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A Letter to INSTRUCTORS

T
he fundamental theme of American Government and 

Politics Today: The Essentials, Enhanced 19th Edition 

continues to be the importance of participating in 

active citizenship, emphasizing critical thinking about politi-

cal issues, and encouraging students to take action and 

become involved in the political process. Whether the topic 

is immigration, trade deals, Supreme Court rulings, or taxa-

tion, we constantly strive to involve students in the analysis. 

Our goal is to make sure that politics is not just an abstract 

process, but a very human enterprise. We emphasize how 

different outcomes can affect students’ civil rights and liber-

ties, employment opportunities, and economic welfare. To 

make sure students understand the link between themselves 

and the subject matter they are reading, new Why Should 

You Care about...? features grab students’ attention while 

they are reading the materials. We further encourage inter-

action with the political system by ending each chapter with 

a feature titled How You Can Make a Difference, which 

shows students how to become politically involved and why 

it is important that they do so. Which Side Are You On? 

features challenge students to find the connection between 

a current controversy and their personal positions. And to 

help students think critically about the world around them 

and spark discussion in your classroom, we pose questions 

for critical analysis with almost every boxed feature, table, 

chart, exhibit, and photo.

New to This Edition
We have made numerous changes to this volume for the 

Enhanced 19th Edition. We have rewritten the text as nec-

essary and updated the book to reflect the events of the 

past two years. For a detailed list of changes, please contact 

your Cengage learning consultant.

•   Because we know that students respond to up-to-date 

information about political events, we incorporate com-

pelling, thought-provoking current examples through-

out. We also include the results of the November 2018 

elections and analyze how the rise of Donald Trump 

has changed the way we look at American politics. In 

each new Election 2018 feature, we place the election 

results in the context of the chapter’s subject matter.

•   The Enhanced 19th Edition includes a separate 

 Chapter  10 on The Media. Because the new media 

have become so important, we felt it necessary to devote 

an entire chapter to this topic. We look at content provid-

ers and aggregators. We look at the importance of media 

in campaigns. Net neutrality is an important topic in this 

chapter. Finally, we examine the issue of media bias and 

talk radio.

•   More demographics material is included through-

out, particularly in Chapter 1, which presents material 

on positive and negative trends, such as unemployment 

and inequality, and falling crime and teen pregnancy 

rates, and rising mortality rates among members of the 

rural white working class.

•   Major updates to the content have been made in the 

areas of public opinion, interest groups, modern politi-

cal parties, social media in politics, and the Obama leg-

acy. The chapters on Domestic and Economic Policy and 

Foreign Policy have been completely updated and mod-

ernized. The text reflects the current events that most 

interest you and your students, including recent Supreme 

Court rulings and state legislation on same-sex mar-

riage, marijuana, voting rights, President Trump’s execu-

tive orders, current civil rights issues including the role 

of the police, foreign policy coverage of Syria, Ukraine,  

and trade relations, and more!

MindTap
MindTap is here to simplify your workload as an instruc-

tor, organize and immediately grade your students’ assign-

ments, and allow you to customize your course as you see 

fit. Through deep-seated integration with your Learning 

Management System (LMS), grades are easily exported 

and analytics are pulled with just the click of a button. 

MindTap provides you with a platform to easily add in cur-

rent events videos and RSS feeds from national or local  

news sources. 

Barbara A. Bardes, Mack C. Shelley II, Steffen W. Schmidt
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A Letter to STUDENTS

T
he 2018 elections were among the most consequen-

tial ever. In effect, American voters reassessed their 

decision in the 2016 presidential elections, which 

featured Democrat Hillary Clinton and Republican Donald 

Trump. Clinton carried the popular vote—but our presiden-

tial elections are decided by the electoral college. There, 

Trump won. Trump did not run as a conventional Republi-

can, but during his first year in office, he governed as one. 

He backed Republican attempts to repeal Obamacare and 

their successful effort to pass pro-business tax reforms. In 

2018, however, Trump turned to his own issues, impos-

ing tariffs (taxes) on imports from friend and foe alike. 

Throughout, he championed his “base”—culturally con-

servative whites—against minority groups, feminists, and 

liberals alike. In November, the public passed judgment 

on this record by choosing members of the U.S. House of 

 Representatives and one-third of the Senate.

You’ll learn about all of these developments and more 

in the Enhanced 19th Edition American Government and 

Politics Today: The Essentials.

Our hope is that this book inspires you to join the 

exciting process of being an active, informed citizen. Your 

American Government course and the material you’ll read 

here will give you the knowledge you’ll need to under-

stand our political system and develop well-informed 

opinions on the current issues and controversies you’ll 

encounter in your daily life. We strive to highlight how 

American government and politics directly affect you in 

every chapter. We also suggest easy ways that you can 

take action in your community and become involved in 

the political process.

Special Features

•  Take Action: A Guide to Political Participation  

is filled with resources and suggestions to help stu-

dents stay informed and get involved in the political  

process.

•  Thought-provoking What If . . . ?, Beyond Our Bor-

ders, and Consider the Source  features help you 

understand key concepts and current events as well as 

develop a more informed and global perspective.

•  Why You Should Care about . . . ?  marginal features 

demonstrate why the topic at hand directly affects you 

and matters in your life.

•  Which Side Are You On?  sections challenge you to 

take a stand on controversial issues.

•  How You Can Make a Difference  features conclude 

each chapter with ways in which you can become 

actively involved in American politics.

•  Election 2018  features highlight the important impact 

of the 2018 elections and include an analysis of the cam-

paigns and election results.

•  Critical-thinking questions  now accompany almost 

all boxed features, figures, tables, and photo cap-

tions, helping you apply and analyze the information  

presented.

•  Learning Outcomes  appear in each chapter opener, 

correlate to each major section to help you target your 

reading, and are revisited in each Chapter Summary and 

end-of-chapter Quiz to help you assess your comprehen-

sion and master the book’s key concepts. Every chapter 

also concludes with key terms and a list of additional 

print and media resources. And the book is now seam-

lessly integrated with MindTap, directing you to a vari-

ety of online interactive activities that will help you test 

yourself on the book’s Learning Outcomes.

The Benefits of Using MindTap

For you 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 eBook, you will be able to test yourself inside 

and outside of 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.

Barbara A. Bardes, Mack C. Shelley II, Steffen W. Schmidt
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Fit your coursework  
into your hectic life.
 
Make the most of your time by learning  

your way. Access the resources you need to 

succeed wherever, whenever.

Study with digital flashcards, listen to audio 

textbooks, and take quizzes.

Review your current course grade and compare 

your progress with your peers.

Get the free MindTap Mobile App and learn 

wherever you are.

Break Limitations. Create your  

own potential, and be unstoppable  

with MindTap.

 MINDTAP. POWERED BY YOU.

 cengage.com/mindtap 
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RESOURCES

Cengage Unlimited
The first-of-its-kind digital subscription designed specially to lower costs. Students get 

total access to everything Cengage has to offer on demand—in one place. That’s 20,000 

eBooks, 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

Students
Access your American Government and Politics Today: The Essentials resources by visiting 

https://www.cengage.com/shop/isbn/9781337799782

If you purchased MindTap access with your book, enter your access code and click 

“REGISTER.” You can also purchase the book’s resources here separately through the 

“RESOURCES” tab, or access the free content through the “FREE MATERIALS” tab.

Instructors
Access your American Government and Politics Today: The Essentials resources through  

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.

MindTap for American Government and Politics Today:  

The Essentials, Ehanced 19th Edition 

Instant Access Code: 9780357028506

MindTap for American Government is a fully online, 

personalized learning experience built upon Cengage 

Learning content and correlating to a core set of learn-

ing outcomes. MindTap guides students through the 

course curriculum through an innovative Learning Path Navigator where they will com-

plete reading assignments, challenge themselves with focus activities, and engage with 

interactive quizzes. Through a variety of gradable activities, MindTap provides students 

with ample opportunities to check themselves for understanding, while also allowing 

faculty to measure and assess student progress. Integration with programs like You-

Tube, Evernote, and Google Drive allows instructors to add and remove content of their 

choosing with ease, keeping their course current while tracking local and global events 

through RSS feeds. The product can be used fully online with its interactive eBook for 

American  Government and Politics Today: The Essentials, or in conjunction with the  

printed text.
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Instructor Companion Website for American Government  
and Politics Today: The Essentials, Enhanced 19th Edition 

ISBN: 9780357028490

This Instructor Companion Website is an all-in-one multimedia online resource for class 

preparation, presentation, and testing. Accessible through 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; and 

an Instructor’s Manual.

The Test Bank, offered in Blackboard, Moodle, Desire2Learn, Canvas, and Angel for-

mats, contains Learning Objective–specific multiple-choice, critical thinking short answer 

questions, and essay questions for each chapter. Import the test bank into your Learning 

Management System (LMS) to edit and manage questions and to create tests.

The Instructor’s Manual contains chapter-specific learning objectives, an outline, key 

terms with definitions, and a chapter summary. Additionally, the Instructor’s Manual fea-

tures a critical thinking question, lecture-launching suggestion, and an in-class activity for 

each learning objective.

The Microsoft®  PowerPoint® presentations are ready-to-use, visual outlines of each 

chapter. These presentations are easily customized for your lectures. Access the Instructor 

Companion Website at www.cengage.com/login.

Cognero for American Government and Politics Today:  

The Essentials, Enhanced 19th Edition 

ISBN: 9780357028544

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 American Government and Politics Today: The 

Essentials contains Learning Objective–specific multiple-choice and essay questions for 

each chapter.

CourseReader for American Government

CourseReader for MindTap is available through the MindTap Instructor’s Resource Center. 

This new feature provides access to Gale’s authoritative library reference content to aid in 

the development of important supplemental readers for political science courses. Every 

Political Science MindTap provides Faculty access to a CourseReader database of readings, 

images, and videos from the resource center, all of which can be immediately added to 

MindTap with the click of a button. This capability can replace a separate reader and conve-

niently keeps all course materials in one place within a single MindTap. The selections within 

CourseReader are curated by experts and designed specifically for introductory courses.

xvii
Resources
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Introduction
It is no secret that college graduates are facing a very tough 

job market. Despite this challenge, those with a college 

degree have done much better than those without since 

the 2008 recession. One of the most important decisions 

a student has to make is the choice of a major. Many con-

sider future job possibilities when making that call. A politi-

cal 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 brief guide is intended to help spark ideas for what 

kinds of 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 Constitution, 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. Since 

9/11, there has also been tremendous growth in the area of 

homeland security, which includes jobs in mission support, 

immigration, and travel security, as well as prevention and 

response.

Public Administration
The many offices of the federal government combined rep-

resent one of the largest employers in the United States. 

Flip to the bureaucracy chapter of this textbook and con-

sider that each federal department, agency, and bureau you 

see looks to political science majors for future employees. 

A partial list of such agencies would include the Depart-

ment of Education, the Department of Health and Human 

Services, and the Federal Trade Commission. There are also 

thousands of staffers who work for members of Congress 

or the Congressional Budget Office, many of whom were 

political science majors in college. This does not even begin 

to account for the multitude of similar jobs in state and 

local governments that you might consider as well.

Campaigns, Elections, and Polling
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, market-

ing, 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 pub-

lic 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 inter-

ested in survey methodology there are also a wide vari-

ety of non-political career opportunities in marketing and  

survey design.

Interest Groups, International and 
Nongovernmental Organizations
Is there a cause that you are especially passionate about? 

If so, there is a good chance that there are interest groups 

out there that are working hard to see some progress made 

on similar issues. Many of the positions that one might find 

in for-profit companies also exist in their non-profit inter-

est group and nongovernmental organization counterparts, 

including lobbying and high-level strategizing. Do not for-

get that there are also quite a few major international orga-

nizations—such as the United Nations, the World Health 

Organization, and the International Monetary Fund—

where a degree in political science could be put to good 

use. While competition for those jobs tends to be fierce, 

your interest 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 excit-

ing for you? Tens of thousands of people work for the State 

Department, both in Washington, D.C., and in consulates 

throughout the world. They represent the diplomatic inter-

ests of the United States abroad. Entrance into the Foreign 

Service follows a very specific process, starting with the 

CAREER OPPORTUNIT IES:  
Political Science
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Career Opportunities

Foreign Service Officers Test—an exam given three times a 

year that includes sections on American government, his-

tory, economics, and world affairs. Being a political science 

major is a significant help in taking the FSOT.

Graduate School
While not a career, graduate school may be the appropri-

ate next step for you after completing your undergradu-

ate degree. Following the academic route, being awarded 

a Ph.D. or Master’s degree in political science could open 

additional doors to a career in academia, as well as many of 

the professions mentioned earlier. If a career as a researcher 

in political science interests you, you should speak with your 

advisors 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 to discuss an 

internship in your field of interest. Not only does it give you 

a chance to experience life in the political science realm, it 

can lead to job opportunities later down the road and add 

experience to your resume.

Skills
In addition to your political science classes, there are a few 

skills any number of which will prove useful as a comple-

ment to your degree:

  Writing: Like anything else, writing improves with 

practice. Writing is one of those skills that is applicable 

regardless of where your career might take you. 

Virtually every occupation relies on an ability to write 

cleanly, concisely, and persuasively. 

  Public Speaking: An oft-quoted 1977 survey showed 

that public speaking was the most commonly cited 

fear among respondents. And yet oral communication 

is a vital tool in the modern economy. You can practice 

this skill in a formal class setting or through extracur-

ricular activities that get you in front of a group.

  Quantitative Analysis: As the Internet aids in the 

collection of massive amounts of information, the 

nation is facing a drastic shortage of people with basic 

statistical skills to interpret and use this data. A political 

science degree can go hand-in-hand with courses in 

introductory statistics.

  Foreign Language: One skill that often helps a stu-

dent 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 foundation for 

your verbal and written foreign language communica-

tion skills while in school.

Student Leadership
One attribute that many employers look for is “leader-

ship potential,” which can be quite tricky to indicate on 

a resume or cover letter. What can help is a demonstrated 

record of involvement in clubs and organizations, prefer-

ably in a leadership role. While many people think immedi-

ately of student government, most student clubs allow you 

the opportunity to demonstrate your leadership skills.

Conclusion
We hope that reading this has sparked some ideas on 

potential future careers. As a next step, visit your college’s 

career placement office, which is a great place 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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Find Out Where You Fit  
and What You Know 
•	 You	already	have	some	opinions	about	a	variety	of	po-

litical issues. Do you have a sense of where your views 

place you on the political map? Get a feel for your ide-

ological leanings by taking the Pew Research Center’s 

short Political Party Quiz at: www.people-press.org/

quiz/political-party-quiz.

•	 Which	of	the	founders	are	you	most	like?	The	National	
Constitutional Center can help you with that. Go to  

It’s easy to think of politics as a spectator sport—

something that politicians do, pundits analyze, 

and citizens watch. But there are many ways to get 

engaged with politics, to interact with the political 

world and participate in it, and even to effect change. 

constitutioncenter.org/foundersquiz to discover 

which of the founders’ personalities most resembles 

your own. 

•	 The	U.S.	Constitution	is	an	important	part	of	the	context	
in which American politics takes place. Do you know 

what the Constitution says? Take the Constitution I.Q. 

Quiz: www.constitutionfacts.com. Was your score 

higher than the national average? 

GET 
INFORMED. 

A GUIDE TO POLITICAL 
PARTICIPATION

     TAKE 
ACTION
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•	 At	the	National	Constitution	Center	you	can	explore	the	
interactive Constitution and learn more about provisions 

in that document: constitutioncenter.org/interactive 

-constitution.

•	 Find	 out	 what	 those	 who	 want	 to	 become	 U.S.	 citi-
zens have to do—and what they have to know. Go to 

the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services Website  

at www.uscis.gov. What is involved in applying for citi-

zenship? Take the Naturalization Self-Test at my.uscis 

.gov/prep/test/civics. How did you do? 

Think about How Your Political Views 
Have Been Shaped 
•	 Giving	 some	 thought	 to	

how agents of political  

socialization—your family, 

your schools, your peers, 

for example—have con-

tributed to your political 

beliefs and attitudes may 

help you understand why 

others might not share your views on politics. Then 

have conversations with people in your classes or in 

your residence hall about the people, institutions, 

and experiences that influenced the way they view 

the political world. 

•	 Explore	how	your	views	on	political	issues	compare	with	
those of a majority of Americans. There are a number of 

good polling sites that report public opinion on a range 

of topics.

▫ The Pew Research Center for the People & the Press 

conducts regular polls on politics and policy issues: 

www.people-press.org. 

▫ Public Agenda seeks to find common ground among 

those with different opinions: publicagenda.org.

▫ The results of recent polls and an archive of past polls 

can be found at Gallup: news.gallup.com. 

▫ The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research is 

a leading archive of data from surveys of public 

 opinion: ropercenter.cornell.edu. 

▫ PollingReport organizes public opinion data from 

various sources by keyword: pollingreport.com. 

•	 Keep	 up	 with	 news—print,	 broadcast,	 and	 online.	
 Remember that different news organizations (or 

media brands) will report the same information in 
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Take Action  |  A Guide to Political Participation

different ways. Don’t avoid certain news sources be-

cause you think you might not agree with the way 

they report the news. It’s just as important to know 

how people are talking about issues as it is to know 

about the issues themselves. 

▫ One of the best ways to get to the source of the 

news is to get your information from the same 

place that journalists do. Often they take their 

cues or are alerted to news events by news agen-

cies like the nonprofit cooperative, Associated Press:  

ap.org.

▫ Installing a few key apps on your phone or tablet can 

make all the difference in being informed. Try down-

loading the Associated Press (AP) app from Google 

Play for Android or Apple’s App Store for the iPhone. 

There are tons of other great political apps, some of 

which are fairly polarized, others that are neutral, 

and still others that are just plain silly.

Blogs
The blogosphere affords views of politics that may be 

presented differently than the way the mainstream media 

does it. In the last several decades, blogs have surged in 

popularity as a source for political news and opinion.

GET 
CONNECTED. 
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Social Media
Staying connected can be as simple as following 

local, national, or international politics on social 

media. U.S. House Majority Whip Kevin McCarthy, 

President Barack Obama, Senator Elizabeth Warren, 

House Speaker Paul Ryan, and even the White House 

have Instagram accounts worth following. Numerous 

politicians and political outlets are also on Twitter and 

Facebook.

Check the Data
•	 It’s	not	always	easy	to	figure	out	whether	a	news	report	

or public statement is accurate. PolitiFact, a project of 

the Tampa Bay Times, is a good place to go to get the 

facts: www.politifact.com. Check out the Truth-O-

Meter, and get it on your smartphone or tablet.

•	 A	project	of	the	Annenberg	Public	Policy	Center,	www.

factcheck.org is a nonpartisan, nonprofit “consumer 

advocate” for voters that monitors the factual accuracy 

of what political players are saying in TV ads, speeches, 

and interviews.

Keep Up During Election Season
•	 Project	Vote	Smart	offers	information	on	elections	and	

candidates: votesmart.org.

•	 Nate	Silver’s	FiveThirtyEight	features	election	and		polling	
analysis, in addition to covering sports and economics: 

www.fivethirtyeight.com.

•	 Stay	 connected	 to	 the	 horse-race	 aspect	 of	 electoral	
politics by tracking election polls. There are many good 

sources: 

▫ For a comprehensive collection of election polls, go to 

the RealClearPolitics Website:  realclearpolitics.

com/polls.  While run by conservatives, 

RealClearPolitics offers articles and 

opinion pieces from many points of 

view.

▫ Polls for U.S. federal elections, including state-by-

state polls, can be found at electoral-vote.com. 

▫ HuffPost Pollster by the liberal Huffington Post 

 publishes pre-election poll results combined into in-

teractive charts: elections.huffingtonpost.com/

pollster. During presidential elections, additional 

maps and electoral vote counts can be found at 

 HuffPost Politics Election Dashboard.

Monitor Money  
and Influence in Politics
The Center for Responsive Politics Website is an excellent 

source for information about who’s contributing what 

amounts to which candidates: www.opensecrets.org. 

You can also use the lobbying database to identify the top 

lobbying firms, the agencies most frequently lobbied, and 

the industries that spend the most on lobbying activities. 

Explore the site’s information on the revolving door, which 

identifies the lobbying firms, agencies, and industries that 

have the highest numbers of people who have moved 

between government and interest group positions. 

Connect with Congress
You can, of course, learn a lot about what’s going on in 

Congress from the Websites of the House of Representa-

tives and the Senate: www.house.gov and www.senate 

.gov. But check out GovTrack to find out where your rep-

resentative and senators fall on the leadership and ideol-

ogy charts, as well as their most recently sponsored bills 

and votes on legislation: 

www.govtrack.us. 

Dragon Images/Shutterstock.com
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people on your campus who, because of a disability or 

recent injury, need someone to help carry belongings, 

open doors, or push wheelchairs.

•	 Do	you	want	to	raise	awareness	about	an	issue?	Is	there	
a cause that you think needs attention? Talk with friends. 

Find out if they share your concerns. Turn your discus-

sions into a blog. Create videos of events you think are 

newsworthy and share them online.

Join a Group on Campus
You probably see fliers promoting groups and recruiting mem-

bers posted all over campus—in the student center, in the 

residence halls, in classroom buildings. Chances are, there’s 

a group organized around something you’re interested in or 

care about. Maybe it’s an organization that works to bring 

clean water to remote parts of the world. Perhaps it’s an orga-

nization that works to foster tolerance on campus. The Ameri-

can Civil Liberties Union may have a chapter on your campus. 

The American Red Cross may be there, too. You’ll find College 

Republicans, College Democrats, groups organized around 

race or culture, groups that go on alternative spring break trips 

to give direct service to communities in need, service organi-

zations of all kinds; groups that serve to create community 

among culturally underrepresented students, and groups that 

care about the environment. The list goes on and on. 

If you have an interest that isn’t represented by the 

groups on your campus, start your own. Your college or 

university should have an office of campus life (or some-

thing similar) that can help you navigate the process for 

establishing a student organization. 

Take an Interest in Your 
Community—Offer to Help
Every community—large or small—can use energetic peo-

ple willing to help where there is a need. Local nonprofit 

agencies serving the homeless, battered women, or trou-

bled teens often welcome volunteers who are willing to 

pitch in. You can learn a lot about the public policies that 

focus on social services while doing some good for others. 

The Internet also has abundant resources about non-

profits and charities and how you can get involved:

•	 Idealist.org	is a great place to find organizations and 

events that are looking for employees, interns, and vol-

unteers. Filter by type and area of focus (women, disas-

ter relief, animals, etc.) to find a cause that fits you.

•	 Tinyspark.org is a watchdog for nonprofits and charity 

organizations. It highlights individuals and groups that 

are doing good things in communities and around the 

globe and checks on those who may not be doing as 

much good as you’d think. Tinyspark also has a podcast.

•	 Charitynavigator.org is another tool for checking on 

charities. It reports on charities in terms of how much 

of their donations go to the cause, which charities are 

in the red, which are worth promoting, and so on—it’s 

kind of like opensecrets.org for charities.

Design Your Own Ways  
to Take Action
•	 Start	 a	 network	 to	match	 those	who	 need	 assistance	

and those who want to help. For example, there may be 

GET INVOLVED.
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Remember, too, that there are hundreds of political  

interest groups with national reach. Check out their  

Websites to see if you want to join. 

Vote (But Don’t Forget  
to Register First)
•	 Voting	is	one	of	the	most	widely	shared	acts	of	partici-

pation in American democracy. You can learn about the 

laws governing voting in your state—and all of the oth-

ers—by going to the Websites of Ballotpedia, a digital 

encyclopedia of American politics and elections. For vot-

er identification requirements, see ballotpedia.org/

Voter_identification_laws_by_state.

•	 Register:	 Enter	 “register	 to	 vote	 in	 [your	 state]”	 in	 a	
search engine. The office in your state that adminis-

ters voting and elections (in some states it’s the of-

fice of the Secretary of State, in others it might be 

the State Board of Elections) will have a Website that 

outlines the steps you will need to follow. If you need 

to vote absentee, you’ll find out how to do that here,  

too. 

•	 If	you	want	to	view	a	sample	ballot	to	familiarize	your-
self with what you’ll be looking at when you go to the 

polls, you will probably be able to view one online. Just 

enter “sample ballot” in a search engine. Your local 

election board, the League of Women Voters, or your 

district library often post a sample ballot online. 

•	 Vote:	Make	sure	you	know	the	 location	and	hours	for	
your polling place.

Work for a Campaign
Candidates welcome energetic volunteers. So do 

groups that are supporting (or opposing) bal-

lot measures. While sometimes tiring and frus-

trating, working in campaign politics can also 

be exhilarating and very rewarding. Find the 

contact information for a campaign you’re 

interested in on their Website and inquire 

about volunteer opportunities.

Be Part of Campus Media 
Do you have a nose for news and do you write 

well? Try reporting for the university newspaper. 

Work your way up to an editor’s position. If 

broadcast media is your thing, get involved 

with your college radio station or go on air 

on campus TV.

Try Your Hand at Governing
Get involved with student government. Serve on commit-

tees. Run for office. 

Engage with Political Institutions, 
Government Agencies,  
and Public Policymakers— 
at Home and Abroad
•	 Remember	 that	 your	 U.S.	 Representative	 has	 district	

offices—one may be in the town in which you live. 

Your U.S. Senators also have offices in various locations 

around the state. Check to see if internships are avail-

able or if there are opportunities for volunteering. If you 

plan to be in Washington, D.C. and want to visit Capitol 

Hill, you can book a tour in advance through your sena-

tors’ or representative’s offices. That’s where you get 

gallery passes, too.

•	 Spend	 some	 time	 in	Washington.	Many	 colleges	 and	
universities have established internship programs with 

government agencies and institutions. Some have se-

mester-long programs that will bring you into contact 

with policymakers in Congress and in the bureaucracy, 

with journalists, and with a variety of other prominent 

newsmakers. Politics and government come alive, and 

the contacts you make while participating in such pro-

grams can often lead to jobs after graduation. 

•	 If	 you’re	 interested	 in	 the	 Supreme	 Court	 and	 you’re	
planning a trip to Washington, try to watch oral ar-

gument. Go to the Court’s Website to access the link  

for oral arguments: www.supremecourt.gov/oral_

arguments. You’ll find the argument calendar and a 

visitor’s guide. (The secret is to get in line early.)
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•	 If	you	can’t	make	it	to	Washington,	D.C.	for	a	semester-
long program or even a few days, become a virtual tour-

ist. Take the U.S. Capitol Virtual Tour: www.aoc.gov/

virtual-tours/capitolbldg/tourfiles. 

•	 You	can	take	a	virtual	tour	of	the	Supreme	Court	at	the	
Website of the Oyez Project at IIT Chicago-Kent College 

of Law: www.oyez.org/tour. For a vast collection of 

Supreme Court information, go to the Oyez site and 

check ISCOTUSnow: blogs.kentlaw.iit.edu/iscotus. 

•	 Studying	 abroad,	 of	 course,	 is	 a	 great	way	 to	 expand	
your horizons and to get a feel for different cultures and 

the global nature of politics and the economy. There are 

programs that will take you virtually anywhere in the 

world. Check with the Study Abroad Office at your col-

lege or university to find out more.

•	 You	can	gain	some	 insight	 into	dealing	with	global	 is-

sues even if you stay stateside. Participate in the Model 

UN Club on your campus (or start a Model UN Club if 

there isn’t one). By participating in Model UN, you will 

become aware of international issues and conflicts and 

recognize the role that the United Nations can play in 

forging collective responses to global concerns. Model 

UN conferences are simulations of a session of the Unit-

ed Nations; your work as part of a country’s UN delega-

tion will give you hands-on experience in diplomacy. 

 GET INFORMED.  
 GET CONNECTED.  
GET INVOLVED.
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These five LEARNING OUTCOMES below are designed to help improve your understanding of this chapter: 

 1: Define the terms politics, government, order, liberty, authority, and legitimacy.

2:   Distinguish the major features of direct democracy and representative democracy, 

and describe majoritarianism, elite theory, and pluralism.

3:    Summarize the conflicts that can occur between the values of liberty and order, and  

between those of liberty and equality.

4:    Discuss conservatism, liberalism, and other popular American ideological positions.

5:    Explain how a changing American population and other social trends may affect the future 

of our nation.

THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC

A voter-registration 
drive on a university 

campus. What do 

we call a system  

in which we elect 

the people who 

govern us? 
Blend Images/Alamy
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What if...
Background
You know that you have the right to speak 

freely about the government without fear of 

being arrested for what you say. You have prob-

ably heard of the right to bear arms. These 

rights come from the Bill of Rights, the first ten 

amendments to the U.S. Constitution. Because 

of these amendments, the government may 

not pass laws that limit freedom of speech, reli-

gion, and many other freedoms. 

The Bill of Rights is built into the founding 

document that guides our government. As a 

result, it commands a certain reverence. Merely 

by its existence, it can dissuade citizens and 

government leaders from impairing the civil lib-

erties of fellow Americans. 

What If We Had  
No Bill of Rights? 
Because the Bill of Rights protects our funda-

mental liberties, some people jump to the con-

clusion that, without it, we would have no 

rights. Consider, though, that almost all state 

constitutions enumerate many of the same 

rights. It is true that if the rights of the people 

were not written into state and national consti-

tutions, these rights would be entirely depen-

dent on the political process—on elections and 

on laws passed by the U.S. Congress and state 

legislatures. Popular rights would still be safe. 

Unpopular ones would be in danger.

The Right to Bear Arms
Take as an example the Second Amendment, 

which guarantees to citizens the right to bear 

arms. If the Bill of Rights did not exist, would it 

mean that individuals would be unable to keep 

firearms in their homes? Probably not. Few 

localities in the United States have tried to ban 

handguns completely. Almost all states have 

gun laws that are far more permissive than they 

have to be under the Constitution. Indeed, it 

was not until 2008 and 2010 that the highest 

court in the land, the Supreme Court, even 

addressed this issue. The Court ruled that com-

plete bans on possessing handguns are 

unconstitutional. 

The Rights of  
Criminal Defendants
According to the Sixth Amendment, accused 

individuals have the right to a speedy and pub-

lic trial. Also, according to the Fifth Amendment, 

no accused “shall be compelled in any criminal 

case to be a witness against himself, nor be 

deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due 

process of law.” These rules protect people who 

are accused of crimes. Certainly, without the Bill 

of Rights, we could imagine many more restric-

tions on the rights of criminal defendants. Why? 

Because those accused of crimes are not a pop-

ular group of people. Many of the protections 

now given to criminal defendants would prob-

ably not exist if there were no Bill of Rights. 

Free Speech
Without the Bill of Rights, we would probably 

see many more laws restricting political contri-

butions and advertising. We could expect laws 

against violent video games and pornography 

on the Internet. In contrast, given current popu-

lar attitudes, it is unlikely that “subversive” speech 

would be greatly restricted. Most Americans and 

their elected representatives support the right 

to denounce the government.

For Critical Analysis
 The Fifth Amendment guarantees 

that no one can lose her or his liberty 

or property without due process. Yet, 

during World War II, we imprisoned 

tens of thousands of Japanese American 

citizens, based solely upon their race. 

Could that happen today to some other 

group of citizens, such as Muslim 

Americans? Why or why not?

 Which of the rights mentioned in 

this feature do you think are the most 

important? Why? 

We Had No Bill of Rights?

Image 1–1 A protester 

holds up a copy of the Bill of 

Rights. Which of the rights 

mentioned here might be 

especially popular with 

conservatives?
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P
olitics, for many people, is the “great game”—better than soccer, better than 

chess. Scores may be tallied only every two years, at elections, but the play con-

tinues at all times. The game, furthermore, is played for high stakes. Politics can 

affect what you spend. It can determine what you can legally do in your spare time. (The  

What If . . . feature that opened this chapter examined some of the ways in which your 

freedoms might be restricted if the Bill of Rights did not exist.) In worst-case circum-

stances, politics can even threaten your life. 

Few topics are so entertaining as politics—and so important. How did the great game 

turn out in the elections held on November 6, 2018? We address that question in this 

chapter’s Election 2018 feature.

In our democratic republic, citizens play an important role by voting. Although voting 

is extremely important, it is only one of the ways that citizens can exercise their political 

influence. Americans can also join a political organization or interest group, stage a pro-

test, or donate funds to a political campaign or cause. There are countless ways to become 

involved. Informed participation begins with knowledge, however, and this text aims to 

provide you with a strong foundation in American government and politics. 

Politics and Government

What is politics? Politics can be understood as the process of resolving conflicts and 

deciding, as political scientist Harold Lasswell put it in his classic definition, “who gets 

what, when, and how.”1 More specifically, politics is the struggle over power or influence 

within organizations or informal groups that can grant benefits or privileges. 

We can identify many such groups and organizations. In every community that makes 

decisions through formal or informal rules, politics exists. For example, when a church 

decides to construct a new building or hire a new minister, the decision is made politically. 

Politics can be found in schools, social groups, and any other organized collection of indi-

viduals. Of all the organizations that are controlled by political activity, however, the most 

important is the government.

What is the government? Certainly, it is an institution—that is, an ongoing organi-

zation that performs certain functions for society. An institution has a life separate from the 

lives of the individuals who are part of it at any given moment in time. The  government 

can be defined as an institution within which decisions are made that resolve conflicts and 

allocate benefits and privileges. The government is also the preeminent institution within 

society because it has the ultimate authority for making these decisions. 

Government Is Everywhere
The government is even more important than politics. Many people largely ignore politics, 

but it is impossible to ignore government. It is everywhere, like the water you drink and the 

air you breathe. Both air and water, by the way, are subject to government pollution stan-

dards. The food you eat comes from an agricultural industry that is heavily regulated and 

subsidized by the government. Step outside your residence, and almost immediately you 

will walk down a government-owned street or drive on a government-owned highway. 

From Your Birth. The county government records your birth. Your toys, crib, and baby 

food must meet government safety standards. After a few years, you’ll start school, and 86 

percent of all children attend public—which is to say, government—schools. Some children 

attend private schools or are home schooled, but their education must also meet government 

 1. Harold Lasswell, Politics: Who Gets What, When, and How (1936; repr., Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith Publisher, 1990).

   Learning Outcome 1:

Define the terms politics, 

government, order,  

liberty, authority, and  

legitimacy.

politics
The struggle over power or influence 
within organizations or informal groups 
that can grant benefits or privileges.

institution
An ongoing organization that performs 
certain functions for society.

government
The institution that has the ultimate 
authority for making decisions that 
resolve conflicts and allocate benefits and 
privileges within a society.
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standards. Public school students spend many hours in an environment designed and man-

aged by teachers and other government employees. If you get into trouble, you’ll meet gov-

ernment employees you’d rather not see: the police, court employees, or even jail staff.

Throughout Your Life. Most young people eagerly look forward to receiving their 

government-issued driver’s license. Many join the military on graduating from high school, 

and for those who do, every minute of the next several years will be 100 percent govern-

ment issue. (That’s why we call soldiers “GIs.”) A majority of young adults attend college 

at some point, and if you are reading this textbook, you are probably one of them. Many 

private colleges and universities exist, but 73 percent of all college students attend public 

institutions. Even most private universities are heavily dependent on government support. 

In nearly all states, you began paying sales taxes from the moment you had your own 

funds to spend. Some of those funds are made up of currency issued by the government. 

When you enter the workforce, you’ll begin paying payroll and income taxes to the gov-

ernment. If, like most people, you are an employee, government regulations will set many 

of your working conditions. You might even work for the government itself—16 percent 

of employees do. If you are unfortunate enough to lose a job or fall into poverty, govern-

ment programs will lend you a hand.

To the Very End. Later in life, you may have health problems. Even before President 

Barack Obama’s health-care plan went into effect on January 1, 2014, the federal gov-

ernment was already providing half of all the nation’s health-care funding. Much of that 

spending came, and continues to come, from the federal Medicare program, which 

funds health care for almost everyone over the age of sixty-five. At that point in your 

life, you’ll probably receive Social Security, the national government’s pension plan that 

The headline news in the 2018 elections was the Democratic 

takeover of the U.S. House of Representatives. Republicans, 

however, posted gains in the Senate. The Democrats now 

had 231 seats in the House, and the Republicans 201—a  

net gain of at least 35 for the Democrats. Three House  

races were too close to call. The Republicans expected to 

have 52 senators, compared to 47 for the Democrats. (These 

totals count a runoff election that Republicans were sure  

to win, but not the Florida senate race, which was too  

close to call.) The Republicans therefore gained at least  

one seat in the Senate. The Democrats picked up a net of  

six additional governorships and took control of several 

state legislatures.

The elections were widely seen as a rebuke to Presi

dent Donald Trump, but not a total repudiation. Democratic 

voters turned out in very large numbers—but Republican 

turnout was also high. Republicans continued to hemor

rhage votes from welleducated suburbanites, especially 

women. Democrats were able to win back at least a few  

of the lesswelleducated Midwestern white voters who 

broke for Trump in 2016. 

Democratic control of the House meant that it was 

impossible for Republicans to pass legislation without 

Democratic support. Oversight committees in the House 

now had the power to investigate the administration and 

force it to hand over documents. Right after the election, 

Trump fired Attorney General Jeff Sessions in a possible 

attempt to rein in Special Counsel Robert Mueller, who  

was also investigating the administration. Trump had no 

power, however, over the House.

Election 2018
The Outcome of the Elections
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covers most employees. Eventually, the county gov-

ernment will record your death, and a government 

judge will oversee the distribution of your assets to  

your heirs.

Why Is Government Necessary?
Perhaps the best way to assess the need for govern-

ment is to examine circumstances in which govern-

ment, as we normally understand it, does not exist. 

What happens when multiple groups compete violently 

with one another for power within a society? There 

are places around the world where such circumstances 

exist. A current example is the Middle Eastern nation 

of Syria, run by the dictator Bashar al-Assad. In 2011, 

peaceful protesters were killed, which led to an armed 

rebellion. The government lost control of much of the 

country, and its forces repeatedly massacred civilians 

in contested areas. Some rebels, such as the so-called 

Islamic State, were extreme Islamists. Others were more 

moderate. By 2013, rebels were fighting each other as 

well as the government. In much of Syria, law and order 

had broken down completely. By 2018, almost 500,000 

people had been killed, and about half of the country’s 

people had been driven from their homes.

As the example of Syria shows, one of the original purposes of government is the 

maintenance of security, or order. By keeping the peace, a government protects its 

people from violence at the hands of private or foreign armies and criminals. If order is 

not present, it is not possible for the government to provide any of the other benefits 

that people expect from it. Order is a political value to which we will return later in this  

chapter.

Limiting Government Power
A complete collapse of order and security, as seen in Syria, is actually an uncommon event. 

Much more common is the reverse—too much government control. In 2018, the human 

rights organization Freedom House judged that 49 of the world’s countries were “not 

free.” These nations contain 37 percent of the world’s population.  Such countries may be 

controlled by individual kings or dictators. Saudi Arabia’s king Abdullah bin Abdulaziz and 

North Korea’s dictator Kim Jong-un are obvious examples. Alternatively, a political party, 

such as the Communist Party of China, may monopolize all the levers of power. The mili-

tary may rule, as in Thailand since 2014. 

In all of these examples, the individual or group running the country cannot be 

removed by legal means. Freedom of speech and the right to a fair trial are typically 

absent. Dictatorial governments often torture or execute their opponents. Such regimes 

may also suppress freedom of religion. Revolution, whether violent or nonviolent, is often 

the only way to change the government.

In short, protection from the violence of domestic criminals or foreign armies is not 

enough. Citizens also need protection from abuses of power by their own government. To 

protect the liberties of the people, it is necessary to limit the powers of the government.

Liberty—the greatest freedom of the individual consistent with the freedom of other 

individuals—is a second major political value, along with order. We discuss this value in 

more detail later in this chapter.

order
A state of peace and security. Maintaining 
order by protecting members of society 
from violence and criminal activity is one 
of the oldest purposes of government.

liberty
The greatest freedom of the individual that 
is consistent with the freedom of other 
individuals in the society.
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Image 1–2 Syrians in a government-held district gather at the scene 
of a suicide bombing. Members of the group known as the Islamic State 
or ISIS blew themselves up during the morning rush hour. How would 

we describe what is happening in Syria? 
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authority
The right and power of a government or 
other entity to enforce its decisions.

legitimacy
Popular acceptance of the right and power 
of a government or other entity to exercise 
authority.

totalitarian regime
A form of government that controls 
all aspects of the political, social, and 
economic life of a nation.

authoritarianism
A type of regime in which only the 
government itself is fully controlled by the 
ruler. Social and economic institutions exist 
that are not under the government’s control.

Authority and Legitimacy 
Every government must have authority—that is, the right and power to enforce its deci-

sions. Ultimately, the government’s authority rests on its control of the armed forces and 

the police. Few people in the United States, however, base their day-to-day activities on 

fear of the government’s enforcement powers. Most people, most of the time, obey the 

law because this is what they have always done. Also, if they did not obey the law, they 

would face the disapproval of friends and family. Consider an example: Do you avoid 

injuring your friends or stealing their possessions because you are afraid of the police—or 

because if you undertook these actions, you no longer would have friends?

Under normal circumstances, the government’s authority has broad popular sup-

port. People accept the government’s right to establish rules and laws. When authority is 

broadly accepted, we say that it has legitimacy. Authority without legitimacy is a recipe 

for trouble. 

Events in several Arab nations since 2011 serve as an example. The dictators who 

ruled Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia had been in power for decades. All three dictators had 

some popular support when they first gained power. None of these nations had a tradi-

tion of democracy, and so it was possible for undemocratic rulers to enjoy a degree of 

legitimacy. After years of oppressive behavior, these regimes slowly lost that legitimacy. 

The rulers survived only because they were willing to employ violence against any opposi-

tion. In Egypt and Tunisia, the end came when soldiers refused to use force against mas-

sive demonstrations. Having lost all legitimacy, the rulers of these two countries lost their 

authority as well. In Libya, the downfall and death of the dictator Muammar Gaddafi came 

only after a seven-month civil war. (Egypt’s shaky new democracy collapsed in 2013 when 

the army seized power.)

Democracy and  
Other Forms of Government

The different types of government can be classified according to which person or group 

of people controls society through the government.

Types of Government
At one extreme is a society governed by a totalitarian regime. In such a political system, 

a small group of leaders or a single individual—a dictator—makes all decisions for the 

society. Every aspect of political, social, and economic life is controlled by the government. 

The power of the ruler is total (thus, the term totalitarianism). Examples of such regimes 

include Germany under Adolf Hitler and the former Soviet Union under Joseph Stalin.

A second type of system is authoritarian government. Authoritarianism differs from 

totalitarianism in that only the government itself is fully controlled by the ruler. Social and 

economic institutions, such as churches, businesses, and labor unions, exist that are not 

under the government’s direct control.

Many of our terms for describing the distribution of political power are derived from 

the ancient Greeks, who were the first Western people to study politics systematically. One 

form of rule was known as aristocracy, literally meaning “rule by the best.” In practice, this 

meant rule by wealthy members of ancient families. Another term from the Greeks is theoc-

racy, which literally means “rule by God” (or the gods). In practice, theocracy means rule by 

self-appointed religious leaders. Iran is a rare example of a country in which supreme power 

is in the hands of a religious leader, the Grand Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. One of the most 

straightforward Greek terms is oligarchy, which simply means “rule by a few.”

Learning Outcome 2:

Distinguish the major 

 features of direct democ-

racy and representative 

democracy, and describe 

majoritarianism, elite 

 theory, and pluralism.
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democracy
A system of government in which political 
authority is vested in the people. The term is 
derived from the Greek words demos (“the 
people”) and kratos (“authority”).

direct democracy
A system of government in which political 
decisions are made by the people directly, 
rather than by their elected representatives. 
It is probably attained most easily in small 
political communities.

legislature
A governmental body primarily 
responsible for the making of laws.

initiative
A procedure by which voters can petition 
to vote on a law or a constitutional 
amendment.

referendum
An electoral device whereby legislative or 
constitutional measures are referred by 
the legislature to the voters for approval or 
disapproval.

recall
A procedure allowing the people to vote to 
dismiss an elected official from state office 
before his or her term has expired.

Anarchy is a term derived from a Greek word meaning the absence of government. 

Advocates of anarchy envision a world in which each individual makes his or her own rules 

for behavior. In reality, the absence of government typically results in rule by competing 

armed factions, many of which are indistinguishable from gangsters. This is the state of 

affairs in Syria, which we described earlier.

Finally, the Greek term for rule by the people was democracy. Within the limits of 

their culture, some of the Greek city-states operated as democracies. Today, in much of 

the world, the people will not grant legitimacy to a government unless it is based on 

democracy. 

Direct Democracy as a Model
The Athenian system of government in ancient Greece is usually considered the purest 

model for direct democracy because the citizens of that community debated and voted 

directly on all laws, even those put forward by the ruling council of the city. The most 

important feature of Athenian democracy was that the legislature was composed of all 

of the citizens. (Women, resident foreigners, and slaves, however, were excluded because 

they were not citizens.) This form of government required a high level of participation 

from every citizen. That participation was seen as benefiting the individual and the city-

state. The Athenians believed that although a high level of participation might lead to 

instability in government, citizens, if informed about the issues, could be trusted to make 

wise decisions.

Direct democracy also has been practiced at the local level in Switzerland and, in 

the United States, in New England town meetings. At these town meetings, important 

 decisions—such as levying taxes, hiring city officials, and deciding local ordinances—

are made by majority vote. (In recent years, however, turnout for such meetings has 

declined.) Some states provide a modern adaptation of direct democracy for their citi-

zens. In these states, representative democracy is supplemented by the initiative or the 

referendum. Both processes enable the people to vote directly on laws or constitutional 

amendments. The recall process, which is available 

in many states, allows the people to vote to remove 

an official from state office before his or her term 

has expired.

The Dangers of Direct Democracy
Although they were aware of the Athenian model, 

the framers of the U.S. Constitution were opposed 

to such a system. Democracy was considered to be 

dangerous and a source of instability. But in the 

1700s and 1800s, the idea of government based on 

the consent of the people gained increasing popular-

ity. Such a government was the main aspiration of 

the American Revolution in 1775, the French Revolu-

tion in 1789, and many subsequent revolutions. At 

the time of the American Revolution, however, the 

masses were still considered to be too uneducated 

to govern themselves. The masses were too prone 

to the influence of demagogues (political leaders 

who manipulate popular prejudices), and too likely 

to subordinate minority rights to the tyranny of the 

majority.
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Image 1–3 These Woodbury, Vermont, residents cast their ballots 
after a town meeting. They voted on the school budget and sales taxes. 
What type of political system does the town meeting best 

represent?
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republic
A form of government in which sovereign 
power rests with the people, rather than 
with a king or a monarch.

popular sovereignty
The concept that ultimate political 
authority is based on the will of the  
people.

democratic republic
A republic in which representatives  
elected by the people make and enforce 
laws and policies.

representative democracy
A form of government in which 
representatives elected by the people 
make and enforce laws and policies. It 
may, however, retain the monarchy in a 
ceremonial role.

universal suffrage
The right of all adults to vote for their 
government representatives.

James Madison, while defending the new scheme of government set forth in the U.S. 

Constitution, warned of the problems inherent in a “pure democracy”:

A common passion or interest will, in almost every case, be felt by a majority of 

the whole . . . and there is nothing to check the inducements to sacrifice the 

weaker party or an obnoxious individual. Hence it is that such democracies have 

ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention, and have ever been found 

incompatible with personal security or the rights of property; and have in general 

been as short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths.2

Like other politicians of his time, Madison feared that pure, or direct, democracy would 

deteriorate into mob rule. What would keep the majority of the people, if given direct 

decision-making power, from abusing the rights of those in the minority?

A Democratic Republic
The framers of the U.S. Constitution chose to craft a republic, meaning a government 

in which sovereign power rests with the people, rather than with a king or a monarch. 

A republic is based on popular sovereignty. To Americans of the 1700s, the idea of a 

republic also meant a government based on common beliefs and virtues that would be 

fostered within small communities. 

The U.S. Constitution created a form of republican government that we now call a 

democratic republic. The people hold the ultimate power over the government through 

the election process, but all national policy decisions are made by elected officials. For the 

founders, even this distance between the people and the government was not sufficient. 

The Constitution made sure that the Senate and the president would not be elected by 

a direct vote of the people. Senators were chosen by state legislatures, although a later 

constitutional amendment allowed for the direct election of senators. The founders also 

established an electoral college to choose the president, in the hope—soon frustrated—

that such a body would prevent voters from ultimately making the choice.

Despite its limits, the new American system was unique in the amount of power it 

granted to the ordinary citizen. Over the course of the following two centuries, democratic 

values became more and more popular, at first in Western nations and then throughout 

the rest of the world. The spread of democratic principles gave rise to another name 

for our system of government—representative democracy. The term representative 

democracy has almost the same meaning as democratic republic, with one exception. 

Recall that in a republic, not only are the people sovereign, but there is no king. What if 

a nation develops into a democracy but preserves the monarchy as a largely ceremonial 

institution? That is exactly what happened in Britain. The British, who have long cherished 

their kings and queens, found the term democratic republic unacceptable. A republic, 

after all, meant there could be no monarch. The British therefore described their system as 

a representative democracy instead. 

Principles of Democratic Government. All representative democracies rest 

on the rule of the people as expressed through the election of government officials. 

In the 1790s in the United States, only free white males were able to vote, and in 

some states they had to be property owners as well. Women in many states did not 

receive the right to vote in national elections until 1920, and the right to vote was not 

secured in all states by African Americans until the 1960s. Today, universal suffrage is  

the rule. 

 2. James Madison, in Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay, The Federalist Papers, No. 10 (New York: Signet, 2003), p. 71. 
See Appendix C of this textbook.
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majority rule
A basic principle of democracy asserting 
that the greatest number of citizens in any 
political unit should select officials and 
determine policies.

limited government
A government with powers that are limited 
either through a written document or 
through widely shared beliefs.

majoritarianism
A political theory holding that, in a 
democracy, the government ought to do 
what the majority of the people want.

Because everyone’s vote counts equally, the only 

way to make fair decisions is by some form of major-

ity will. But to ensure that majority rule does not 

become oppressive, modern democracies also provide 

guarantees of minority rights. If political minorities 

were not protected, the majority might violate the 

fundamental rights of members of certain groups—

especially groups that are unpopular or dissimilar to 

the majority population, such as racial minorities.

To guarantee the continued existence of a repre-

sentative democracy, there must be free, competitive 

elections. Thus, the opposition always has the oppor-

tunity to win elective office. For such elections to be 

totally open, freedom of the press and speech must 

be preserved so that opposition candidates can pres-

ent their criticisms of the  government to the people.

Constitutional Democracy. Another key fea-

ture of Western representative democracy is that it 

is based on the principle of limited government. 

Not only is the government dependent on popular 

sovereignty, but the powers of the government are 

also clearly limited, either through a written document or through widely shared beliefs. 

The U.S. Constitution sets down the fundamental structure of the government and 

the limits to its activities. Such limits are intended to prevent political decisions based 

on the whims or ambitions of individuals in government rather than on constitutional 

principles.

What Kind of Democracy Do We Have?
Political scientists have developed a number of theories about American democracy, 

including majoritarianism, elite theory, and pluralism. Advocates of these theories 

use them to describe American democracy either as it actually is or as they believe it 

should be.

Some scholars argue that none of these three theories, which we discuss next, fully 

describes the workings of American democracy. These experts say that each theory cap-

tures a part of the true reality but that we need all three theories to gain a full understand-

ing of American politics. 

Democracy for Everyone. Many people believe that, in a democracy, the govern-

ment ought to do what the majority of the people want. This simple proposition is the heart 

of majoritarian theory. As a theory of what democracy should be like,  majoritarianism 

is popular among both political scientists and ordinary citizens. Many scholars, however, 

consider majoritarianism to provide a surprisingly poor description of how U.S.  democracy 

actually works. Policies adopted by the government are often quite different from the 

ones endorsed by the public in opinion polls. For example, solid majorities advocate a 

greater role for religion in the public schools—including teachers leading students in 

prayer. Most officials, however, have tried to uphold the principle of the “separation of 

church and state.” 

Democracy for the Few. If ordinary citizens are not really making policy deci-

sions with their votes, who is? One theory suggests that elites really govern the United 
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Image 1–4 The actor Wilmer Valderrama promotes National Voter 
Registration Day at Miami Dade College in Florida. Why is voting so 

important for democracy?
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elite theory
A perspective holding that society is 
ruled by a small number of people who 
hold the ultimate power to further their 
self-interest.

pluralism
A theory that views politics as a conflict 
among interest groups. Political decision 
making is characterized by compromise 
and accommodation.

States. Elite theory holds that society is ruled by a small number of people who 

exercise power to further their self-interest. American democracy, in other words, is a 

sham democracy. Few people today believe it is a good idea for the country to be run 

by a privileged minority. In the past, however, many people believed that it was appro-

priate for the country to be governed by an elite. Consider the words of Alexander 

Hamilton, one of the framers of the Constitution:

All communities divide themselves into the few and the many. The first are the 

rich and the wellborn, the other the mass of the people. . . . The people are tur-

bulent and changing; they seldom judge or determine right. Give therefore to 

the first class a distinct, permanent share in the government. They will check the 

unsteadiness of the second, and as they cannot receive any advantage by a 

change, they therefore will ever maintain good government.3

Some versions of elite theory posit a small, cohesive elite class that makes almost 

all the important decisions for the nation,4 whereas others suggest that voters choose 

among competing elites. Popular movements of varying political persuasions often believe 

in simple versions of elite theory. 

Democracy for Groups. A different school 

of thought holds that our form of democracy is 

based on group interests. Even if the average citi-

zen cannot keep up with political issues or cast 

a deciding vote in any election, the individual’s 

interests will be protected by groups that repre-

sent her or him.

Theorists who subscribe to pluralism see 

politics as a struggle among groups to gain ben-

efits for their members. Given the structure of the 

American political system, group conflicts tend to 

be settled by compromise and accommodation. Because there are a multitude of interests, 

no one group can dominate the political process. Furthermore, because most individuals 

have more than one interest, conflict among groups need not divide the nation into hos-

tile camps. 

Many political scientists believe that pluralism works very well as a descriptive the-

ory. As a theory of how democracy should function, however, pluralism has problems. 

Poor citizens are rarely members of interest groups. At the same time, rich citizens are 

often overrepresented. As political scientist E. E. Schattschneider once observed, “The 

flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class 

accent.”5 Still, the unorganized poor do receive useful representation from religious and 

liberal groups. 

There are also serious doubts as to whether group decision making always reflects 

the best interests of the nation. Indeed, critics see a danger that groups may grow so 

powerful that all policies become compromises crafted to satisfy the interests of the 

largest groups. The interests of the public as a whole, then, are not considered. Critics 

of pluralism have suggested that a democratic system can be almost paralyzed by the 

struggle among interest groups. 

 3. Alexander Hamilton, “Speech in the Constitutional Convention on a Plan of Government,” in Joanne B. Freeman, ed., Writings  
(New York: Library of America, 2001).

 4. Michael Parenti, Democracy for the Few, 9th ed. (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Publishing, 2010).

 5. E. E. Schattschneider, The Semi-Sovereign People (1960; repr., Hinsdale, Ill.: The Dryden Press, 1975).

Why should you care about THE CONSTITUTION?

We assume that our leaders will protect our democratic institutions, 
but the experience of other nations shows that this does not always 
happen. In any democracy, citizens must remain vigilant. How do you 
stay vigilant? One way is to stay informed about what’s going on in 
government. Staying informed is a lot easier today than it was, say, a 
hundred years ago. Newspapers and news magazines are everywhere. 
Perhaps more importantly, the Internet allows you to stay in constant 
touch with what your government is doing. There are blogs galore of 
all political stripes that you can check out.
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political culture
A patterned set of ideas, values, and ways 
of thinking about government and politics 
that characterize a people.

political socialization
The process by which political beliefs and 
values are transmitted to new immigrants 
and to our children. The family and the 
educational system are the most important 
sources of the political socialization 
process.

civil liberties
Those personal freedoms, including 
freedom of religion and freedom of speech, 
that are protected for all individuals. Civil 
liberties restrain the government from 
taking certain actions against individuals.

Bill of Rights
The first ten amendments to the 
U.S. Constitution.

Fundamental Values

The writers of the U.S. Constitution believed that the structures they had created would 

provide for both popular sovereignty and a stable political system. They also believed that 

the nation would be sustained by its political culture—the patterned set of ideas, values, 

and ways of thinking about government and politics that characterized its people. 

Even today, there is considerable consensus among American citizens about cer-

tain concepts—including the rights to liberty, equality, and property—that are deemed 

to be basic to the U.S. political system. Given that the vast majority of Americans are 

descendants of immigrants having diverse cultural and political backgrounds, how can 

we account for this consensus? Primarily, it is the result of political socialization—the 

process by which political beliefs and values are transmitted to new immigrants and to our 

children. The two most important sources of political socialization are the family and the 

educational system. 

The most fundamental concepts of the American political culture are those of the 

dominant culture. The term dominant culture refers to the values, customs, and language 

established by the groups that traditionally have controlled politics and government in 

a society. The dominant culture in the United States has its roots in Western European 

civilization. From that civilization, American politics inherited a bias toward individualism, 

private property, and Judeo-Christian ethics. 

Liberty versus Order
In the United States, our civil liberties include religious freedom—both the right to prac-

tice whatever religion we choose and the right to be free from any state-imposed religion. 

Our civil liberties also include freedom of speech—the right to express our opinions freely 

on all matters, including government actions. Freedom of speech is perhaps one of our 

most prized liberties, because a democracy could not endure without it. These and many 

other basic guarantees of liberty are found in the Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments 

to the Constitution, which we described in the What If . . . feature at the beginning of 

this chapter. Americans are often more protective of their civil liberties than are citizens of 

other democratic countries, a point that we discuss in this chapter’s Beyond Our Borders 

feature.

Liberty, however, is not the only value widely held by Americans. A substantial portion 

of the American public believes that certain kinds of liberty threaten the traditional social 

order. The right to privacy is a particularly controversial liberty. The United States Supreme 

Court has held that the right to privacy can be derived from other rights that are explic-

itly stated in the Bill of Rights. The Supreme Court has also held that under the right to 

privacy, the government cannot ban either abortion6 or private homosexual behavior by 

consenting adults.7 Some Americans believe that such rights threaten the sanctity of the 

family and the general cultural commitment to moral behavior. Of course, others disagree 

with this point of view.

Security is another issue that follows from the principle of order. When Americans 

have felt particularly fearful or vulnerable, the government has emphasized national secu-

rity over civil liberties. Such was the case after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 

1941, which plunged the United States into World War II. Thousands of Japanese Ameri-

cans were arrested and held in internment camps, based on the assumption that their 

loyalty to this country was in question. More recently, the terrorist attacks on the World 

 6. Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973).

 7. Lawrence v. Texas, 539 U.S. 558 (2003).

   Learning Outcome 3:

Summarize the conflicts 

that can occur between the 

values of liberty and order, 

and between those of 

 liberty and equality.
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equality
As a political value, the idea that all people 
are of equal worth.

Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, renewed calls for greater security 

at the expense of some civil liberties. 

Liberty versus Equality
The Declaration of Independence states, “All men are created equal.” The proper mean-

ing of equality, however, has been disputed by Americans since the Revolution.8 Much of 

American history—and, indeed, world history—is the story of how the value of  equality—

the idea that all people are of equal worth—has been extended and elaborated. 

First, the right to vote was granted to all adult white males, regardless of whether 

they owned property. The Civil War (1861–1865) resulted in the end of slavery and 

established that, in principle at least, all citizens were equal before the law. The civil 

rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s sought to make that promise of equality a 

reality for African Americans. Other movements have sought equality for additional 

racial and ethnic groups, for women, for persons with disabilities, and for gay men and 

lesbians. 

Although many people believe that we have a way yet to go in obtaining full equal-

ity for all of these groups, we clearly have come a long way already. No American in the 

 8. Gary B. Nash, The Unknown American Revolution: The Unruly Birth of Democracy and the Struggle to Create America (New York: 
Viking, 2005).

Americans tend to value civil freedoms more than the peo

ple of most other democratic countries do. Americans, in 

particular, prize freedom of speech. Not all democratic 

countries value it so highly. 

Free Speech in Germany

In Germany, for example, it is illegal to display the swastika, 

the emblem adopted by the Nazis. Swastikas cannot be 

affixed to plastic models of World War II–era aircraft. It is 

even a crime to give a Nazistyle straightarm salute. 

Recently, a German sculptor got into serious trouble by 

crafting a satirical statue of a garden gnome giving such a 

salute. The German constitution gives the government the 

power to ban organizations that threaten the democratic 

order. 

Germany has tried to restrict access to Hitler’s autobi

ography and political statement, Mein Kampf (My Struggle). 

Until 2015, the German state of Bavaria owned the rights to 

the book and refused to allow new copies to be printed. (You 

could still buy used copies or get it from another country via 

the Internet.) In 2015, however, the copyright expired, and 

Bavaria released a highly annotated edition of the work. 

Rights of the Accused in Japan

Most Americans are concerned about crime. Many 

Americans, however, would be even more concerned about 

possible injustices if they learned that 99.8 percent of all 

criminal prosecutions resulted in a conviction. Yet that is 

exactly what happens in democratic Japan. In that country, 

suspects can be held for up to twentythree days before 

they are charged. The high conviction rate in Japan stems 

from a high confession rate. Those who are detained have 

no access to defense lawyers and no idea how long interro

gation sessions will last. The Japanese constitution guaran

tees detainees the right to remain silent, but few Japanese 

citizens who are arrested are able to take advantage of that 

right. In several recent cases, innocent people have been 

browbeaten into making false confessions that are almost 

impossible to retract. 

For Critical Analysis
 Why would Germany continue to criminalize Nazi 

symbols more than seventy years after the end of 

World War II?

Beyond our borders
Civil Liberties in Germany and Japan
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nineteenth century could have imagined that the 2008 Democratic presidential primary 

elections would be closely fought contests between an African American man (Illinois 

senator Barack Obama) and a white woman (New York senator Hillary Rodham Clinton). 

The idea that same-sex marriage could even be open to debate would have been mind-

boggling as well.

Promoting equality often requires limiting the right to treat people unequally. In this 

sense, equality and liberty can be conflicting values. Today, the right to deny equal treat-

ment to members of a particular race has very few defenders. Yet as recently as sixty years 

ago, this right was a cultural norm. It can also be argued that liberty and equality are 

complementary. For example, people or groups cannot really enjoy liberty if they do not 

have equal rights under the law.

Economic Equality. Equal treatment regardless of race, religion, gender, or other char-

acteristics is a popular value today. Equal opportunity for individuals to develop their tal-

ents and skills is also a value with substantial support. Equality of economic status, however, 

is a controversial value. 

For much of history, the idea that the government could do anything about the 

division of society between rich and poor was not something about which people even 

thought. Most people assumed that such an effort was either impossible or undesirable. 

This assumption began to lose its force in the 1800s. As a result of the growing wealth 

of the Western world and a visible increase in the ability of government to take on large 

projects, some people began to advocate the value of universal equality, or egalitarianism. 

Some radicals dreamed of a revolutionary transformation of society that would establish 

an egalitarian system—that is, a system in which wealth and power were redistributed 

more equally. 

Ev
er

et
t 

C
ol

le
ct

io
n 

In
c/

A
la

m
y

Image 1–5 One of the most fundamental rights Americans have is the right to vote. Here, 
African Americans in Alabama vote for the first time after passage of the 1965 Voting Rights 
Act. How are elected officials likely to respond when faced with a large group of 

new voters? 
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Many others rejected this vision but still came to 

endorse the values of eliminating poverty and at least 

reducing the degree of economic inequality in soci-

ety. Antipoverty advocates believed then and believe 

now that such a program could prevent much suffer-

ing. In addition, they believed that reducing economic 

inequality would promote fairness and enhance the 

moral tone of society generally.

Property Rights and Capitalism. The value 

of reducing economic inequality is in conflict with 

the right to property. This is because reducing 

economic inequality typically involves the transfer 

of property (usually in the form of tax dollars) from 

some people to others. For many people, liberty and 

property are closely entwined. Our capitalist system is 

based on private property rights. Under capitalism, 

property consists not only of personal possessions 

but also of wealth-creating assets such as farms and 

factories. The investor-owned corporation is in many 

ways the preeminent capitalist institution. The funds 

invested by the owners of a corporation are known 

as  capital—hence, the very name of the system. Capitalism is also typically character-

ized by considerable freedom to make binding contracts and by relatively unconstrained 

markets for goods, services, and investments. 

Property—especially wealth-creating property—can be seen as giving its owner politi-

cal power and the liberty to do whatever he or she wants. At the same time, the ownership 

of property immediately creates inequality in society. The desire to own property, however, 

is so widespread among all classes of Americans that radical egalitarian movements have 

had a difficult time securing a wide following in this country. We discuss whether our tax 

system promotes excessive inequality in this chapter’s Which Side Are You On? feature.

The Proper Size of Government
Opposition to “big government” has been a constant theme in American politics. 

Indeed, the belief that government is overreaching dates back to the years before the 

American Revolution. Tensions over the size and scope of government have plagued 

Americans ever since. Citizens often express contradictory opinions on the size of gov-

ernment and the role that it should play in their lives. Those who complain about the 

amount of taxes that they pay each year may also worry about the lack of funds for 

teachers in the local schools. 

Americans tend to oppose “big government” in principle even as they endorse its 

benefits. Indeed, American politics in the twenty-first century can be described largely in 

terms of ambivalence about big government.

Big Government and the Great Recession. In September 2008, a financial melt-

down threatened the world economy. The impact of the Great Recession was so strong 

that even by 2018, the share of Americans with jobs was not quite back to the 2007 level. 

(You can see employment statistics in Figure 1–5 later in this chapter.) In November 2008, 

the voters handed Democrat Barack Obama a solid victory in the presidential elections, and 

Democrats increased their hold on the U.S. House and Senate. Voters demanded govern-

ment action to save the economy, yet major spending programs aimed at accomplishing 
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Image 1–6 These women were married by a judge at the Fulton 
County Government Center in Atlanta, Georgia, on June 26, 2015. The 
ceremony took place hours after the United States Supreme Court ruled 
that gay marriage is a constitutional right. What, if anything, does 

the Bill of Rights say about this topic?

property
Anything that is or may be subject to 
ownership. 

capitalism
An economic system characterized by 
the private ownership of wealth-creating 
assets, free markets, and freedom of 
contract.
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that goal were highly unpopular. In 2010, Congress and President Obama also approved a 

major health-care initiative that had no direct connection to fighting the recession. For many, 

this act completed the picture of big government out of control.

In November 2010, voters swung heavily to the Republicans, granting them control of 

the House. By 2012, however, a fear that Republicans would cut valued social programs 

may have balanced concern over Democratic affection for government. President Obama 

was reelected in November 2012, but the Republicans kept the House. The 2014 elections 

again favored the Republicans, who gained control of the Senate. One cause was low 

voter turnout by Democrats—turnout was lower than in any general election since World 

War II (1939–1945).

Without question, the rich have gotten richer. Since 1983, 

the top 1 percent of households has seen an 82 percent 

increase in net wealth. The bottom 60 percent has seen a net 

14 percent decrease.

Don’t Kill the Geese that Lay  
the Golden Eggs

It is true that top income earners now receive more of the 

national income than in the recent past. Yet since 1980, the 

share of federal income taxes paid by the top 1 percent of 

earners has increased from 18 percent to 38 percent—more 

than onethird of all income taxes. 

Many Americans pay no federal income tax at all, 

although they do pay Social Security, Medicare, and other 

taxes. Some receive more through the income tax system 

than they pay. The Earned Income Tax Credit substantially 

reduces the Social Security and Medicare taxes of working 

families with children and incomes below about $50,000. 

Usually, those with really large incomes have earned 

them. Today, we live in a global society. Globalization 

increases the rewards earned by the very best, whether in 

entertainment or in business. People all over the world are 

willing to pay J.  K. Rowling so they can read about Harry 

Potter. They vastly outnumber those who were once willing 

to pay, say, Charles Dickens. 

If we use taxes to “soak the rich,” we will tax the most 

productive individuals in the country. High marginal tax 

rates discourage effort. The higher the rate, the greater the 

discouragement, and this will reduce the rate of economic 

growth. More income will be redistributed, but is that the 

ultimate goal of our society? The American way is to cel

ebrate the best.

Yes, the Rich Should Pay More in Taxes

If, in the future, we don’t slash Social Security, Medicare, and 

similar programs, eventually we will need to raise taxes. It 

seems appropriate that those who have benefited the most 

from America’s economic system should pay more. They can 

afford it—and that’s where the money is. 

Consider also that our economic system may natu

rally generate inequality. Economist Thomas Piketty, in his 

best seller Capital in the Twenty-First Century, argues that 

wealth earns new wealth faster than labor can earn it. True, 

inequality fell in much of the twentieth century because 

wars and depressions destroyed vast amounts of wealth. 

After World War II, inequality did not rise again because top 

marginal federal income tax rates exceeded 90 percent. That 

didn’t stop the economy from growing. Today, these rates 

are about 40 percent, and inequality is soaring. The chil

dren of today’s top earners are on their way to becoming 

a new aristocracy that gets its wealth from inheritance, not  

striving. 

When the U.S. income tax was introduced in the early 

twentieth century, its sponsors didn’t see it merely as a way 

to fund the government. They also saw it as a way to protect 

the republic by curbing the growth of vast fortunes. Once, 

Americans knew that there is a point at which inequality 

becomes incompatible with democracy. We need to relearn 

that.

For Critical Analysis
 Is it possible that higher taxes—and a lower 

after-tax income—could actually make some people 

work more?

Which side are you on?
Does Our Tax System Promote Excessive Inequality?
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working class
Currently, those with no college education. 
Traditionally, individuals or families 
in which the head of household was 
employed in manual or unskilled labor.

ideology
A comprehensive set of beliefs about the 
nature of people and about the role of an 
institution or government.

Who Benefits from Big Government? In 

2015 and 2016, Donald Trump quickly established 

himself as the front-runner in the Republican presiden-

tial primaries. It soon became clear that neither Trump 

nor his followers were particularly enamored of the 

traditional small-government conservatism of most 

Republican officeholders. This attitude had also been 

common among supporters of the Tea Party, an earlier 

conservative movement.9 Most Tea Party supporters 

had no problem with programs such as Medicare and 

Social Security that benefited older voters, many of 

whom were white. They did oppose programs such 

as Obamacare that were seen as primarily benefiting 

poorer Americans and minority group members. The 

question, in other words, was not so much the size 

of government but who benefits from government. 

Trump’s most ardent supporters largely shared this 

“who benefits” viewpoint. 

Trump’s Supporters. Trump won the presidency 

in part because loyal Republicans rallied to his cam-

paign. Still, a new block of voters—many of whom 

had not voted in previous elections—put him over the 

top. Trump’s strongest support came from white vot-

ers without a college education. This group is commonly called the white working class. 

By 2016, it was clear that many members of this class were experiencing a social crisis 

marked by despair, falling life expectancies, and drug abuse. In fact, county by county, 

poor health was as much an indicator of Trump support as low levels of education.10

New support for Trump was not based in the most troubled parts of the white work-

ing class. Such people were likely not to vote at all. Trump voters, rather, were often better 

off, but saw their communities unraveling around them. Stagnant incomes and closing 

factories were part of the story. A belief that immigrants and minority group members 

were “cutting in line” ahead of whites was clearly another.11 It was also no secret that as 

a result of population growth among minority groups, the United States was on its way to 

becoming a minority-majority nation by 2050, as you can see in Figure 1–4.

Political Ideologies

A political ideology is a closely linked set of beliefs about politics. The concept of 

 ideology is often misunderstood. Many people think that only individuals whose beliefs 

lie well out on one or the other end of the political spectrum have an ideology. Actually, 

almost everyone who has political opinions can be said to have an ideology. Indeed, 

many “non-ideological” people actually carry two or more ideologies in their heads, 

which is why they can hold some opinions that are conservative and others that are 

liberal. 

 9. See Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson, The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012).

10. “Illness as Indicator,” The Economist (London), November 19, 2016, p. 25.

11. Arlie Russell Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American Right (New York: The New Press, 
2016).
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Image 1–7 These members of the Tea Party movement in Florida 
assembled to voice their opposition to “big government.” What are 

some of the things paid for by our taxes? 

Learning Outcome 4:

Discuss conservatism, 

 liberalism, and other 

 popular American 

 ideological positions.
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conservatism
A set of beliefs that includes a limited role 
for the national government in helping 
individuals, support for traditional ideals 
and life choices, and a cautious response 
to change.

conservative movement
An American movement founded in the 
1950s that provided a comprehensive 
ideological framework for conservative 
politics.

liberalism
A set of beliefs that includes the advocacy 
of positive government action to improve 
the welfare of individuals, support for civil 
rights, and tolerance for political and social 
change.

Political ideologies offer people well-organized theories that propose goals for society 

and the means by which those goals can be achieved. At the core of every political ideol-

ogy is a set of guiding values. The two ideologies most commonly referred to in discus-

sions of American politics are conservatism and liberalism. 

Conservatism 
Over the years, those who favored the ideology of conservatism have sought to conserve 

traditional practices and institutions. In that sense, conservatism is as old as politics itself. 

In America, limited government is a key tradition. For much of our history, limited govern-

ment has included major restrictions on government’s ability to interfere with business. 

In the past, enterprises were largely free to act as they pleased in the marketplace and in 

managing their employees. Government regulation of business increased greatly in the 

1930s, as Democratic president Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933–1945) initiated a series of 

massive interventions in the economy in an attempt to counter the effects of the Great 

Depression. Many conservatives consider the Roosevelt administration to be a time when 

America took a wrong turn. 

Modern Conservatism. It was in the 1950s, however, that American conservatism 

took its modern shape. The conservative movement that arose in that decade provided 

the age-old conservative impulse with a fully worked-out ideology. The new movement 

first demonstrated its strength in 1964, when 

Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona was nomi-

nated as the Republican presidential candidate. 

Goldwater lost badly to Democrat Lyndon B. 

Johnson, but from that time forward movement 

conservatives have occupied a crucial position in 

the Republican Party.

Conservative Values. American conserva-

tives generally place a high value on the principle 

of order. This includes support for patriotism and 

traditional ideals. As a result, conservatives typically oppose such social innovations as same-

sex marriage. Conservatives strongly endorse liberty, but they generally define it as freedom 

from government support of nontraditional ideals such as gay rights or as freedom from 

government interference in business. Conservatives believe that the private sector prob-

ably can outperform the government in almost any activity. Therefore, they usually oppose 

initiatives that would increase the role of the government in the economy, such as President 

Obama’s health-care reforms. 

Conservatives place a relatively low value on equality. Believing that individuals and 

families are primarily responsible for their own well-being, they typically oppose high levels 

of antipoverty spending and government expenditures to stimulate the economy, favor-

ing tax-rate cuts instead. Trump supporters, with their anti-immigrant, nationalist views, 

emphasized different aspects of the conservative tradition than those championed by the 

conservative movement. Still, Trump’s followers were clearly conservative in a broad sense.

Liberalism 
The term liberalism stems from the word liberty and originally meant “free from preju-

dice in favor of traditional opinions and established institutions.” Liberals have always 

been skeptical of the influence of religion in politics, but in the nineteenth century they 

were skeptical of government as well. From the time of Democratic presidents Woodrow 

Wilson (1913–1921) and Franklin D. Roosevelt, however, American liberals increasingly 

Why should you care about THE CONSTITUTION?

To learn more about how government works, consider local legislative 
bodies. They can have a direct impact on your life. Consider that city 
councils typically oversee the police department, and the behavior of 
the police is a matter of interest, even if you live on campus. If you live 
off campus, local authorities are responsible for an even greater num-
ber of issues that affect you directly. For example, are there items that 
your local sanitation department refuses to pick up? You might be 
able to change its policies by talking with your councilperson.
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socialism
A political ideology based on strong 
support for economic and social equality. 
Socialists traditionally envisioned a society 
in which major businesses were taken 
over by the government or by employee 
cooperatives.

libertarianism
A political ideology based on skepticism 
or opposition toward most government 
activities.

sought to use the power of government for nontra-

ditional ends. Their goals included support for orga-

nized labor and for the poor. New programs instituted 

by the Roosevelt administration included Social Secu-

rity and unemployment insurance. 

Modern Liberalism. American liberalism took its 

modern form in the 1960s. Liberals rallied to the civil 

rights movement, which sought to obtain equal rights 

for African Americans. As the feminist movement grew 

in importance, liberals supported it as well. Liberals won 

new federal health-care programs such as Medicare 

and Medicaid, and the promotion of such programs 

became a key component of liberal politics. Finally, lib-

erals reacted more negatively to U.S. participation in the 

Vietnam War (1965–1975) than did other Americans, 

and for years thereafter liberalism was associated with 

skepticism about the use of U.S. military forces abroad. 

Liberal Values. Those who favor liberalism place 

a high value on social and economic equality. As we 

have seen, liberals champion the rights of minor-

ity group members and favor substantial antipoverty 

spending. In the recent health-care policy debates, 

liberals strongly endorsed the principle that all citizens 

should have greater access to insurance. In contrast to conservatives, liberals often support 

government intervention in the economy. They believe that capitalism works best when 

the government curbs capitalism’s excesses through regulation. Like conservatives, liber-

als place a high value on liberty, but they tend to view it as the freedom to live one’s life 

according to one’s own values. Liberals, therefore, usually support gay rights, including the 

right to same-sex marriage. Liberals are an influential force within the Democratic Party. 

The Traditional Political Spectrum
A traditional method of comparing political ideologies is to arrange them on a continuum 

from left to right, based primarily on how much power the government should exercise 

to promote economic equality. Table 1–1 shows how ideologies can be arrayed on a tradi-

tional political spectrum. In addition to liberalism and conservatism, this example includes 

the ideologies of socialism and libertarianism. 

Socialism falls on the left side of the spectrum.12 Socialist parties and movements 

have been important in other countries around the world, but socialists have usually 

played a minor role in the American political arena. An obvious exception was senator and 

presidential candidate Bernie Sanders (D., Vt.), a self-proclaimed “democratic socialist.” 

In the past, socialists typically advocated replacing investor ownership of major businesses 

with either government ownership or ownership by employee cooperatives. Socialists 

believed that such steps would break the power of the very rich and lead to an egalitarian 

society. In more recent times, socialists in western countries have advocated more limited 

programs that redistribute income.

On the right side of the spectrum is libertarianism, a philosophy of skepticism 

toward most government activities. Libertarians strongly support property rights and typi-

cally oppose regulation of the economy and redistribution of income. Libertarians support 

12. The terms left and right in the traditional political spectrum originated during the French Revolution, when revolutionary deputies 
to the Legislative Assembly sat to the left of the assembly president and conservative deputies sat to the right.
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Image 1–8 Senator Kamala Harris (D., Cal.) at a “Save our Healthcare” 
rally outside the U.S. Capitol in July 2017. Even though she was first 
elected to the Senate in 2016, she has already been mentioned as a possible 
Democratic presidential candidate in 2020. What is her ideology?
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laissez-faire capitalism. (Laissez faire is French for “let it be.”)13 Libertarians also tend to 

oppose government attempts to regulate personal behavior and promote moral values. 

We might expect, therefore, that a consistent libertarian would support same-sex mar-

riage. Many libertarians are also skeptical about U.S. military interventions abroad.

Problems with the Traditional Political Spectrum
Many political scientists believe that the traditional left-to-right spectrum is not sufficiently 

complete. Take the example of libertarians. In Table 1–1, libertarians are to the right of conser-

vatives. If the question is how much power the government should have over the economy, 

this is where they belong. Libertarians, however, strongly advocate 

freedom in social matters. They oppose government action to promote 

traditional moral values, although such action is often favored by other 

groups on the political right. Their strong support for cultural freedoms 

seems to align them more closely with liberals than with conservatives. 

Liberalism is often described as an ideology that supports “big 

government.” If the objective is to promote equality, the descrip-

tion has some validity. In the moral sphere, however, conservatives 

tend to support more government regulation of social values than 

do liberals. Thus, conservatives tend to oppose gay rights legislation 

and propose stronger curbs on pornography. Liberals usually show 

greater tolerance for alternative life choices and oppose govern-

ment attempts to regulate personal behavior and morals. 

A Four-Cornered Ideological Grid
For a more sophisticated breakdown of recent American popular 

ideologies, many scholars use a four-cornered grid, as shown in 

 Figure 1–1. The grid includes four possible ideologies. Each quad-

rant contains a substantial share of the American public. Individual 

voters may fall anywhere on the grid, depending on the strength of 

their beliefs about economic and cultural issues. 

Economic Liberals, Cultural Conservatives. Note that 

there is no generally accepted term for persons in the lower-left 

position, which we have labeled “economic liberals, cultural con-

servatives.” Some scholars have used terms such as populist to 

13. For a classic and influential presentation of libertarian  economics, see Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom (1962; repr., 
University of Chicago Press, 2002).

Socialism Liberalism Conservatism Libertarianism

How much 

power should the 

government have  

over the economy? 

Active government 
control of major 
economic sectors.

Positive government 
action in the 
economy.

Positive government 
action to support 
capitalism.

Almost no regulation 
over the economy.

What should  

the government 

promote?

Economic equality, 
community.

Economic security, 
equal opportunity, 
social liberty.

Economic liberty, 
morality, social order.

Maximal economic 
and social liberty.

 Table 1–1   The Traditional Political Spectrum

Which of these platforms are likely to be popular? Why?

 Figure 1–1   A Four-Cornered 
Ideological Grid

In this grid, the colored squares represent four different 
political ideologies. The vertical choices range from cultural 
order to cultural liberty. The horizontal choices range from 
economic equality to economic liberty. Why, in your opinion, 

have conservatives been so successful in making liberal an 

unpopular label?

LIBERALS

OR PROGRESSIVES

LIBERTARIANS

Economic libertyEconomic equality
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progressive
A popular alternative to the term liberal.

describe this point of view, but these terms can be misleading. Populism more accurately 

refers to a hostility toward political, economic, or cultural elites, and it can be combined 

with a variety of political positions. In the 2016 presidential primary elections, both Donald 

Trump and Senator Bernie Sanders made appeals that could be called populist, though 

their positions on the issues were radically different.

Individuals who are economic liberals and cultural conservatives tend to support gov-

ernment action both to promote the values of economic equality and fairness and to 

defend traditional values, such as the family and marriage. These individuals may describe 

themselves as conservative or moderate. They may vote for a Republican candidate, based 

on their conservative values. More often, they may be Democrats due to their support for 

economic liberalism. Many of these Democrats are African Americans or members of other 

minority groups.

Libertarians. As a position on the four-cornered grid, libertarians does not represent 

the small Libertarian Party, which has only a minor role in the American political arena. 

Rather, libertarians more typically support the Republican Party. Economically successful 

individuals are more likely than members of other groups to hold libertarian opinions.

Liberal versus Progressive. Even though all four ideologies are popular, the vari-

ous labels we have used in the four-cornered grid are not equally favored. Voters are 

much more likely to describe themselves as conservative than as liberal. In the political 

battles of the last several decades, the conservative movement has consistently made 

liberal a term of derision, and it has succeeded in devaluing the term among much of the 

public. Indeed,  few politicians today willingly describe themselves as liberal, and many 

liberals prefer to describe themselves as progressive instead. This term dates back to the 

years before World War I (1914–1918), when it referred to advocates of reform in both 

of the major political parties. Public opinion polls suggest that progressive is a relatively 

popular label.

One Nation, Divided
In the past, the ideology of conservatism did not 

dominate the Republican Party in the way that it does 

today. Likewise, liberalism was much less tightly linked 

to the Democrats. Forty years ago, the Republican 

Party contained a liberal faction that was especially 

numerous in the northeastern states. Thirty years 

ago, some of the most ardent conservatives in Con-

gress were Democrats, many of them from the South. 

Much history lay behind these factions—they repre-

sented allegiances dating back to the U.S. Civil War.

In recent decades, however, liberal Republicans 

have all but vanished. A number of Americans con-

tinue to describe themselves as conservative Demo-

crats, but almost none of them serve in Washington, 

D.C. By 2008, the most conservative Democrats in 

Congress had voting records that were more liberal 

than the records of the most moderate Republicans. 

The major parties no longer exhibited any ideo-

logical overlap—progressives and conservatives had 

sorted themselves completely into opposing politi-

cal parties.
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Image 1–9 Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump speaks 
in Mesa, Arizona. Why was he a controversial choice for the 

Republican nomination? 
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Partisanship and Polarization. The result has been political polarization. In 

Congress, the two major political parties have never been more disciplined. Republicans 

and Democrats have become used to voting as monolithic blocks. Neither progressives 

nor conservatives trust the intentions of the other camp. In bookstores, among political 

bloggers on the Internet, and on radio and television, political rhetoric is more intense and 

furious than it has been in a long time. The other side is not just wrong. It is evil. 

Political polarization has resulted in the almost complete inability of Republicans 

and Democrats in Congress to agree on legislation. Most of the major Democratic 

initiatives in 2009 and 2010 passed with no Republican votes at all. After the 2010 

elections, when the Republicans took the House, the inability of the parties to agree 

meant political gridlock. From 2011 through 2016, Congress passed fewer bills per 

year than in any previous period, and most of this legislation was trivial. One result: 

a Gallup poll showing that only 7 percent of respondents had confidence in Con-

gress. What came as a surprise to many was that even after the Republicans took 

full control of Congress and the presidency in the 2016 elections, Republicans still 

had great difficulty in passing legislation. For example, the long-promised repeal of 

the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) failed in the Senate by a single vote—repeal 

was enormously unpopular. In December 2017, however, the Republicans were able 

to pass a major tax bill that promised to reduce taxes by up to $1.5 trillion over the 

next ten years. Almost all of the tax relief would be felt by businesses and wealthy 

Americans. 

Toward the Future. It took eight years for the Democrats to completely lose the 

substantial political advantages they enjoyed in the 2008 elections. In 2016, Republican 

presidential candidate Donald Trump won the vote in the electoral college and there-

fore became president. Trump lost the popular vote by 2 percentage points, however, 

and in short order was facing the lowest popularity numbers ever for a president in 

the first year of office. One problem was that in 2017, Trump abandoned almost all 

of the distinctive policies that had helped him win the presidency. (He did maintain 

his strong hostility to nonwhite immigration.) Trump was now governing as a tradi-

tional business-friendly Republican. By 2018, it was clear that Republicans were losing 

support even more quickly than the Democrats did eight years previously. Observers 

expected that a large number of congressional Republicans would lose their seats in 

the 2018 elections.

In the long run, Democrats hoped to benefit from growing numbers of Latino 

and Asian American voters. Younger white voters were also trending toward the 

 Democrats. For the time being, however, such support was largely counterbal-

anced by growing support for Republicans among older white voters and the white 

working class.

The Changing Face of America

The face of America is changing as its citizens age and become more diverse. Like other 

economically advanced countries, the United States has in recent decades experienced 

falling birthrates and an increase in the number of older citizens. The “aging of America” 

is a modest phenomenon when compared with what is happening in many other coun-

tries, however. Today, almost 17 percent of the U.S. population is age 65 or older. By 2050, 

this percentage is expected to rise to 21. In Europe, Japan, and China, the share of the 

elderly is expected to be much greater than that.

   Learning Outcome 5:

Explain how a changing 

American population and 

other social trends may affect 

the future of our nation.
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total fertility rate
A statistic that measures the average 
number of children that women in a given 
group are expected to have over the course 
of a lifetime.

The End of the Population Explosion
In recent decades, population growth rates have been falling throughout the world. The 

great population explosion of the late twentieth century is reaching its end—the world’s 

population, currently just over 7 billion, may stabilize at perhaps 11 billion in the later part of 

the twenty-first century. Population growth rates remain high in many African and Muslim 

nations, but many economically advanced nations will have smaller populations in 2050 than 

they do today. The United States, however, will continue to grow during these years.

The number of babies born helps determine future population levels. We can measure this 

effect by looking at the total fertility rate of a population. The total fertility rate measures the 

average number of children that a group of women are expected to have over the course of a 

lifetime. In 2007, shortly before the onset of the Great Recession, the United States had a total 

fertility rate of about 2.1 children per woman. By 2015, the rate had fallen to 1.8. The Census 

Bureau expects that the rate will go back up again as economic conditions improve, however.

As it happens, a fertility rate of 2.1 is called the “long-term replacement rate.” In 

other words, if a nation maintains a fertility rate of 2.1 over a long period of time, the 

population of that nation will eventually stabilize—it will neither grow nor shrink. The fact 

that the U.S. fertility rate has been about 2.1 does not mean that the population of the 

United States is likely to stabilize any time soon, however. Immigration allows us to grow 

faster than the fertility rate would suggest. Also, because of past growth, our population 

is younger than it would otherwise be. This means that there are more potential mothers 

and fathers. Only after its residents age can the population of a country stabilize.

Ethnic Change in America
From the very beginning, America has been a country of many races and ethnic groups. 

For much of our history, the most important distinction was between Americans from 

Europe and Americans from Africa. How to deal with the institution of African slavery—

abolished following the American Civil War—was perhaps the most important issue the 

nation has ever faced.

African Americans. Figure 1–2 shows the distribution of the African American pop-

ulation today. Beginning in the 1920s, many African Americans moved north to seek 

5%–10%21%–30%

Less than 5%11%–20%More than 30%

 Figure 1–2   The African American Population in the United States

What effect might the share of African Americans in a state’s population have on its politics?
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economic opportunity and better conditions. Even today, however, a majority of African 

Americans live in the southern states where slavery was once legal.

The Rise of the Latinos. In recent decades, the number of Latino—or Hispanic—

Americans has grown substantially, to the point where they are now the largest minority 

group in the nation. Many new immigrants are Latino, and this also serves to increase the 

Latino population.

A word on terminology: the U.S. Bureau of the Census defines a Hispanic as some-

one who can claim a heritage from a Spanish-speaking country. Hispanics can be of any 

race. Because the federal government uses Hispanic, we take note of it. An alternative 

term, Latino (Latina in the feminine), is widely used by social scientists. Public opinion 

polls, however, indicate that both words are about equally popular among Hispanics/ 

Latinos. Therefore, we use both in this text.

Of the four largest groups of Latinos, Mexican Americans are the largest at 63.2 

percent of all Latinos. Puerto Ricans, all of whom are U.S. citizens, are 9.5 percent of the 

total. Cubans make up 3.9 percent, and Salvadorans 3.8 percent. Coming from so many 

countries, Latino Americans are a highly diverse population. Most prefer a name that 

identifies their heritage  specifically—Mexican Americans would often rather be called that 

than Latino or Hispanic. Figure 1–3 shows the current distribution of the Latino popula-

tion. The black line on the map is the northern border of Mexico before 1836, when Texas 

declared its independence from Mexico. Latinos in eastern states such as New Jersey and 

Florida are often from Puerto Rico or Cuba.

The Demographic Impact. As a result of differences in fertility rates and immigra-

tion, the ethnic character of the United States is changing. In 2007, non-Hispanic white 

Americans had a fertility rate of 1.9. African Americans had a fertility rate of 2.1. Latinos 

had a rate of 2.8. By 2015, these rates had fallen—non-Hispanic white Americans were 

still at 1.9, but African Americans were also at 1.9, and Latinos were down to 2.1. The 

Census Bureau assumes that the low rates will be temporary. Figure 1–4 shows the pro-

jected changes in the U.S. ethnic distribution in future years based on Census Bureau 

predictions.

Hispanic
A term used by the federal government to 
describe someone who can claim a heritage 
from a Spanish-speaking country.

Latino
An alternate word for Hispanic. The 
feminine is Latina.

5%–10%21%–30%

Less than 5%11%–20%More than 30%

 Figure 1–3   The Latino Population in the United States

The black line shows the northern border of Mexico before 1836. Non-Hispanic whites are expected to 
be a minority in Texas years before they become a minority in the nation as a whole. What might be the 

consequences of such a development?
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Are We Better Off?
Are we better off today than we were in the recent 

past? That question is not easy to answer. Certainly, the 

nation as a whole is richer today than it ever has been. 

Not everyone has benefited from this increased wealth, 

however. From 1979 to 2015, weekly earnings, cor-

rected for inflation, rose only 3 percent for the median 

worker. In contrast, a team of economists has estimated 

that between 1980 and 2014, the income of the top 1 

percent of earners, corrected for inflation, rose by 204 

percent.14 Levels of employment are only now recover-

ing from the blow they took during the Great Recession, 

as shown in this chapter’s Consider the Source feature.

Social Indicators. Statistics suggest that many trends 

are moving in a positive  direction—although some are 

not. First, the good news. The murder rate per 100,000 

persons, which peaked at 10.2 in 1980, was down to 

4.5 in 2014, almost an all-time low. (The rate was 5.3 in 

2016, however.) Acts of sexual violence committed against 

women were 5.0 per 1,000 females in 1995, but 2.4 in 

2016. Divorces peaked in 1981 at 5.3 per 1,000 people, 

but were down to 3.1 by 2015. Births to teen-aged moth-

ers were 62 per thousand female teens in 1991, but 22 in 

2015. Automobile accident deaths, use of tobacco, high 

school graduation rates—these and more are headed in a 

positive direction. Despite concerns about inequality, unem-

ployment, and high levels of debt, it appears that American 

youth in particular are much better behaved than in earlier  

generations.

Other statistics, however, suggest that many Ameri-

cans are in trouble. All over the world, death rates are falling. In the United States, death rates 

have fallen among African Americans and Latinos. Among working-class white Americans, 

however, death rates are actually rising. The death rate for white women age 35 to 39 living 

in rural areas rose by 48 percent from 1990 to 2014.15 Researchers Anne Case and Angus 

Deaton have shown that death rates are rising for all groups of middle-aged whites—except 

whites with a college degree.16 The effect was great enough to reduce life expectancy for the 

entire nation in 2015 and 2016. The extra deaths are largely due to drugs, alcohol, and suicide. 

Addiction to prescription opioids and to heroin has become a massive national problem. This 

crisis suggests that an epidemic of cultural despair is afflicting the white working class. Despite 

massive publicity, the federal government has done almost nothing to respond to this issue.

14. Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman, “Distributional National Accounts: Methods and Estimates for the United 
States,” http://gabriel-zucman.eu/files/PSZ2017.pdf, September 25, 2017.

15. Joel Achenbach and Dan Keating, “A New Divide in American Death,” Washington Post, April 10, 2016.

16. The most recent paper is Anne Case and Angus Deaton, “Mortality and Morbidity in the 21st Century,” Brookings Papers on 
Economic Activity, Spring 2017, p. 397–476.
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 Figure 1–4   Projected Changes in U.S. Ethnic 
Distribution

What political changes could result when non-Hispanic whites are no 

longer a majority of the U.S. population?
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 Figure 1–5   Employment Rate for Prime-Age Americans,  
1990 to 2016

What might people do when they have been unemployed for a long time?

One of the most important ways in which people are inte

grated into society and gain a sense of selfworth is to 

have a job. Women have entered the labor force in ever

larger numbers in recent decades. As a result, the share of 

primeage (age 25 to 55) Americans with jobs was greater 

in 2000 than ever before in our nation’s history. Since then, 

the employment picture has not been so bright. Figure 

1–5 shows employment trends in recent decades.

The Source: Federal Reserve  
Economic Data (FRED)

The Federal Reserve, often simply called the “Fed,” is the 

government agency that, among other things, is respon

sible for the nation’s money supply. Fed staff members 

also engage in economic research. As a service to research

ers everywhere, the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 

Missouri, has created an economic database called FRED. 

You can find this service through an Internet search engine 

such as Google. Simply enter “fred,” and FRED should 

appear at the top of the resulting page. Click on FRED, and 

you’ll discover that it lets you graph and download any of 

385,000 U.S. and world data sets. These include informa

tion not only about employment, but also about the cost 

of living, the size of the economy, the government’s debt, 

interest rates, and much more. FRED collected the data in 

Figure 1–5 from the Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD). 

Consider the source
How Many Americans Have Jobs?

For Critical Analysis
 Why do you think that the employment rate for 

males is always greater than that for females, as 

shown in Figure 1–5? 
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How you can make a difference
If you want to affect our democracy, you have to learn firsthand how a democratic 

government works. The easiest way is to attend a session of a local legislative body. 

KEY TERMS

CHAPTER SUMMARY

authoritarianism 6

authority 6

Bill of Rights 11

capitalism 14

civil liberties 11

conservatism 17

conservative movement 17

democracy 7

democratic republic 8

direct democracy 7

elite theory 10

equality 12

government 3

Hispanic 23

ideology 16

initiative 7

institution 3

Latino 23

legislature 7

legitimacy 6

liberalism 17

libertarianism 18

liberty 5

limited government 9

majoritarianism 9

majority rule 9

order 5

pluralism 10

political culture 11

political socialization 11

politics 3

popular sovereignty 8

progressive 20

property 14

recall 7

referendum 7

representative democracy 8

republic 8

socialism 18

total fertility rate 22

totalitarian regime 6

universal suffrage 8

working class 16

Learning Outcome 1 Politics is the process by which people 

decide which members of society receive certain benefits or 

privileges and which members do not. It is the struggle over 

power or influence within institutions or organizations that can 

grant benefits or privileges. Government is an institution within 

which decisions are made that resolve conflicts and allocate 

benefits and privileges. It is the predominant institution within 

society because it has the ultimate decisionmaking authority.

Two fundamental political values are order, which includes 

security against violence, and liberty, the greatest freedom of the 

•  To do so, call the clerk of your local city council or county 
commission. Find out when the next city council or 

county board meeting is. 

•  If you live in a state capital, such as Baton Rouge, Louisi
ana, or Santa Fe, New Mexico, you can view a meeting 

of the state legislature instead. 

•  In many communities, city council meetings and county 
board meetings can be seen on publicaccess TV 

channels. 

•  When attending a business session of the local council 
or commission, keep in mind the theory of representa

tive democracy. The commissioners or council mem

bers are elected to represent their constituents. Observe 

how often the members refer to their constituents or to 

the special needs of their communities. 

•  Listen for sources of conflict. If, for example, there is a 
debate over a zoning proposal that involves the issue 

of land use, try to figure out why some members 

oppose the proposal.

•  If you want to follow up on your visit, try to get a brief 
interview with one of the members of the council or 

board. In general, legislators are very willing to talk to 

students, particularly students who also are voters. 

•  Ask the member how he or she sees the job of represen

tative. How can the wishes of constituents be identi

fied? How does the representative balance the needs of 

the particular ward or district that she or he represents 

with the good of the entire community? 
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