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Preface

Just as the proficiency of an expert mechanic or surgeon is enhanced by
the use of state-of-the-art tools or instruments, the expertise of a teacher
is often not enough by itself to stimulate students to learn. A teacher’s
proficiency is heightened and his or her task of helping students learn is
eased by the use of the obtainable teaching tools. Central to these is a
superior textbook such as Ginsberg, Lowi, and Weir’s We the People. As a
community college professor for many years, I have discovered that stu-
dents very often need something more; something that will motivate
them to inquire about the subject at hand without feeling overwhelmed
or discouraged by the sheer volume of material there is to be learned.
Consequently, the idea for this study guide was born.

This guide is unique because it represents political science from the
approach of the college student. I began using Lowi and Ginsberg’s first
textbook, American Government, in my classes beginning with the first edi-
tion in 1990, and although a study guide including chapter outlines and
study questions was available, I found that many of my students either
were not using the guide or were relying solely on the guide and not read-
ing the text. Neither approach could provide more than a minimal
understanding of the subject.

I asked my students how I could help them learn. Many of them felt
that the text itself, while excellent, was a little too difficult for the commu-
nity college level of study, at least for some students. I then asked some of
my students if they would be willing to help me help them learn—by help-
ing to make a study guide that would integrate the text with a student’s
level of understanding. In a true cooperative effort, my students gave me
input that helped me put together my first study guide, which I used in
1991 with American Government. The purpose of the guide was to take the
text of American Government and bring it to the community college level
for purposes of understanding. My experience as a professor has shown
me that the appropriate level is about the same as for mass-market
literature; in other words, for about an eighth-grade reading level. The
original context of the text was retained, and all of the important topics
and concepts were in the guide, but in a reorganized and highly con-
densed format.
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Students in succeeding years have worked with me on study guides
for subsequent editions of American Government. This concept has now
been tested on more than three thousand students at Pasadena
Community College in Pasadena, California, over the past several years,
with measurable success. Most students seem to like the guide and report
that it helps in their understanding of political science. Their improved
understanding, in turn, makes my job as a professor easier and more
rewarding.

Up to the fourth edition of American Government, this study guide was
a pet project of mine and my students, and has been used only at
Pasadena Community College; the students’ purchase price paid for the
cost of materials and printing. The new text by Ginsberg, Lowi, and Weir,
We the People, posed a new challenge. Not only has the subject been
rethought according to changes in national and world politics, but it has
been essentially rewritten from a different viewpoint: a sociological per-
spective of the machine that is our government. The publishers at Norton
had seen my guide and liked it so much that they asked me to produce a
study guide for We the People that they could publish for nationwide distrib-
ution with the text.

Again I turned to my students. As this was to be their learning tool, I
wanted as much student input as possible. As in the other guides, I includ-
ed study questions like those that were in the publisher’s study guide for
American Government and the vocabulary terms from the teacher’s guide.
However, I wanted to improve the study guide so that it might help all stu-
dents achieve a better understanding of political science, not just most stu-
dents. What is new in this study guide are the chapter summaries,
translations from the scholarly English of the text to the scaled-down
English of the common person. These summaries cover all the important
points and major concepts in each chapter; they leave out most of the
examples and detailed descriptions from the text. Much more than a
thumbnail sketch of a chapter, each summary is a digest of the informa-
tion to be learned.

This new study guide is structured chapter by chapter to go along
with the text. Each chapter begins with a brief summary of the chapter,
followed by a selection of critical-thinking questions about the informa-
tion in each chapter and a list of key vocabulary terms for the student to
define. For you, the student, to get the most out of this study guide, it is
suggested that you first read the chapter in the text easily, as you would
read for enjoyment, for a detailed overview of the topic, and then read
the summary here in order to understand the chapter better. In answer-
ing the questions and defining the terms, you may refer back to the text
when necessary. Having read it first, you should find it easy to look up the
information you need. Some questions do not have right or wrong
answers, but merely require your opinion based on your new understand-
ing of the subject.
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My intention is for this study guide to be used by the instructor as a
reliable teaching tool and by the students as a solid guide to learning.
This study guide is a product of, as well as a tool for, good student-teacher
communication. It is a true collaboration of the effort between my stu-
dents and myself, a labor of love—for the subject, for the students, and
for teaching itself. I would especially like to acknowledge and thank my
student co-authors, who put in a lot of time and effort to help me put this
study guide together: Carole Darnold, who read the text and whose input
on the outlines, questions, and summaries was invaluable; Desiree Norris,
who tirelessly typed the entire manuscript; and Monique Kay, who read
and helped outline some of the chapters. Their creativity and our long
hours of brainstorming led to the division of tasks, the results of which,
when combined, became this study guide. These students and many oth-
ers like them let me know I am not doing my job in vain. My hope is that
this study guide, along with the text and the lively class debates that I
hope will result from their use, will encourage a new generation of knowl-
edgeable participants in our democratic process.

Joel O. Reid, Ph.D.
Professor of Political Science

August 1996
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American Political Culture

THE CHAPTER IN BRIEF

At the time of the Founding of the United States of America, there were
sharply divided interests as to what government should be, in terms of its
role in the life of the American people, its limitations, and its powers. The
Federalists argued that a powerful and active government was needed to
promote commerce, prevent political strife, and protect American inter-
national interests. The Antifederalists were opponents of the proposed
Constitution and held the position that a government with the power to
achieve the Federalist’s goals would also have the power to oppress its citi-
zens. They argued that it was better to forgo the potential benefits of a
powerful government in order to avoid the threat such a powerful gov-
ernment would pose.

After the Constitution was ratified, the debate over the power of gov-
ernment continued, and gave birth to America’s two-party system. The
Hamiltonian Federalists (not the same Federalists as those discussed in the
first paragraph), who are the indirect ancestors of today’s Republicans,
introduced an ambitious economic program designed to give America a
powerful central government. The Jeffersonian Democratic-Republicans,
the direct forebears of today’s Democrats, organized in opposition to the
Hamiltonian Federalist’s economic program, arguing for a weaker and
decentralized national government.

Conflict over the power and role of the national government is the cen-
tral issue of American politics today. Contemporary Democrats assert that
the United States needs a powerful and active national government, capable
of assuming a wide array of regulatory responsibilities and with the capacity
to provide a broad range of social services. Contemporary Republicans,
on the other hand, argue that many current governmental functions can
be eliminated or turned over to the states or to the private sector.

From the Founding in 1789 until 1933, the American national gov-
ernment was limited in size, scope, and influence. Most of the important
functions of government were provided by the states. The stock market
crash of 1929 and the Great Depression that followed, including the run
on the banks in 1933, bankrupted states and individuals and prompted

4
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the immediate expansion of the national government to meet the crisis.
Congress passed legislation that brought government into the business of
home mortgages, farm mortgages, credit, and the relief of personal dis-
tress. The national government today is an enormous institution. Its pro-
grams and policies reach into every facet of American life. It oversees the
nation’s economy, it is the nation’s largest employer, it provides citizens
with a host of services, it controls a vast military establishment, and it reg-
ulates a wide range of social and commercial activities.

“Government” is the term used to describe the formal institutions
through which a land and its people are ruled. A government may be as
simple as a tribal council or as complex as our own U.S. government.
Governments can be classified according to who governs or according to
how governing is carried out. Under who governs, there are three basic
types. If a government is controlled by a single individual, such as a king
or a dictator, it is an autocracy. If a government is controlled by a small
group of landowners, military officers, or wealthy merchants, it is an oli-
garchy. A government where more people participate and the population
has influence is a democracy.

Governments can also be classified into three types according to how
a country is governed. A totalitarian government has no legal limits and
attempts to dominate or control every sphere of political, economic, and
social life. An authoritarian government seeks to eliminate organized social
groupings that might challenge or limit the ruler’s (or rulers’) authority.
Authoritarian governments have few legal limits but are kept in check by
institutions such as autonomous territories, an organized church, busi-
ness groups, or organized labor unions. A constitutional, or liberal, gov-
ernment is limited as to what it is permitted to control (substantive
limits), as well as how it goes about controlling (procedural limits).

In the United States, the people govern and the Constitution places
strong limits on the government’s power. Therefore, the United States is a
constitutional democracy. Only twenty or so of the world’s two hundred
governments fall into this same category.

The evolution of our democracy began in Europe in the seventeenth
century. The key force behind the imposition of limits on government
power was a new social class, the “bourgeoisie,” which comes from a
French word meaning “freeman of the city.” These people were “middle
class” and were associated with being in commerce or industry. They
sought to change existing conditions, especially parliaments, into instru-
ments of real political participation. Although motivated by the need to
protect their own interests, they advanced many of the principles of indi-
vidual liberty that our government is based on, such as freedom of
speech, freedom of assembly, freedom of conscience, and freedom from
arbitrary search and seizure. They also were advocates of electoral and
representative institutions, although they favored property requirements
to limit participation.
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The expansion of participation took two paths. In some nations, the
crown or aristocracy saw common people as potential political allies
against the bourgeoisie and thus expanded popular participation hoping
to build political support among the lower orders. In other nations, com-
peting segments of the bourgeoisie sought to gain political advantage by
reaching out and mobilizing the support of working- and lower-class
groups who craved the opportunity to take part in politics.

In America, the Jeffersonians sought to dislodge the Federalists by
organizing political clubs and mobilizing popular support. Where suf-
frage was restricted by property requirements or poll taxes, the
Jeffersonians sought to end such limitations in order to enfranchise more
of their potential supporters. The Federalists feared the Jeffersonians’
strategy and enacted the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, which declared
any organized opposition to or criticism of the government to be a crime.
The Federalist leaders wanted the opposition eliminated by force, if nec-
essary, but lacked the political and military means of doing so. The Alien
and Sedition Acts expired after two years, but the uproar they caused led
to the principle of the “loyal opposition.” The Federalists began to mobi-
lize popular support for their own candidates and the two-party system
was born.

The term “politics” refers to conflicts over the character, member-
ship, and policies of any organization to which people belong. “Politics is
the struggle over ‘who gets what, when, how.’” Its goal is to have a share
or a say in the composition of the government’s leadership, how the gov-
ernment is organized, or what its policies are going to be. Having a share
is called “power” or “influence.” In this country, every adult citizen has
the right to participate, or have influence. A system of government that
gives citizens the opportunity to elect the top government officials is
called a representative democracy, or a republic. A regime that permits
citizens to vote directly on laws and policies is called a direct democracy.
At the national level, America is a representative democracy because citi-
zens do not vote on legislation. But some states do have provisions for
direct legislation through popular referendum.

Politics can also take place through informal channels called direct
action. It can include either violent politics or civil disobedience, both of
which attempt to shock rulers into behaving more responsibly, or it can
be revolutionary politics, which rejects the system entirely and attempts to
replace it with a new ruling group and a new set of rules. Direct political
action—though not violence—is protected by the U.S. Constitution. The
right to protest is essential to the maintenance of political freedom.

Americans share three basic values that are the core of our political
culture. We generally agree on these principles but sometimes disagree
over their application. The first of these values is liberty. We have docu-
ments that guarantee our liberty. The first is the Declaration of
Independence, which says we have certain unalienable rights. Then there
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is the Preamble of the Constitution. Most important is the Bill of Rights,
which guarantees us the freedom of speech and writing, the right to
assemble freely, and the right to practice religious beliefs without govern-
mental interference. We also have the interpreted rights of free enter-
prise, the right to enjoy the fruits of our own labor, and the right to free
competition.

The second core value is equality, which is a less well-defined ideal
than liberty. Equality comes in two forms: equality of results and equality
of opportunity. Unequal talents mean inequality in results. Ensuring
equality of opportunity means the government has obligations to the peo-
ple, rather than just limitations on its power.

The third value is democracy, the essence of which is the participa-
tion of the people in choosing their rulers and their ability to influence
what those rulers do. Political power ultimately comes from the people,
and voting is a key element. Ideally, democracy involves an engaged citi-
zenry prepared to exercise its power over rulers.

The ideals of our system can easily conflict with one another in prac-
tice. What is liberty and freedom for one could possibly infringe on the
freedoms of others. The issue of slavery was a key conflict in the early
years of this country. Many regulations today are seen as protecting the
liberties of certain segments of society, while other segments see the same
rules as restricting their freedom in some way.

There have been several debates over equality. As far as equality of
access to public institutions is concerned, the case of Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896) decided that separate but equal accommodations constituted
equality for the races. But then, in Brown v. Board of Education (1954), the
Plessy decision was overturned, and the Supreme Court decided that sepa-
rate is not equal. The second debate was over the public role in ensuring
equality of opportunity in private life. Supporters of affirmative action
claim it is necessary to compensate for past discrimination, and necessary
to obtain true equality of opportunity today. Opponents claim that it
amounts to reverse discrimination, and that equality should not acknowl-
edge gender or racial differences.

A third debate is over differences in wealth and the equality of
income. The traditional view is that economic success is possible for any-
one and is a product of individual effort. Where concern over economic
inequalities emerges is usually over the issue of taxation and fairness. The
growing division between rich and poor may lead to politics by class.

Until very recently, our ideal of democracy was not a reality in the
United States. The United States was not a full democracy until the 1960s,
when African Americans were guaranteed voting rights. Early in our histo-
ry, restrictions were much greater. Property restrictions on the vote were
eliminated by 1828. The Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution in
1870 granted African Americans the vote, although later exclusionary
practices invalidated that right. In 1965, the Voting Rights Act finally
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secured the right of African Americans to vote. In 1920, the Nineteenth
Amendment gave women the vote.

Another concern about democracy is the relationship between eco-
nomic power and political power. Money often determines who runs for
office, it can exert a heavy influence on who wins, and it can affect what
elected politicians do once they are in office. A final consideration about
democracy concerns the engagement of the citizenry. There is a low turnout
for elections in American politics today and many people seem filled with
apathy and cynicism. Many people do not participate because they feel
that their single vote doesn’t matter. This undermines the vitality of
democracy and reduces the accountability of those in office to the public.

As we attempt to resolve conflicts among our core beliefs, America’s
political principles change and evolve. Even core values should be under-
stood as works in progress rather than immutable facts. In principle, liber-
ty and democracy can be reconciled, but in practice, over time democracy
poses a fundamental threat to liberty. And with social policy such as affir-
mative action, what one person thinks is a guarantee of liberty, another
thinks is an infringement of liberty. However, in the United States, it has
been the institutions of democratic government that have been critical in
guaranteeing both liberty and equality.

QUESTIONS

1. Compare the “equality of results” to the idealistic “equality of oppor-
tunity.”

2. What is the fundamental debate in American politics today?

Outline the differences between an autocracy and an oligarchy.

4. Outline the differences between authoritarian and totalitarian
government.

. Who were the bourgeoisie?

What is the basic difference between the Hamiltonian Federalists and

the Jeffersonian Republicans?

What is a government?

Who was John Locke?
9. Who was Adam Smith?

10. What is meant by the term “politics”?

11. What are American’s core political values?

12. What seems to be the relationship between economic power and

political power?
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TERMS

. Federalists
. democracy

bourgeoisie

. pluralism

representative democracy

. oligarchy

autocracy

government

substantive limits
authoritarian government
totalitarian government

. constitutional government
. participation

. liberty

. equality
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