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I this American politics text, we emphasize certain themes to help
students come to terms with the complex nature of our political system in the
1990s. One major theme is the growing importance of global affairs in American
political life. In the past, it was only during times of war that the line between
domestic and foreign affairs was significantly blurred. Today, the line has been
virtually erased. Consider, for example, the impact of foreign trade on our domestic
economy. Although protectionism has been a long-standing issue, with roots deep
in our past, today most Americans recognize that their prosperity is directly linked
not just to foreign competition but to such issues as global interest rates, “off-shore”
investment, access to raw materials in the Third World, and even defense spending.
It is, therefore, important to understand how these links have been forged.

Moreover, the issues and problems raised by an increasingly fragile world
ecology, expanding global communications, the arms race, and other international
political, economic, and social forces greatly affect the development of our gov-
ernmental institutions. A major reason for the growth in the power of the modern
presidency, for example, has been the need to respond effectively and decisively
to changing international crises and events. Congress, too, has had to face new
issues dictated by both positive and negative aspects of global interdependence.
The attachment of human rights criteria to foreign aid, the overseeing of intelli-
gence-gathering activities, and the appropriation of funds to combat the interna-
tional drug trade, have all reflected the changing focus and agenda of the legislative
branch.

Thus, although our primary goal is to offer the essential information tradi-
tionally covered in introductory government courses, we present that information
in a global perspective when it seems appropriate. International examples are used
alongside more traditional domestic examples and case studies. We hope that the
results of our efforts will be a student well versed in the basics of American politics
who is also sensitive to the undeniable impact of global forces.

In addition to considering the interdependence of foreign and domestic affairs,
we try to take advantage of the tools developed by policy analysts. The growing
complexity of American politics requires more precise and sophisticated tools of
investigation. The field of public policy assumes we cannot understand change and
its consequences by focusing only on the traditional institutions and processes of
American government. Thus, we have included chapters on public policies to intro-
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duce students to the methods used by decision makers and analysts to sort through
the costs and benefits of different policies. By looking at public policies from a
problem-solution perspective, students can better appreciate how difficult it is to
evaluate a simple program or determine why one program should be favored over
another.

In the chapter on national character, we also acknowledge the rebirth of a
more traditional mode of analysis, such as that used in Robert Bellah et al’s Habits
of the Heart (New York: Harper & Row, 1985). That title is derived from an expres-
sion used by the nineteenth-century French observer Alexis de Tocqueville to
describe the mix of traits he thought essential to our national character. In the
tradition of Tocqueville, we recognize the benefits of investigating how key values
play a role in defining what a country is all about. National-character analysis lends
itself to cross-country comparisons, which is in keeping with our efforts to help
students see how they fit into the global political puzzle.

In addition to these basic themes, the book contains several other useful
features. To help the reader understand that politics is the activity of human beings,
a more personal look has been given to the presidency, Congress, the Supreme
Court, and other major governmental institutions. These institutions are all exam-
ined in terms of the individuals who occupy them. Presidents, members of Con-
gress, and Supreme Court justices are portrayed as citizens who have reached
positions of significant political power and who can be expected to wield that power
in terms of their own values and ambitions, as well as with regard to the rules and
regulations of their respective offices.

The importance of the human element also underscores our belief that a
clear and accurate picture of American politics demands constant, not intermittent,
attention to the contributions of women and ethnic minorities. Thus, our analysis,
examples, and language have been chosen so as not to diminish the importance
of the rich diversity of influences and values in the American political system.

In addition, the book offers several tools to help students think creatively. For
example, we present varying interpretations of the American power structure in a
separate chapter describing the ruling elite, pluralist, and bureaucratic interpreta-
tions of American politics. The implications of these theories reappear at various
times throughout the text, drawing the student into the controversies and debates
surrounding the relationship between people and government.

Because many students are not going to study political science beyond the
introductory course, the book also examines politics in ways useful to them as
citizens. At appropriate times, it presents and evaluates specific action strategies
open to the citizen, ranging from voting to joining interest groups. Even if students
do not intend to engage in political activities, these evaluations will help them
understand the obstacles and rewards of trying to effect change in our political
system.

At all times, we have tried to limit political science jargon to tolerable levels.
Although the introductory course is crucial for political science majors, it is also
taken by nonmajors whose future is better served by an enhancement of citizenship
skills than by specialized vocabulary skills. Thus, we have aimed for a lively style
of writing that, we hope, will stimulate, rather than inhibit, interest in the subject.

Finally, we have assembled a package of learning aids to help the reader
understand the material. For example, key terms are highlighted when they first
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appear in the text, then listed at the end of each chapter, defined in the glossary,
and discussed in the Study Guide and Instructors Manual. In addition, we have
provided a summary of the main points covered in each chapter and punctuated
the text with self-contained vignettes. We also offer suggested reading lists at the
conclusion of each chapter to assist in term papers and other forms of student
research.
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