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Three years ago Nigel Bowles generously allowed me to begin work on
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New Year's Eve 2013 ROBERT K. MCMAHON
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Shortly before the publication of his own textbook, my former supervi-
sor directed me in colourful terms never to agree to write one of my own.
Textbooks, he insisted, were regarded by colleagues who had written one
of their own as unwelcome competition; by those who had not, as intrin-
sically unscholarly; and by students, degradingly and dispiritingly, as
cribs. Many years later, a senior colleague asked me to write a textbook
on United States government. Recalling the warning which I had received
some years before from my supervisor, I demurred, but the pugnacious
reply suggested that it would be unwise to decline. I warmly acknowledge
my great debt to Vincent Wright, (then) editor of the series in which this
book appears, former supervisor, unembarrassed purveyor of conflicting
advice, friend, and colleague. Without his early warning about the
pitfalls of writing a textbook, I should have enjoyed his invitation to
write it less than I did. Without his steady guidance and patience over the
four years that the book has taken to complete, it would not have
appeared. Without his unstinting intellectual support, it would be more
deeply flawed than it is.

[ am also greatly indebted to Katharine Ellis, David Goldey and
Desmond King for their intellectual support, friendship, and many kind-
nesses. All three read the entire text, and the final draft was immeasur-
ably improved by their critical but constructive observations. Desmond
generously read several chapters in more than one draft, for which [ am
particularly grateful. Alan Ware read the full second draft, and made
many helpful suggestions; I thank him most warmly, as I do Malcolm
Anderson, Roger Crisp, Ruth Deech, and Michael Hart, each of whom
read individual chapters. I also thank Herb Alexander for his assistance
with campaign finance data. I am also grateful to other colleagues in the
Sub-faculty of Politics at Oxford, especially Tim Hames, Gillian Peele,
and Byron Shafer, for the intellectual stimulation of their company and
conversation. | also thank Mark Habeeb and Richard Hodder-Williams,
from whose writings and conversation on American politics over many
years | have gained greatly. Warm thanks are also due to Steven Kennedy
at (Palgrave) Macmillan for his professionalism and patience.

Undergraduate and postgraduate students with whom I have worked
at Edinburgh and Oxford, especially Mark Brough, Gareth Davies,
Chris Howard, and Robert Singh, have helped considerably in clarifying
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for me some of the questions addressed in this book. I am very grateful
to them.

Most of the work for the book was undertaken at Oxford in the
libraries of Rhodes House, St Anne’s College, and the Law Faculty
Library; my thanks are due to the staff of all three libraries, especially to
Alan Bell and David Smith, for their kindness and professionalism. I am
grateful to the Principal and Fellows of St Anne’s College, Oxford, for
creating a supportive and stimulating environment in which to read,
think and write. In particular, I express my warm thanks to my colleagues
in the PPE School, Gabriele Taylor and Terry O’Shaughnessy, for their
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American political history, and Philip Williams, whose knowledge and
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for it was inspirational.

Responsibility for errors of fact or interpretation is mine alone.

NIGEL BOWLES



‘The other main criticism ... relates to the organs of government. To the
outsider it looks almost incredibly inefficient. One wonders how deci-
sions are ever reached at all. There is no clear hierarchy of authority. The
different departments of the Government criticise one another in public
and produce rival programmes. There is perpetual internecine warfare
between prominent personalities. Individuals rise and fall in general
esteem with bewildering rapidity. New groupings of administrative
power and influence spring up every day. Members of the so-called
Cabinet make public speeches containing urgent proposals which are not
agreed as Government policy ... Nothing is ever settled in principle.
There is just endless debate and endless sitting around ... Suddenly some
drastic, clear-cut decision is reached, by what process one cannot under-
stand, and all the talk seems to have gone for nothing, being a fifth wheel
to the coach, the ultimate decision appearing to be largely independent of
the immense parlez-vous, responsible and irresponsible that had
preceded it. Nothing is secret, nothing confidential. The President
laughed when I said his method of deceiving the enemy was apparently to
publish so much vital information that they would not have the time to
read it.’

(John Maynard Keynes, Collected Writings, vol. XXIII,
105-k, July 1941)
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