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Preface

opular esteem for American political institu-

tions continues to decline. The public alternates

between curiosity about, and revulsion toward,
politics and politicians. Yet beneath the scandals, and
the attempts of elected officials to gain political advan-
tage or minimize political disadvantage from these
scandals, the role of government in our lives remains
crucial. The sixth edition of our text, Understanding
American Government, tries, as did the previous editions,
to demonstrate to students why government is impor-
tant, and to interest students in learning about the ex-
citing, important, and controversial issues in American
public life. We believe an introductory course succeeds
if most students develop an understanding of major
ideas, an interest in learning more about American gov-
ernment, and an ability to begin to understand and
evaluate the news they hear about American political is-
sues. Although a firm grounding in the essential “nuts
and bolts” of American government is crucial, other ap-
proaches are helpful in motivating students’ interest in
government.

We offer the essential “nuts and bolts” of American
government, but we also want the student to understand
why (and sometimes how) these important features have
evolved, their impact on government and individuals, and
why they are controversial (if they are) and worth learn-
ing. For example, we prefer students to leave the course
remembering why campaign finance laws were created
and why they are generally ineffective than to memorize
specific dollar limitations on giving for different types of
candidates from different types of organizations. The lat-
ter will change or will soon be forgotten, but under-
standing the “whys” will help the student understand the
campaign finance issue long after the course is over.

We have also tried to interest students by describing
and discussing the impact of various features of govern-
ment. For example, students who do not understand
why learning about voter registration laws is important
may “see the light” when they understand the link be-
tween such laws and low voter turnout. Therefore, a
particular emphasis throughout the book is on the im-
pact of government: how individual features of govern-
ment affect its responsiveness to different groups (in
Lasswell’s terms, “Who gets what and why?”). We real-
ize that nothing in American politics is simple; rarely
does one feature of government produce, by itself, a
clear outcome. Nevertheless, we think that students will
be more willing to learn about government if they see
some relationships between how government operates
and the impact it has on them as American citizens.

Changes in the Sixth Edition

This edition is again substantially revised. We cover the
2000 national elections, although our publication dead-
lines gave little time for postelection reflection.

We have added a new feature in each chapter:a time-
line of important events. This timeline, found near the
end of each chapter, is designed to help students re-
member key events and developments in the topic ad-
dressed in the chapter and to get a better sense of
chronology of these events. Given national studies that
show that a majority of college graduates are woefully
ignorant about the chronology of even important events
such as major wars and pathbreaking presidential ad-
ministrations, we thought that students needed assis-
tance in visualizing key points in the development of the
American polity.
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‘We have retained the feature box added in the fifth
edition labelled What Government Does Right. In an era
when it is fashionable to run against government when
running for public office, and at a time when charges of
scandal and corruption seem to come ever more fre-
quently, we thought it useful to give students some ex-
amples of successful governmental activities.

This edition features new material on contempo-
rary issues ranging from campaign finance reform to
gun control, from capital punishment to the evolving
role of technology in political communications and
campaigning.

We have reordered some of the chapters in Part Two,
Links between People and Government. Following
Chapter 4 on public opinion comes the chapter on the
media, followed by chapters on interest groups and polit-
ical parties. Chapter 8, Elections, follows that, and this
section ends with the money and politics chapter. We re-
organized the part in this way to bring the chapters on
public opinion and the media into proximity and to bring
together those on elections and money and politics.

As always, we have updated the judiciary, civil liber-
ties, and civil rights chapters to incorporate new Supreme
Court decisions. Chapter 15, Civil Rights, includes a
new treatment of the women’s movement, a new section
on sexual harassment and another on discrimination
against men, a new discussion on the contemporary sta-
tus of African Americans, and a revised treatment of affir-
mative action.

We are delighted to have the opportunity to write a
sixth edition and to improve the text further in ways sug-
gested by our students and readers. We have been ex-
tremely pleased by the reaction of instructors and students
to our first five editions. We were especially gratified to
have won three times the American Government Text-
book Award from the Women’s Caucus for Political Sci-
ence of the American Political Science Association.

Special Features

Student interest and analytic abilities grow when con-
fronted with a clash of views about important issues. Today
there is much discussion about how to stimulate the criti-
cal thinking abilities of students. Beginning with the first
edition, our text has provided features especially designed
to do this by involving students in the controversies—and
excitement—of American politics.

You Are There

Each chapter opens with a scenario called You Are There.
In a page or two the student reads about a real-life politi-
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cal dilemma faced by a public official or a private citizen
involved in a controversial issue. Students are asked to put
themselves in that individual’s shoes, to weigh the pros and
cons, and to decide what should be done. The instructor
may want to poll the entire class and use the You Are There
as a basis for class discussion. In the Epilogue at the end of
the chapter, we reveal the actual decision and discuss it in
light of the ideas presented in the chapter.

One-third of the You Are There features in this edi-
tion are new. They focus on contemporary topics such
as the political struggle over preserving national envi-
ronmental treasures (Chapter 3), the appropriate and
ethical role of the media in exposing scandal (Chapter
5), the dilemma faced by John McCain in supporting
George W. Bush (Chapter 7), and the influence of sup-
port for campaign finance on a candidate’s chances
(Chapter 9).

American Diversity

In many chapters, American Diversity boxes illustrate
the impact of the social diversity of the American pop-
ulation on political life. The boxes help students under-
stand how a diversity of backgrounds and attitudes
shapes views of politics and positions on issues.

What Government Does Right

These boxes illustrate some of the successes of govern-
ment. We believe this is a timely feature, given the
antigovernment sentiment currently so pervasive. Far
from being the ennobling activity as envisioned by the
ancients, government now appears to be seen largely as
corrupt and ineffective. Given this image, students
might wonder why we have government at all. This fea-
ture gives students an opportunity to read about some
concrete examples of government successes and think
about the reasons for the existence of government.

Timelines

Timelines in each chapter help the student visualize the
chronological development of the American polity as
well as highlight important issues in the chapter.

Boxes

In each chapter, several boxes highlighting interesting as-
pects of American politics draw the students into the ma-
terial. Many illustrate how government and politics
really work in a particular situation—how a corporation
lobbies for government benefits, how a seemingly pow-
erless group is able to organize for political action, how
interest groups solicit money by mail, and how political



polls are done—while others highlight features of gov-
ernment that may be of particular interest to students—
what standard of risk should government use in regulating
acne medication, how ethnicity shapes voting behavior,
and the impact of federal programs on students.

Several other features help students organize their
study.

Outline

Each chapter begins with an outline of its contents.

Key Terms

Key terms are boldfaced within the text and listed at the
end of each chapter and the glossary.

Further Reading

A brief, annotated list of further readings contains works
that might be useful to a student doing research or look-
ing for further reading.

Electronic Resources

Each chapter lists addresses of particularly interesting or
useful sites on the Internet that relate directly to the top-
ics covered in the chapter.

Glossary

A glossary at the end of the book defines terms that may
be unfamiliar to students.

The Organization and
Contents of the Book

While the basic organization of American government
books is fairly standard, our text has a unique chapter on
money and politics and a half chapter on environmental
politics. Other features include a civil rights chapter that
integrates a thorough treatment of constitutional issues
concerning minorities and women, a discussion of the
civil rights and women’s rights movements, and con-
temporary research on the political status of these
groups. We include in this chapter the special legal prob-
lems of Hispanics and Native Americans.

The organization of the book is straightforward. Af-
ter material on democracy, the Constitution, and feder-
alism, the book covers linkages, including money and
politics, then institutions, and finally policy. Civil liber-
ties and rights are treated after the chapter on the judi-
ciary. But the book is flexible enough that instructors
can modify the order of the chapters. Some instructors
will prefer to cover institutions before process. Others

may prefer to discuss civil liberties and rights when dis-
cussing the Constitution.

For Instructors...

New!
Political ScienceLink 2001...

for easy-to-prepare multimedia lectures.
The easy way to prepare great multimedia lectures
that truly engage your American government students.

s Hundreds of images (figures and tables) from this
book and other Wadsworth political science text-
books

m Exciting, relevant “CNN Today” video clips
m Text-specific PowerPoint® outline presentations

m A very simple wizard that guides you in publishing
your lectures online for student reference and dis-
tance learning

Instructor’s Manual

Features an extensive resource guide section correlating
each chapter’s content to other components of the an-
cillary package (for example: InfoTrac College Edition ar-
ticles, transparencies, PowerPoint® slides, CNN video
clips, the America at Odds CD-ROM, and others). Cor-
responding to each text chapter, every chapter in the
manual also contains a chapter outline, lecture ideas and
suggested activities, and recommended Web sites.

Test Bank

A large selection of test items, including multiple-choice,
fill-in-the-blank, short-answer, and essay questions.

ExamView® Computerized Testing
for Windows and Macintosh

Create, deliver, and customize tests and study guides
(both print and online) in minutes with this easy-to-use
assessment and tutorial system. Test appears on screen
just as it will in print. You can easily edit and import your
own questions and graphics, change test layout, and
move questions. Also offers flexible delivery and the
ability to test and grade online.

Wadsworth Political Science Video Library

So many exciting, new videos . . . SO many great ways
to enrich your lectures and spark discussion of the ma-
terial in this text! Your Wadsworth/Thomson represen-
tative will be happy to provide details on our video pol-
icy by adoption size.
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American Government Transparency
Acetate Package, 2001 Edition

Includes more than seventy full-color acetates (tables,
charts, and figures from the text and additional sources).

For instructors and students. ..

Book-Specific Web Site

Easily accessible from the Wadsworth Political Science Re-
source Center at http://politicalscience.wadsworth.com,
this site is the ultimate in interactive learning. Linking on-
line material to the text at every opportunity, it includes:

m Interactive quizzes for each chapter where students
can self-assess and review their knowledge

m  Hypercontents for each chapter—an extensive hy-
pertext list of sites that provide reviews of related
material, supplemental media, and chapter-related
news and research

s Online instructor resources—password protected,
of course!

PLUS: quick access to The Wadsworth Political Science
Resource Center and “Election Central”—featuring
the latest election updates, information, and links to
election Web sites. The Political Science Resource Cen-
ter also includes InfoTrac College Edition activities, links
to general political Web sites, a career center, online
news, a discussion forum, and much more.

InfoTrac® College Edition . . .

FREE access to an extensive online library of current
articles! Available exclusively from Wadsworth/ Thom-
son Learning, four months of access to the InfoTrac Col-
lege Edition library is included FREE to adopters and
their students. Featuring thousands of full-length articles
(not abstracts) from such publications as National Review,
Washington Monthly, and many others, this online re-
source opens new worlds of information for your stu-
dents. At the end of chapters students will find lists of
suggested topic-related articles that they can access in
InfoTrac College Edition’s extensive library of important
political science and other popular sources.

Thomson Learning WebTutor™ 2.0 . ..

takes your course beyond classroom boundaries! Rich with
content for your American government course, this Web-
based teaching and learning tool includes course manage-
ment, study/mastery, and communication tools. Use Web-
Tistor to provide virtual office hours, post your syllabi, and
track student progress with WebTittor’s quizzing material.
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For students, WebTitor offers real-time access to in-
teractive online tutorials and simulations, practice
quizzes, and Web links—all correlated to American Gov-

ernment and Understanding American Government. Avail-
able on WebCT and Blackboard.

Student Resources

New!

American Government: An Introduction

Using MicroCase Explorit, Sixth Edition

Includes CD-ROM and Workbook. Students make

their own decisions about the issues as they analyze and
interpret current NES and GSS data.

America at Odds CD-ROM

Your students actually participate in American politics
with the twenty interactive modules in this CD-ROM
as they research the issues, discuss ideas, formulate opin-
ions, and interpret data! Features a rich mix of media,
including digital video and audio, photos, graphics, and
Internet technology.

New!
American Government:
Readings and Responses

By Monica Bauer. A wonderful collection of readings
from prominent writers, plus “Chat Room” conversa-
tions with students who debate the topics in the readings.

Study Guide

Features (in each chapter) a chapter summary; key
terms, and fill-in-the blank, true/false, multiple-choice,
and short essay questions.

Readings in American Government, Third Edition

Spark lively debate in your classroom with this on-tar-
get reader, updated with the latest issues in American
government. More than sixty readings. Edited by Stef-
fen W. Schmidt and Mack C. Shelley.

Thinking Globally, Acting Locally

By John Soares. A concise book offering specific guid-
ance for getting involved as an active citizen.

American Government Internet
Activities, Third Edition
Contains activities for all major topics in the text. Stu-

dents are asked to surf the Web to obtain answers to
thought-provoking questions.



The Handbook of Selected Court Cases

Includes more than thirty Supreme Court cases.

The Handbook of Selected Legislation
and Other Documents

Features excerpts from twelve laws passed by the U.S.
Congress that have had a significant impact on Ameri-
can politics.

An Introduction to Critical Thinking
and Writing in American Politics

Introduces a number of critical thinking and writing
techniques, helping students make better use of the in-
formation they receive in class and in the text.
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