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Introduction

How does American government work, and why does it work the way it does? By
understanding the way people have answered these questions in the past and
present, we can better understand the enduring puzzles of the American political
system —and we can use it more effectively in the future. More than ever, we need
to step back and understand how our government and politics have developed
over time, to help us make sense of the dramatic political, economic and social
changes that now are challenging American democracy. Americans count on their
national government to keep the nation prosperous or to return it to prosperity
once it has faded, to protect it against enemies, to ensure their freedoms, to
guarantee that they are treated fairly, and to make sure that they have access to
roads, parks, education and other important public services. Government touches
our lives in many more ways than we think. Yet American government often seems
mysterious and distant.

Citizens, leaders, scholars and thoughtful observers have studied these puzzles
for over two centuries because they have dealt with many of the same problems
that we face today. By drawing on their insights and the lessons they draw from the
past, we can better appreciate the way the Congress, federalism, the two-party
system and other institutions affect our lives now. More important, with historical
perspective we can better understand those features of our government that are
evolving, such as presidential power, the impact of the media, economic man-
agement and foreign policy. It is impossible to appreciate these features merely
by taking a snapshot of current elections, institutions, or public policies. To truly
understand the direction of American government and politics, we must examine
their development over long periods of time.

In the last three decades, scholars have established the field of American Political
Development, or APD, to study systematically the evolution of American govern-
ment, politics and public policy. These scholars focus on the ways that political
culture, ideology, governing bodies and institutions that link citizens and govern-
ment (such as political parties, interest groups, and the media) have shaped politi-
cal conflict and government action over decades. American Political Development
emphasizes that the decisions of the past laid down paths that helped lead us to
the political choices we face today, and that understanding these paths helps us
approach the puzzles of government with more knowledge and wisdom.



2 Perspectives on American Government

The field of American Political Development is rooted in a very broad and
realistic view of government. Often, the APD approach begins by asking, what
does American government have in common with other governments, in other
places and times? How and why does American government differ from these
other governments? Most APD scholars begin with the medieval idea of “the state”
rather than “government” to broaden their grasp of the problems and basic tasks
that all governments confront. The word “state” refers to an organization that tries
to control a territory and a people.' The definition of the state includes “continuous
administrative, legal, bureaucratic and coercive systems,” that is, offices and legal
procedures that last beyond one or two national leaders.? Like every other gov-
ernment in history, American government tries to keep order within the nation,
and to defend its citizens from foreign threats. To accomplish this task, American
government has developed such enduring institutions as an army and navy, the
U.S. Department of Justice, the Border Patrol, the Internal Revenue Service, state
and local police forces, an extensive system of courts and a network of prisons.
Like other governments, American government tries to maintain the loyalty of its
citizens and its legitimacy, that is, the willingness of powerful groups and the
population as a whole to obey its rules. To accomplish this task, American gov-
ernment enables citizens to influence government officials (most notably, through
elections) and provides public policies that serve many interests. Examples of
such policies include public education, the national parks, small business loans,
the Social Security program and the National Weather Service.

By starting with the state, APD scholars can pose important questions about
American government that often are overlooked by those who study only the latest
political events. Instead of analyzing the most recent election, APD scholars exam-
ine the way elections have evolved up to now, and how the recent presidential
elections resemble and differ from other elections in American history. Under-
standing these similarities and differences helps us see more clearly whether or
not the last election marks a fundamental turning point in American politics.
Instead of asking why Congress passed a recent law, APD scholars ask how the
new policy continues and breaks with the policy traditions of the past, and what
these patterns are likely to produce in the future.

These questions of political continuity and change are at the heart of the con-
cept of “political development,” a term defined by key scholars Karen Orren and
Stephen Skowronek as “a durable shift in governing authority.” These authors
define “governing authority,” in turn, as “the exercise of control over persons or
things that is designated and enforceable by the state.”” Political development, then,
examines the use and control of government authority. This approach frames the
key questions for understanding American government: How has the state exer-
cised control in the past, and how does it exercise control now? How has the state
enforced its will in the past, and how does it enforce it now? How have decisions
about controlling the state developed over time? These questions invite the study
of “state-building,” or the growth and decline of state power, such as the power
to tax and to redistribute resources, or the power to police and regulate behavior.

The APD approach offers three clear advantages to anyone who wants to under-
stand American politics. First, APD examines the changing capacity of the state to
accomplish its tasks, the limits on its powers to succeed, and the reasons for those



