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Preface

he aim of the sixth edition of Promise and Performance of American

Democracy is to provide a readable text that is readily accessible to under-

graduates and that is anchored in and motivated by political science schol-
arshlp We believe there is a place for a book based on the assumption that the
scholarship of political science provides the best lens for an undergraduate’s first
college-level examination of the American political system. Our goal is to intellec-
tually challenge students, to convince them that the challenge is worth accepting,
and to help them successfully meet the challenge. We have sought to produce a
text that is both engaging and substantive, that not only is accessible, but that also
provides access to the wisdom of the most talented political science researchers.

The organizational and substantive character of this book is a deliberate reac-
tion to our view of the advantages and disadvantages of historical and modern
approaches to introductory surveys of American politics. Texts from decades past
were books of political science that presented the subject of American govern-
ment as revealed by the best scholarly research and writing. Unfortunately for the
average undergraduate, they also tended to be demanding; the writing was often
dense and the lessons difficult to extract.

Modern texts are much more accessible; the presentation is pedagogically ori-
ented toward transferring information quickly. Although many of these modern
textbooks are of high quality, we believe they lack an important contribution of
traditional texts: an introduction to the discipline of political science. They no
doubt ease the challenge of attracting the attention of undergraduates, but they can
also submerge much of the wisdom and knowledge of political science research.

The sixth edition of Promise and Performance of American Democracy seeks
to rejuvenate the scholarly tradition of introductory American government text-
books. The book is founded on the vision of its previous editions. Its organizing
theme is the contrast between the theoretical promises of democracy and its actu-
al performance. As detailed in Chapter 1, a number of scholars offer convincing
evidence that citizens often have idealistic and unrealistic expectations of a dem-
ocratic system of government and are understandably frustrated by the system’s
failure to deliver on these lofty promises. We seek to establish a theoretical
benchmark about what a democratic system is supposed to do and to contrast it
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with empirical conclusions culled from the discipline about what is actually hap-
pening. We deliberately seek to prod readers into making independent judgments
about the correlation between promise and performance, and to give them the
basic information necessary to make such informed judgments.

Following the introductory chapter that spells out this basic framework, the
text is organized into four sections that represent the necessary foundation of an
introductory survey to the American political system: the constitutional frame-
work, popular control, official decision making, and individual freedoms. Each
chapter begins with a high-interest example that sets up the comparison and ends
with the authors’ assessment of how well the American system delivers on the
democratic promise, an assessment intended to stimulate independent thought
rather than to proselytize. A wide variety of current controversies—including the
meaning and value of public opinion polls, the power of interest groups, the intri-
cacies of the electoral college, voter turnout, judicial policymaking, and the
growth of the bureaucracy—are incorporated into this framework. Tables, charts,
graphs, boxes, and photographs are used to visually augment the main issues dis-
cussed in the text.

Every chapter ends with a summary of main points, a list of key terms, and
a brief annotated list of contemporary readings. Key terms are also defined in a
glossary at the end of the book for easy reference, and an appendix includes the
major documents of American democracy. Because we believe that the text used
in political science classes should show students how political scientists report the
results of their research, we use the APSA style of in-text citations with a com-
prehensive list of references.

With thorough coverage of the successes and failures of the workings of
democracy in the contemporary United States, Promise and Performance of
American Democracy is designed to report what political science has learned
about American government, to challenge students, and to provide students with
the intellectual tools they need to understand politics and evaluate the function-
ing of democracy. The ultimate aim is not simply to help them understand the
political system, but to increase their capacity to make independent and informed
decisions as citizens.
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The Promise of Democracy

hat would you consider the greatest spectator sport in the country
today? Would you say it was baseball, basketball, football?” asked
Mayor Frank Skeffington.

“I think basketball has the highest paid attendance,” replied his nephew, a
young sportswriter.

“It’s politics. That’s right, politics,” the Mayor retorted. “Millions and millions
of people following it every day in the newspapers, over the TV and the radio.
Now mind you, they wouldn’t get mixed up in this for all the tea in China, but
they can tell you the names and numbers of all the players. And what they can’t
tell the coaches about strategy . . . oh! [Plolitics is an exciting game to watch.”

This scene from the 1958 movie The Last Hurrab (Columbia Pictures 1958)'
may have been an accurate portrayal of U.S. society fifty years ago. But if it was
once true, it is no longer the case that Americans assiduously follow, let alone
enjoy, the game of democratic politics. On the contrary, Americans appear to
have become increasingly cynical, frustrated, and dissatisfied with politics in the
United States.? Unlike the citizens of Mayor Skeffington’s day, citizens today do
not understand the basic rules of democratic politics. Without understanding the
rules, it isn’t possible to evaluate the results of the game.

Americans have a number of misconceptions about democracy. They tend to
equate it with an idealistic yearning for freedom or as synonymous with capital-
ism, and they believe that the United States has always served as an example of
how to do democracy “best.” None of these conceptions is necessarily true. In
fact, when democracy moves from the abstract to the concrete, from the idealis-

'The movie was adapted from Edwin O’Connor’s 1956 novel, The Last Hurrabh, a fictionalized account
of Boston’s mayor and political boss, James Michael Curley. Mayor Curley was defeated in his bid for
reelection in 1951, his last hurrah.

*For data on the decline in trust in government, see Figure 4.5 in Chapter 4.
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