Education to spend some $32 billion annually to fund financial aid for higher education, 

including Pell Grants, work-study programs, and supplemental education opportunity grants. In 

response to deficit concerns, however, Pell Grants in general have been decreasing—from  

$41 billion in 2012 to $22 billion for the fiscal year 2020 budget.24

College affordability is a concern of all college students and deserves to be a concern 

for the nation generally. Yet Americans do not hear much discussion about education in 

the news media; even President Obama’s proposal to make community college free did not 

Note: The amounts shown are the list or published tuition and fees, not what students actually pay. Most undergraduates

receive grant aid. The amounts shown are "sticker price" and do not account for grant aid. The College Board estimates

them by weighting published tuition and fees by full-time undergraduate enrollment. They are deflated using the

Consumer Price Index.
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Figure 1.4  College Costs, 1980–2020

College costs have been increasing at a steady rate over the past four decades, drawing the interest of 

policy makers over the past few years.

Source: College Boards Trends in Higher Education, Table 2 accessed February 13, 2020, http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/

published-prices-national.

Note: The amounts shown are the list or published tuition and fees, not what students actually pay. 

Most undergraduates receive grant aid. The amounts shown are “sticker price” and do not account 

for grant aid. The College Board estimates them by weighting published tuition and fees by full-time 

undergraduate enrollment. They are deflated using the Consumer Price Index.
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21The Demands of Democratic Government

garner much attention. In the election of 2020, several candidates such as Bernie Sanders 

and Elizabeth Warren made college costs a major issue of their campaigns, but it still typi-

cally garners only limited coverage by television, cable, websites, and radio stations.25 Does 

the lack of media attention pose a barrier to getting educational opportunity on the policy 

agenda? What can you do to make government responsive to concerns about education? 

Education policy is examined in more detail in Chapter 3, Federalism.

Economic Opportunity. Educational opportunity is linked to economic opportunity 

because the more education you have, the more you are likely to earn. And the differences 

over the course of a lifetime can be millions of dollars in personal income (see Figure 1.5). 

Even so, you still have to ask whether you be able to find a good job after graduation. This is 

an important question as you continue your education. 

Having a population of educated citizens who have good-paying jobs and who make a con-

tribution to society is surely important for the entire nation. But does the government have an 

obligation to create economic opportunity? Should it intervene in business and the marketplace 

to equalize opportunity or to preserve competition, or should government allow the economy to 

be shaped by market forces?  Should government step in to assist when a non-economic shock, 

like a pandemic or a foreign war, leads to massive unemployment and curtailment of economic 

activity? This last question has taken on new meaning in light of the COVID-19 crisis and the mas-

sive infusion of money by the federal government to help workers, small businesses, corporations, 

state and local governments, and hospitals. Government was not correcting a problem with the 

economy.  It was responding to an external event that lead to widespread economic dislocation. 

There was nearly unanimous support by both parties for this unprecedented intervention by the 

government to address the COVID-19 crisis. It will be interesting to see how this crisis recasts this 

long-standing debate about the role of government. Despite relief at the start of the pandemic, 

the Republican-controlled Senate and President Trump defeated every attempt at COVID-19 

relief packages from the House Democrats through late October 2020.

Key Questions
What value do you place on 

earning a college degree? 

Should college education  

be free?

Note: *These estimates are prior to the surge in unemployment tied to COVID-19.
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Figure 1.5  Earnings and Unemployment Rates by Educational Attainment

The benefits of a college education are clear: You can expect to earn about twice as much per 

week with a college degree than with only a high school degree.

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, accessed February 13, 2020, https://www.bls.gov/emp/chart-unemployment-earnings-education.htm.
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22 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

Elections 2016, 2018, and 2020

A Changing and Frustrated Electorate

All elections present candidates and parties with the 

challenge of gauging voters’ preferences across a variety 

of issues. The 2020 election was no exception as Donald 

Trump’s and Joe Biden’s campaigns used focus groups and 

surveys to try to get a handle on what voters cared about 

and how best to reach the hearts and minds of the voters. 

The 2016 election seemed to be an election that spoke 

to the anger of the American public—something Trump 

tapped into. Two years later, the anger was directed at 

President Trump when the Democrats captured control 

of the House of Representatives. The battle for the 

Democratic nomination in 2020 continued to underscore 

a frustration by many voters about the actions and 

statements of President Trump. Much of this unhappiness 

can be tied to the changing demographics of the United 

States, and with those shifts come more complicated sets 

of policy demands from voters. (See Figure 1.3 and the 

discussion in Section 1.4.)

These changes in the electorate also are fueling 

reactions by white Americans. One manifestation of that 

is the anger registered by this part of the electorate (see 

also Figure 1.6). There were notable partisan differences 

in 2016, with Republican white voters angrier than their 

Democratic counterparts. But anger can cut many ways.  

In 2020, the Democrats led by Joe Biden were 

motivated and turned out in record numbers. When all the 

votes were counted, President Trump lost by more than 

4 percentage points nationally (or about 6 million votes). 

His mishandling of the pandemic and willingness to 

invoke racist rhetoric gave many Americans reason to vote 

him out of office. The task now facing President Biden is 

to unify a nation beset by crises, anger, and disagreement.

Because of the fundamental importance of this question, we examine the role of govern-

ment in the economy by taking a hard look at its obligations as well as at federal and state 

budgets, deficit spending, the national debt, and tax policy. These concerns have always been 

at the top of the policy agenda and that is obviously true today. These short-term decisions 

are critical, but they also have long run implications. Consider that the federal government 

has been running historically high deficits (has spent more than it receives in revenue) that 

have produced a huge jump in the national debt. Just two decades ago, the national debt 

was about $5 trillion. In 2020, the national debt has swelled to about $25 trillion given the 

COVID-19 crisis.  And that trend will only continue. Some estimate the debt will be over  

$40 trillion within four years—a nearly eight-fold increase since the turn of the century.26

Paying down this debt will take generations; your great-grandchildren will still be 

paying for it when they reach adulthood. For you, now, the size of this debt means that the 

federal government has less funding and limited flexibility for investing in future programs 

that might create economic opportunity, such as education, job training, and infrastructure 

projects. How the government pays off this debt affects you, too, especially changes in the 

tax system that may alter your future income and job prospects. Thus, the federal budget 

and its ability to expand economic opportunity will directly affect your quality of life and 

standard of living. But given the experience of the COVID-19 crisis, the conversation about 

those long-term costs is more in the background than normal. 
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23Your Gateway to American Democracy

Participation Opportunity. How can you make your 

voice heard on education policy and economic policy issues 

that matter to you? Your first obligation is to learn about the 

issues and then to vote in a way that advances both your self-

interest and your civic interest. You can also make your voice 

heard by joining groups that advocate your position. The U.S. 

Constitution guarantees rights of free speech and assembly, 

and both are fundamental gateways in any democracy.

Over a decade ago, citizens formed the Tea Party movement 

to express their opinions that the government was not being 

responsive to their interests. The Tea Party movement grew out of 

localized groups of citizens who believed that the federal govern-

ment has become too big, too expensive, and too intrusive. In the 

first set of elections after they formed, members of the Tea Party 

aligned themselves with Republicans. The members of the Tea 

Party often clashed with more establishment Republicans. But 

with Trump in the White House, the Tea Party movement ebbed.  

Trump transformed the party in his image and found a way to marginalize more establishment 

Republicans. Most leaders in the GOP went along with Trump’s every move, save for a few like 

former Senators Corker (R-TN) and Flake (R-AZ) and current Senator Mitt Romney (R-UT). 

Regardless of your opinions about the Tea Party or Trump, the value of participation and the 

value of free expression of opinion in American democracy is critical. Political movements can 

alter the political landscape by shifting the policy agenda and the direction of public discourse. 

As individuals and groups make their voices heard with energy and commitment, they fulfill a 

vital role in making our government more responsive and, hence, more democratic.

Image 1.7  The “Don’t Tread on Me” slogan adopted by 

the Tea Party movement has a long association with resistance 

and protest. The movement adopted its central symbol, the 

snake, to represent the colonies in the era of the American 

Revolution.
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Your Gateway to American Democracy

James Madison, a key member of the Founding Fathers, 

offers an important final thought: “Knowledge will forever 

govern ignorance; and a people who mean to be their own 

governors, must arm themselves with the power which 

knowledge gives.”27 To govern yourself, you will need 

to understand your government, to be informed about 

issues you care about, to participate in politics, and to be 

engaged in the nation’s civic life. As Madison and all those 

who wrote the nation’s founding documents understood, 

an engaged public is the best check on excesses of power 

that threaten fair and just government. If the people 

do not meet the demands of democratic citizenship, if 

they do not fulfill their responsibilities, they will lose the 

freedoms they cherish.

Image 1.8  The Black Lives Matter movement set an 

important tone on many campuses about the need to foster a 

greater commitment to inclusion, equity, and diversity and 

those efforts continue today.
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LATInOS ARE DESCRIBED In A FEW WAYS. The term Latino/

Latina refers to persons of Latin descent residing in the United 

States. Hispanic is often used for people who share a common 

language, Spanish. A recent label used is Latinx as a gender 

neutral name for Latino. You will see all of these terms in this book 

and others, as well as in the media. It is important to note that 

all of these terms describe an ethnicity, not a race. Therefore, it 

is possible that some Latinos identify as white, while others may 

be black, and still others are of mixed race. All of these terms are 

broad and may mask important distinctions among Latinos.

In the United States, about two-thirds of Latinos are of 

Mexican descent, known as Mexican-Americans. Others are 

of Cuban, Puerto Rican, or Dominican heritage. Latinos may 

also be from Central or South America. The political attitudes 

and preferences may vary in important ways when we begin 

to explore the so-called Latino vote. Recall from Figure 1.3 

that the Latino population has been growing at a rapid rate. 

Figure 1.6a shows the growth of Latinos since 1980 and their 

projected numbers by 2050. The percentage of Americans 

who are Latinos has almost tripled in the last forty years.

While the growth of the Latino population is 

impressive, another way to assess the group’s political 

importance is to see how many are in the electorate. That 

is, how many are eligible voters? In 2016, 27.3 million 

Latinos were eligible to vote. In 2020, that number 

grew to 32 million Latinos. Most of that 5 million voter 

increase is due to Latinos turning 18 years old. Figure 

1.6b shows the growth of the Latino electorate as a share 

of the total electorate. The 2020 election will represent 

the first election in which Latinos are the second largest 

percentage of the eligible voters, surpassing African 

Americans. Moreover, Latinos’ share of eligible voters 

is largest in California, Texas, Florida, Arizona, and New 

Mexico, important states for presidential candidates.

The population of Latinos in the United States is growing, 

and their share of the electorate is projected to reach over 

Political Analytics

Latinos in American Politics

U
.S
. P
o
p
u
la
ti
o
n
 (
m
il
li
o
n
s)

Year

1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

18% of U.S. population)

projected

6.5% of U.S. population

Figure 1.6A   Latino Population Growth

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Projection Databases,   https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popproj/data/datasets.All.html. 
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13 percent. One may conclude that their political power is 

substantial. Latinos, however, have historically punched below 

their political weight. Though they are a sizeable minority of 

voters, only half of them are eligible to vote. Of those who 

are eligible to vote, less than 50 percent actually vote. Figure 

1.6c shows that since the 1996 presidential election, eligible 

Latinos who did not vote exceeded those who did by 4 million 

in 1996 and by over 14 million in 2016.

1. The 2020 election provided Latinos an opportunity to make a difference in the outcome. How 
might you use data from that election to assess how Latinos contributed to the results?

2. There are a number of reasons why Latinos have not voted in as large a percentage as 
white or African American voters. What might be some of those reasons?

Thinking Critically 
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26 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

We have written this text to give you the information you need to understand your  

government—its gates and gateways. We hope it will also push you to evaluate whether  

government is working for you and for all the nation’s citizens. How democratic are we? How 

can we be better? One thing is certain: We will not be better unless you are involved. The only 

way to make American democracy more responsive and more equal is by participating.

We, therefore, invite you—actually, we urge you—to enter the gateways to democracy. 

These gateways are open to you as an American. They empower you, as a citizen, to play an 

important role in American civic life, and they enable you to experience the amazing arena 

of American politics.

We look forward to sharing the journey with you.

What you need to know about your text and online 
study tools to study efficiently and master the material

Learning about American government can be your first step through the gateway. Each chap-

ter of Gateways to Democracy is built to maximize efficient studying and help you get the most 

out of your course in American government. But these study materials are just part of the 

guidance for learning that Gateways to Democracy provides. Study aids start on the first page 

of every chapter, with a list of learning outcomes Each outcome is keyed to a major section of 

the chapter. Then, at the end of the chapter, you’ll find the outcomes and a summary of the 

main ideas associated with each. Use this Learning Outcomes chart as a chapter review.

Key Terms are boldfaced in the chapter text, defined on the page, and amplified at the end of 

the chapter with questions that will let you test your comprehension. In Chapter 1, however, defini-

tions are consolidated to serve as essential vocabulary that you can refer to throughout the course.

Understanding the workings of American government and your role as a citizen involves 

more than mastering content. Throughout the chapter, margin questions—called Key Questions—

ask you to think for yourself about the role and responsiveness of government, the meaning of 

citizen equality, and the gates and gateways in 

American democracy.

Gateways to 

Democracy also 

offers an online 

learning package 

called MindTap. 

Through interac-

tive assignments, 

including videos, graphs, and assessments, you can master 

the essential concepts of American government and 

The Hernandez case involved the murder conviction In this chapt

Learning Outcomes
LO 2-1 Assess what drove the colonists to seek independence

LO 2-2 Identify the major compromises at the Constitutional C

LO 2-3 Explain how the structure of the Constitution protects liber

LO 2-4 Analyze why the Antifederalists opposed the Constitution

LO 2-5 Illustrate how the Constitution has stayed responsive to changing needs

Before the Constitution

LO 2-1 Assess what drove the colonists to seek independence

From the beginning, Great Britain accorded the American colonists, as British subjects, a 

certain amount of self-rule. When the colonists perceived that Parliament and the king w

blocking their participation in government, they moved toward independence from Britain. 

They established a new national government under documents that included state constit

tions and a national Articles of Confederation. In this section, we trace that process.

The British Constitution

Learning Outcomes: What You Need to... 

Know Test Yourself Participat

LO 2-1 Assess what drove the colonists to seek independence

The colonists declared independence from 

Britain because they believed that the British 

Parliament and king were denying their rights 

as British subjects. Congress’s powers under 

the Articles of Confederation were limited, and 

the structure the Articles established made 

governing difficult.

 ● Define a constitution.

 ● State the colonists’ grievances against Great 

Britain.

 ● Explain the key concepts in the Declaration of 

Independence.

 ● Describe the problems with the Articles of 

Confederation.

 ● Appreciate Americ

political cult

 ● Formulate grievances 

you might ha

government toda

 ● Evaluate the impac

governing documents. 

LO 2-2 Identify the major compromises at the Constitutional Convention

In 1787, delegates from twelve states met in 

Philadelphia to amend the Articles; instead, 

they wrote a new Constitution. To secure the 

assent of all states represented at the Consti-

tutional Convention, the delegates reached 

compromises between large and small states 

 ● Characterize the delegates to the 

Constitutional Convention.

 ● Explain how the interests of the large and small 

states differed.

 ● State why the convention rejected the Virginia 

Plan.

 ● Characteriz

hold power toda

 ● Justify (or critiq

representation in the  

Senate.

Evaluate compromise as a  

tions and a national Articles of Confederation. In this section, w

The British Constitution

A constitution is the fundamental law undergirding the struc

ern democracy, a constitution sets forth the basic rules and procedur

shall be governed, including the powers and structure of the go

rights retained by the people.

Unlike many constitutions today, the British constitution is not a single document but 

rather a series of documents. Beginning with the Magna Cart

tution defined the rights of the people and Parliament and limit

Following the so-called Glorious Revolution of 1688–89, Parliament asser

suspend the law, to levy taxes, and to maintain a standing army

British subjects believed that the British constitution guarant

constitution: Document 
or set of documents that 
establishes the basic rules and 
procedures for how a society 
shall be governed.

Key Terms

amendment (p. 48). Why did the Framers make amending the 

Constitution so difficult?

Antifederalists (p. 53). What were the Antifederalist arguments 

against the proposed Constitution?

Articles of Confederation (p. 36). What were the deficiencies of 

the Articles of Confederation?

Bill of Rights (p. 43). What are the basic protections in the Bill 

of Rights?

checks and balances (p. 51). Why does government need checks 

and balances?

Connecticut Compromise (p. 39). What did the Connecticut 

Compromise accomplish?

constitution (p. 32). Why is a constitution needed instead of 

ordinary laws that can say the same things?

Constitutional Convention (p. 37). What were the major com-

promises reached at the Constitutional Convention?

Declaration of Independence (p. 35). What are the basic prin-

enumerated powers (p. 39). Why are Congress’s powers  

enumerated?

federalism (p. 51). What does a federal system try to do?

Federalists (p. 53). Who were the Federalists?

general welfare clause (p. 54). What does the general welfare 

clause do?

implied powers (p. 55). Does the Constitution grant implied 

powers?

judicial review (p. 48). What is judicial review?

necessary and proper clause (p. 54). What does the necessary 

and proper clause do?

political parties (p. 61). What role did political parties have 

under the Constitution?

republic (p. 41). What distinguishes a republic from other forms 

of government?

separation of powers (p. 51). Why do governments chosen by 

the people still need a separation of powers?

Chapter Review

33Before the Constitution

—did not. Rather, representation in Parliament was based on historical population 

ge new cities such as Manchester and Birmingham sent no representatives 

, while the town of Dunwich continued to send a representative even though 

storms and erosion had swept it into the North Sea centuries earlier.

The British justified their lack of representation by claiming that all English citizens 

esented by all members of Parliament, who purportedly acted in the common 

good. As political thinker and politician Edmund Burke wrote, “Parliament is a deliberative  

one nation, with one interest, that of the whole.”8 The colonists, however, 

ed this view.

ed by taxation without representation, the colonists continued to resist the 

ts through boycotts of taxed goods. Britain responded by dissolving the 

achusetts legislature and seizing a ship belonging to John Hancock, one of the lead-

esistance. Britain also sent troops to quell the resistance, but the presence of 

soldiers during peacetime aggravated tensions. British soldiers fired on a threatening crowd 

ling five colonists and wounding six others in what became known as the Boston 

ith boycotts of British goods costing Britain far more than the taxes raised, 

escinded all of the Townshend Act taxes except the one on tea. In 1773, Parlia-

ed the East India Company the exclusive right to sell tea to the colonies, and the 

Key Questions
How did the American view 

of representation differ 

from the British view?
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27Chapter Review

understand how they apply to real life. With MindTap, you learn more, are better prepared 

to participate in class, and improve your grade. MindTap also includes an eBook. Get instant 

access via CengageBrain (http://www.cengagebrain.com) or via a printed access card in 

your bookstore.

Key Terms

Use the list of key concepts for this chapter as a glossary for this 

course. Each of the following entries includes the page numbers 

on which a particular concept is introduced, and most list later 

chapters in which the concept is discussed. A full glossary of key 

concepts is also included at the end of this text.

autocracy (p. 14). System of government in which the power to 

govern is concentrated in the hands of an individual ruler. 

capitalism (p. 12). Economic system in which businesses and key 

industries are privately owned and in which individuals, acting 

on their own or with others, are free to create businesses. 

checks and balances (p. 11, Chapter 2). Government structure 

that authorizes each branch of government (executive, legislative, 

and judicial) to share powers with the other branches, thereby 

holding some scrutiny of and control over the other branches. 

civic interest (p. 10, Chapter 11). Concern for the well-being of 

society and the nation as a whole.

civil society (p. 19). Voluntary organizations that allow  

communities to flourish. 

conservatives (p. 12, Chapter 6). Individuals who distrust 

government, believing that free markets offer better ways than 

government involvement to improve people’s livelihood. In the 

social sphere, conservatives have more faith in government’s 

ability to enforce traditional values.

constitutional system (p. 6). System of government in which 

people set up and agree on the basic rules and procedures that 

will govern them. 

democracy (p. 6). System of government in which the supreme 

power is vested in the people and exercised by them either 

directly or indirectly through elected representatives.

direct democracy (p. 7). Form of democracy in which political 

power is exercised directly by citizens.

egalitarianism (p. 13). Belief in human equality that disdains 

inherited titles of nobility and inherited wealth. 

equality (p. 14). Idea that all individuals are equal in their moral 

worth and so must be equal in treatment under the law and have 

equal access to the decision-making process. 

equality of opportunity (p. 16, Chapter 15). Expectation that 

citizens may not be discriminated against based on race, gender, 

or national background and that every citizen should have an 

equal chance to succeed in life. 

equality of outcome (p. 16, Chapter 5). Expectation that equality 

is achieved if results are comparable for all citizens regardless 

of race, gender, or national background or that such groups are 

proportionally represented in measures of success in life.

executive branch (p. 11, Chapter 13). The branch of the federal 

government that executes the laws. 

faction (p. 10, Chapter 8). Defined by James Madison as any group 

that places its own interests above the aggregate interests of society. 

federalism (p. 11, Chapters 2, 3). System of government in 

which sovereignty is constitutionally divided between national 

and state governments. 

Founders (p. 7, Chapters 2, 16). The people who were involved in 

establishing the United States, whether at the time of the Decla-

ration of Independence or the writing of the Constitution.

Framers (p. 7). The people who were involved in writing the 

Constitution.

Generation Z (p. 19). Generation born from 1997, onward. 

individualism (p. 12). Set of beliefs holding that people, and not 

government, are responsible for their own well-being. 

judicial branch (p. 11). The branch of the federal government 

that interprets the laws. 

legislative branch (p. 11). The branch of the federal government 

that makes the laws. 

liberals (p. 12, Chapter 6). Individuals who have faith in govern-

ment to improve people’s lives, believing that private efforts are 

insufficient. In the social sphere, liberals usually support diverse 

lifestyles and tend to oppose any government action that seeks 

to shape personal choices. 

libertarians (p. 12). Those who generally believe that govern-

ment should refrain from acting to regulate either the economy 

or moral values. 

liberty (p. 6, Chapter 2). Political value that cherishes freedom from 

an arbitrary exercise of power that constricts individual choice. 

majoritarian (p. 13). System of policy making in which those 

with a numerical majority hold authority. 

majority rule (p. 6). Idea that a numerical majority of a group 

should hold the power to make decisions binding on the whole 

group; a simple majority.

Millennials (p. 19, Chapter 6). Generation born between 1981 

and 1996.

minority rights (p. 6). Idea that the majority should not be able to 

take certain fundamental rights away from those in the minority.

moderates (p. 12, Chapter 6). Individuals who are in the middle 

Chapter Review
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28 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy

Learning Outcomes: What You Need to... 

Know Test Yourself Participate

LO 1-1 Identify the successes we have achieved and the obstacles we face in establishing a “more perfect union” 

American democracy offers many gateways 

to participation because, at its core, American 

government is about individuals and self-

governance. There are also gates against public 

participation—obstacles to influence, institu-

tional controls that limit access, and powerful 

interests that seem to block the people’s will. 

To be an engaged and productive citizen, you 

need to take advantage of the gateways but 

also know how to navigate around the gates.

 ● List the successes of American democracy.

 ● Identify challenges we face in achieving “a 

more perfect union.”

 ● Begin evaluating American 

democracy based on the 

concepts you have learned  

in this chapter.

of the ideological spectrum and do not hold 

consistently strong views about whether govern-

ment should be involved in people’s lives. 

monarchy (p. 14). System of government that  

assigns power to a single person who inherits 

that position and rules until death. 

natural (unalienable) rights (p. 7, Chapter 4). 

Rights that every individual has and that govern-

ment cannot legitimately take away. 

oligarchy (p. 14). System of government in which 

the power to govern is concentrated in the hands 

of a powerful few, usually wealthy individuals. 

order (p. 6). Political value in which the rule of 

law is followed and does not permit actions that 

infringe on the well-being of others. 

party identification (p. 12, Chapter 6). Psycholog-

ical attachment to a political party; partisanship. 

pluralist (p. 13).  A political arrangement where 

power is spread across groups and individuals that 

yields shared governing.

political culture (p. 12). A shared way of think-

ing about community and government and the 

relationship between them. 

political equality (p. 15). The idea that people 

should have equal amounts of influence in the 

political system. 

political ideology (p. 12, Chapter 6). Set of 

coherent political beliefs that offers a philosophy 

for thinking about the scope of government. 

political parties (p. 11, Chapters 2, 9). Broad 

coalitions of interests organized to win elections 

in order to enact a commonly supported set of 

public policies. 

politics (p. 11). Process by which people make 

decisions about who gets what, when, and  

how. 

populists (p. 12). Those who oppose concentrated 

wealth and adhere to traditional moral values. 

power elite (p. 13). Small handful of decision mak-

ers who hold authority over a large set of issues. 

private goods (p. 15). Goods or benefits provid-

ed by government in which most of the benefit 

falls to the individuals, families, or companies 

receiving them. 

public goods (p. 14). Goods or benefits provided 

by government from which everyone benefits 

and from which no one can be excluded. 

public policy (p. 5, Chapter 16). Intentional actions 

of government designed to achieve a goal. 

representative democracy (p. 10). Form of 

democracy in which citizens elect public officials 

to make political decisions and formulate laws on 

their behalf. 

republic (p. 10, Chapter 2). Form of government 

in which power derives from citizens, but public 

officials make policy and govern according to 

existing law.

responsiveness (p. 14). Idea that government should 

implement laws and policies that reflect the wishes 

of the public and any changes in those wishes.

rule of law (p. 6, Chapter 4). Legal system with known 

rules that are enforced equally against all people. 

self-government (p. 6, Chapter 3). Rule by the 

people. 

self-interest (p. 17, Chapters 6, 11). Concern for 

one’s own advantage and well-being. 

separation of powers (p. 11, Chapter 2). Govern-

ment structure in which authority is divided 

among branches (executive, legislative, and  

judicial), with each holding separate and  

independent powers and areas of responsibility. 

social contract (p. 7). Theory that government 

has only the authority accorded it by the consent 

of the governed.  

socialism (p. 13). Economic system in which the 

government owns major industries.

28 Chapter 1: Gateways to American Democracy
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Know Test Yourself Participate

LO 1-2 Analyze how the constitutional system balances liberty and order

Democracy is self-government. In the American 

constitutional system, the people set up and 

agree on the basic rules and procedures that 

will govern them. The American constitutional 

system works to protect both liberty and order. 

The Constitution sets up a governmental 

structure with built-in constraints on power 

(gates) and multiple points of access to power 

(gateways). Power in American government is 

divided among three branches (executive, leg-

islative, and judicial) and between the national 

government and the states.

 ● Make a connection between minority rights 

and democratic rule.

 ● Define social contract.

 ● Analyze how the Constitution divides power.

 ● Understand the tension that 

surrounds issues related to 

government responsiveness  

and citizen equality.

LO 1-3 Describe the political values and ideologies Americans share

American political culture favors individualism, 

and the U.S. economic system favors 

capitalism. American citizens may lean  

conservative or liberal, but most are 

moderates. With a government designed to 

constrain power and the popular will, and a 

citizenry divided into different perspectives 

and prizing individualism, the development of 

public policy is difficult and complex.

 ● Assess the importance of political ideology.

 ● Distinguish between liberalism and 

conservatism.

 ● Identify the political values that most 

Americans share.

 ● Figure out what political beliefs  

you hold and where you stand 

within the spectrum of political 

ideologies.

LO 1-4 Evaluate American democracy in terms of responsiveness and equality

One way to evaluate whether public policy 

is serving the people of the United States 

and to judge whether American democracy is 

working is to measure government respon-

siveness and citizen equality.

 ● Identify the functions of government as 

defined by the Preamble.

 ● Contrast the role of citizens in a democracy to 

their role in other forms of government.

 ● Explain the differences between equality of 

opportunity and equality of outcome.

 ● Consider what political goals  

you think the government 

should set for itself regarding 

responsiveness and equality.

LO 1-5 List the responsibilities of individuals in a democracy

Civic interest pushes people to help others 

and become active participants in a democ-

racy. Education is a fundamental component 

of democratic society and a stepping-stone 

to economic advancement.

 ● Compare self-interest to civic interest.

 ● Describe public policies that encourage you to 

participate in American democracy.

 ● Recognize all the options  

for participation and their  

importance.

Copyright 2022 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.

Copyright 2022 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-322



The Constitution2
“ In New York, in Washington, they don’t 

understand our problems. They don’t 

know about the 3 million Mexicans who 

live in the Southwest. Let us pray to 

God that we triumph, that the nation’s 

Supreme Court agrees with us.”
GUS GARCIA

University of Texas at Austin

G
us Garcia, high school vale-

dictorian and star of the debate team at the Uni-

versity of Texas at Austin, grew up observing the 

social and legal discrimination against Latinos in 

Texas. It was the 1940s. Like Thurgood Marshall, the famed 

civil rights attorney and the first African American on the 

Supreme Court, Garcia wanted to fight for the rights of his 

people. Garcia followed his undergraduate years at the Uni-

versity of Texas with law school there. After serving in the 

Judge Advocate General Corps in the military, Garcia returned 

to Texas where he worked as legal counsel for the League of 

United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) and helped create 

the American GI Forum, a veterans group for Latinos, in 1948.

He also ran for the Board of Education in San Antonio, 

Texas, in 1948, joining forces with a local African American 

businessman. Their white opponents took out an ad in the 

local paper on the day before the election declaring, “It is 

your duty to keep racial and sectional strife out of your 

schools by electing experienced people who can  work 

together in harmony. . . . Among the other candidates is 

a Negro undertaker [and] an active member of LULAC”1  

(i.e., Garcia). Garcia won the election, becoming the first 

Latino to serve on the San Antonio School Board.

In 1948, Garcia won a federal district (trial) court case 

on behalf of Minerva Delgado and others seeking to deny 

the state of Texas the authority to segregate Latino public 

school students as a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment, 

which guarantees equal protection of the law.2 This decision, 

without recognition from higher courts, was largely ignored 

within the state of Texas. As Garcia continued the struggle 

for Latino civil rights, Thurgood Marshall requested access to 

the Delgado case file from the attorneys in that case as part 

of his battle against racial discrimination.3 

In 1952, Garcia began work on the case of Hernandez v. 

Texas.4 The case would arguably become the most important 

constitutional decision by the Supreme Court regarding the 

Latino community in the United States.

Changes to the meaning of the Constitution can come 

about in two ways. First, there are constitutional amend-

ments, twenty-seven of which have been enacted since 

1791. Constitutional interpretation by the Supreme Court 

provides a second, and far more frequently used, gateway 

to updating the meaning of the Constitution.

 30

Li
br

ar
y 

of
 C

on
gr

es
s 

Pr
in

ts
 a

nd
 P

ho
to

gr
ap

hs
 D

iv
is

io
n 

(L
C

-U
S

Z6
2-

13
76

27
)

Shown on the next page, the University of 
Texas at Austin where Gus Garcia completed his 
undergraduate studies.
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The Hernandez case involved the murder conviction 

of Pedro Hernandez by an all-white jury in Texas. It was 

the first time that the Supreme Court dealt with a case 

involving issues related to Latinos as well as the first 

time a Latino attorney had argued before the Supreme 

Court. Texas argued that the equal protection clause 

applied only to African Americans, not other ethnic 

groups. Garcia, alternatively, argued that within Texas, 

Mexican Americans were treated as “a class apart” from 

the white community and should receive the protec-

tions of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment. The fact that Latinos still had separate 

schools and bathrooms, and did not sit on juries, con-

vinced a unanimous Supreme Court that “the constitu-

tional guarantee of equal protection of the laws is not 

directed solely against discrimination between whites 

and Negroes.”5 The justices were convinced that under 

the social and legal system in Texas, Mexican Americans 

were treated as “a separate class”6 and as such deserved 

full constitutional protection from the equal protection 

clause, and that Texas denied Hernandez that protec-

tion by excluding Latinos from serving on juries. The 

Court, which had already heard but not yet decided  

the Brown v. Board of Education case, was interested 

enough in Garcia’s argument that it gave him unsched-

uled extra time during oral argument, an extremely rare 

gesture. The Supreme Court reversed the conviction of  

Hernandez. That reversal allowed Texas to retry Hernandez 

by a jury that did not exclude Latinos. Hernandez was 

found guilty again.

Nevertheless, Gus Garcia’s legal victory led to a funda-

mental change in how the U.S. Constitution is interpreted 

with regard to discrimination against Latinos, granting 

them legal security under the equal protection clause  

of the Fourteenth Amendment. Garcia used the constitu-

tional system of the United States to create new rights for 

the Latino community. Moreover, just two weeks after the 

Hernandez decision, the Supreme Court struck down seg-

regated schools in Brown v. Board of Education, a case in 

which Garcia had been a supporter.

In this chapter, we examine the governing documents  

prior to the Constitution, particularly the Articles of Confed-

eration and its deficiencies. We also track the debates at the 

Constitutional Convention and afterward, as the people of the 

United States decided whether to ratify the new Constitution. 

They did ratify it, but almost immediately they amended it. 

After we examine the structure and philosophy behind the new 

Constitution, we consider its responsiveness, through both 

amendment and less formal procedures, to changing times.

Source: The information from this vignette comes from the Salinas article cited 

in the first footnote as well as A Class Apart: A Mexican American Civil Rights 

Story, PBS Home Video, 2009, from which we pulled the opening quote.

Learning Outcomes
LO 2-1 Assess what drove the colonists to seek independence

LO 2-2 Identify the major compromises at the Constitutional Convention

LO 2-3 Explain how the structure of the Constitution protects liberty

LO 2-4 Analyze why the Antifederalists opposed the Constitution

LO 2-5 Illustrate how the Constitution has stayed responsive to changing needs
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32 Chapter 2: The Constitution

Before the Constitution

LO 2-1 Assess what drove the colonists to seek independence

From the beginning, Great Britain accorded the American colonists, as British subjects, a 

certain amount of self-rule. When the colonists perceived that Parliament and the king were 

blocking their participation in government, they moved toward independence from Britain. 

They established a new national government under documents that included state constitu-

tions and a national Articles of Confederation. In this section, we trace that process.

The British Constitution

A constitution is the fundamental law undergirding the structure of government. In a mod-

ern democracy, a constitution sets forth the basic rules and procedures for how the people 

shall be governed, including the powers and structure of the government, as well as the 

rights retained by the people.

Unlike many constitutions today, the British constitution is not a single document but 

rather a series of documents. Beginning with the Magna Carta in 1215, the British consti-

tution defined the rights of the people and Parliament and limited the powers of the king. 

Following the so-called Glorious Revolution of 1688–89, Parliament asserted the power to  

suspend the law, to levy taxes, and to maintain a standing army. By the eighteenth century, 

British subjects believed that the British constitution guaranteed them certain rights, 

including the right not to be taxed without their consent and the right to be tried by a jury 

of their peers.

Toward Independence

The American colonists believed they had all the rights of British subjects. Thus, they 

objected when, following the French and Indian War (1754–63), Great Britain tried to 

recoup some of the costs of defending the colonies by imposing regulations and taxes on 

them. The Sugar Act of 1764 set forth a long list of items that could be exported only to 

Great Britain, limiting competition for the colonists’ goods. The Stamp Act of 1765 estab-

lished a tax on virtually all forms of paper used by the colonists. Although Britain had previ-

ously levied import and export taxes on the colonies, this was the first direct tax by Britain 

on the colonists on products made and sold in America.

The colonists reacted angrily, forming trade associations to boycott, or refuse to buy, 

British goods. They also published pamphlets denouncing the loss of liberty. Led by Patrick 

Henry, they challenged not just the taxes themselves, but Parliament’s authority to pass 

such measures. “Give me liberty,” proclaimed Henry before the Virginia House of Burgesses, 

“or give me death.” Soon enough, riots broke out against Stamp Act collectors, making 

enforcement impossible.

Britain repealed the Stamp Act in 1766 but replaced it with the Townshend Acts, 

which imposed new taxes on imports. The colonists mobilized against these new import 

taxes. Led by Samuel Adams, the Massachusetts legislature issued a letter declaring the 

Townshend Acts unconstitutional because they violated the principle of “no taxation 

constitution: Document 
or set of documents that 
establishes the basic rules and 
procedures for how a society 
shall be governed.

Key Questions
Should the colonists have 

had the same rights as other 

British subjects? What rights 

do you think you have as an 

American? When did you last 

think about those rights?
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33Before the Constitution

without representation.” The colonists thus began to insist that they had the right to par-

ticipate in the political decisions that affected them.

The British had a more limited view of both participation and representation. At the 

time, only about one in six British adult males had the right to vote for Parliament, whereas 

two-thirds of free American adult males could vote for their colonial representatives.7 More-

over, while most British cities did have representation in Parliament, some—just like the 

colonies—did not. Rather, representation in Parliament was based on historical population 

centers, so large new cities such as Manchester and Birmingham sent no representatives 

to Parliament, while the town of Dunwich continued to send a representative even though 

storms and erosion had swept it into the North Sea centuries earlier.

The British justified their lack of representation by claiming that all English citizens 

were represented by all members of Parliament, who purportedly acted in the common 

good. As political thinker and politician Edmund Burke wrote, “Parliament is a deliberative  

assembly of one nation, with one interest, that of the whole.”8 The colonists, however, 

rejected this view.

Aggrieved by taxation without representation, the colonists continued to resist the 

Townshend Acts through boycotts of taxed goods. Britain responded by dissolving the 

Massachusetts legislature and seizing a ship belonging to John Hancock, one of the lead-

ers of the resistance. Britain also sent troops to quell the resistance, but the presence of 

soldiers during peacetime aggravated tensions. British soldiers fired on a threatening crowd 

in 1770, killing five colonists and wounding six others in what became known as the Boston 

Massacre. With boycotts of British goods costing Britain far more than the taxes raised, 

Parliament rescinded all of the Townshend Act taxes except the one on tea. In 1773, Parlia-

ment granted the East India Company the exclusive right to sell tea to the colonies, and the 

Key Questions
How did the American view 

of representation differ 

from the British view?
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Image 2.1  American Colonists protest the British Stamp Act.
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