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To THE STUDENT

By assigning you this book, your instructor wants to do more than teach you the
basics of government in the United States. Your instructor wants you to think.
This book has a bit of attitude and a central theme: Only a tiny number of people
make the decisions that shape our lives, and, despite the elaborate rituals of par-
ties, elections, and interest-group activity, the vast majority have little direct influ-
ence over these decisions. This approach is called elite theory. Your instructor
may not believe completely in this theory but may instead believe that many
groups of people share power in the United States, that competition is widespread,
that we have checks against the abuse of power, and that the individual citizen can
personally affect the course of national events by voting, supporting political par-
ties, and joining interest groups. That theory, widely known as pluralism, charac-
terizes virtually every U.S. government textbook now in print—except this one.
Your instructor, whether personally agreeing with the elitist or with the pluralist
perspective, is challenging you to confront our arguments. He or she wants you to
deal critically with some troubling questions about democracy in the United States.

It is far easier to teach the basics of government in the United States—the constitu-
tional powers of the president, Congress, and courts; parties and elections; the key
cases decided by the Supreme Court; and so on—than to tackle the question, “How
democratic is U.S. society?” It is easier to teach the “facts™ of the political system
than to search for the explanations. Although this book does not ignore such facts, its
primary purpose is to present them to you through the critical lens of elite theory—to
help you understand why government and politics work as they do.

The Iromy of Democracy is not some polemic or even necessarily
“antiestablishment.” This book challenges the prevailing pluralistic view of democ-
racy in the United States, but it neither condemns nor endorses the reality of political
life. Governance by a small, homogeneous elite is subject to favorable or unfavorable
interpretation, according to one’s personal values. Readers are free to decide for
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To THE STUDENT

themselves whether we as a society should preserve, reform, or restructure the politi-
cal system described in these pages. If this book encourages thought about this ques-
tion, we see it as a Success.

The Irony of Democracy is neither a conservative nor a liberal textbook. It
does not apologize for elite rule or seek to defend U.S. institutions or any of the
nation’s leaders. On the contrary, we are critical of politicians, bureaucrats, corpo-
rate chieftains, media moguls, lobbyists, and special interests. But we do not advo-
cate fruitless nostrums promising “power to the people” or “citizen movements”
that are themselves led by elites with their own self-interests. We note that parti-
sans are happy with the parts of the book that describe their opponents, but
unhappy when the same gaze is cast on those they favor. Tough!

The Irony of Democracy is indeed an endorsement of the most fundamental
democratic values—individual dignity, limited government, freedom of expression
and dissent, equality of opportunity, private property, and due process of law.
Our elitist theory of democracy is not an attack on democratic government but
rather an effort to understand the realities of politics in a democracy. We hope
that this book, whether you like it or not, makes you think and helps you on
your path in learning about this country.



To THE INSTRUCTOR

This 17th edition of The Irony of Democracy has two aims: to keep its vigorous
classic elite theory approach and to reflect an ever-changing politics. This new edi-
tion unapologetically continues to assert that to understand democracy in the
United States it is necessary to understand the elites who run the nation. There
may be a near-universal acceptance of pluralist ideology in U.S. political science
and government texts; that Noble Lie of the empowered masses certainly contains
significant truth, but The Irony of Democracy unrepentantly remains an elitist
introduction to U.S. government. Elite theory is used as an analytic model for criti-
cally understanding and explaining U.S. politics; it is not presented as a normative
prescription for the nation. The discomfort caused by this approach in instructors
or students stems from its being grounded in fact and observation of reality, not
in partisanship or idealism.

Few today still believe that government is run for the benefit of the people.
Most see the political system as run by a few big interests for their own benefit,
leaving the average person forgotten behind. This reality brings us no pleasure.
Over the course of the 45 years of this text’s publication, the situation has only
gotten worse. Our elite theory of democracy also recognizes the potential for dan-
ger in mass movements and intolerant demagogues. Mass ignorance and apathy do
not inspire much hope that “the people” will somehow suddenly gain some new-
found commitment to the hard work of democracy. The irony of democracy in
the United States is that somehow democracy survives despite and possibly because
of these conditions.

This book has provided a framework to understand U.S. politics for over
four decades. It has seen many political events and eras come and go: the war in
Vietnam, Watergate, Carter-era malaise, the collapse of communism, the rise of
globalization, a balanced federal budget for four years, the influx of once-
unimaginable amounts of money into campaigns, mass death from terrorism, and
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To THE INSTRUCTOR

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Still, the basic analytic model of staying focused on
those in power remains critically necessary.

Politics is a living thing. Politics changes often, sometimes daily. Every chapter,
every section in this new edition reflects the newest examples and manifestations of
the core concepts of this text. Each chapter in this new edition has seen updating
and improvement. It reflects the input of reviewers and hundreds of students.
Each chapter has a new section, “For Further Thought,” to highlight potential
areas to engage in critical thinking and directly engage critical thinking learning
outcome requirements. Chapter 1, the introduction to elite theory, has a clearer
presentation of the relationship between elite theory and pluralism. Chapter 2,
concerning the Founders, clarifies their connections to the classical liberal and clas-
sical conservative traditions from which they drew. Chapter 3 follows the evolu-
tion of U.S. elites, starting with Hamilton’s financial vision for the new nation up
through a new section on today’s technology elites. Chapter 4, on the masses,
focuses on positive developments in tolerance over recent decades, while still recog-
nizing the dominance of apathy and ignorance.

The media chapter, Chapter 5, has been revised to reflect the reality of current
technology. Students can now publish to global audiences online with their cell
phones (regrettably sometimes even during class), something that once required
vast resources. The integration of social media into politics is discussed in this
new edition. There is also specific new coverage of the relationship between the
Obama Administration and press freedom. Chapter 6, on elections and political
parties, continues the necessary focus on money in campaigns and includes recent
developments in political spending. Speaking of money, Chapter 7 focuses on orga-
nized interests and their activities, such as lobbying and funding campaigns to
attempt to influence the political elites. A new Focus section on billionaire activists
named Steyer and Koch has been added.

The core chapters on political institutions have been updated to reflect a
divided Congress, the Obama Administration, and new Supreme Court rulings
including Justices Sotomayor and Kagan. The sections on lawmaking focus more
on the “Kill Bill” reality to reflect that Congress is far better at preventing laws
than making them. The continuing diversification of Congress is also covered.
Chapter 9 gives a new perspective on Obama’s first six years in office, in both
domestic and foreign policy. A new section on Obama and executive power has
been added. Chapter 11 reflects the increased role of the bureaucracy in the politi-
cal system in a time of a significantly larger government with some vastly greater
roles, such as ObamaCare. Material addressing the IRS scandal has also been
included here. Chapter 12, on federalism, has been revised to better address the
tension between the federal and state governments over the health care law and
other matters.

Civil rights, Chapter 13, showcases the continual diversification of the elite in
both politics and the economy, including the roles of Hispanic-Americans, Asian-
Americans, multiracial persons, and gays and lesbians, as well as updated coverage
of African-Americans elites.

The last chapter, “The United States as Global Elite,” deals with the fact that
the United States holds an unprecedented position in the world. It still leads eco-
nomically and militarily, but questions the cost of functioning as hegemon and
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“global cop.”™ This chapter covers the reassessment of role of the United States in
the world political system in the post-Iraq War period. There is updated coverage
of current security threats, a new section on cybersecurity, and a resurgent Al
Qaeda.

We believe that the strength of this textbook comes from its honest presenta-
tion of the world as it is, not as one may wish it. Punches are not pulled, awkward
areas are not avoided, and credit is given where it is due even if it is a difficult fit
with the central elite theory theme. The text does not talk down to students. The
Epilogue does not end the book with a warm, fuzzy feeling, but rather gives stu-
dents some blunt advice on how to preserve democratic values in an elitist system
and maybe in the process keep themselves from being rolled over by the elites. We
are not concerned if students like this book, but we do hope they find it interesting
and have some good arguments engaging with it. Our goal is to help you make
them think. For the instructor, whether you agree with the basic elite theory
approach or not, we hope this text helps get your pedagogical juices flowing and
that it makes your classroom experience more enjoyable and rewarding through
keeping you and your students intellectually and perhaps emotionally engaged in
the wonderful world of U.S. politics.

Louis Schubert
Thomas R. Dye
Harmon Zeigler, Late
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