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Preface to the Brief Edition

N THE YEARS since the original publication
Iof American Government: Freedom and Power,

the world has changed in a number of sur-
prising ways. Symbolized by the destruction of
the Berlin Wall, the Soviet Union has collapsed,
Russia has been compelled to seek economic aid
from the West, and the cold war that once seemed
to threaten the survival of civilization has come to
an end. In the Middle East, the United States
fought a short but decisive war against Iraq and is
now leading a diplomatic initiative that may;, after
fifty years of violence, bring about some solution
to the problems of the Middle East. In South
Africa, the hated system of apartheid has disinte-
grated in the face of domestic opposition and
international pressure. The nations of Western
Europe have taken giant steps toward economic
and political integration.

American domestic politics also seems to be
undergoing dramatic change. After years of Dem-
ocratic control, both the House and the Senate were
captured by the Republicans in the 1994 elections.
With the once solidly Democratic South becoming
solidly Republican, we may be witnessing a major
electoral realignment that will leave the GOP in
control of the nation’s government. Of course,

some elements of American politics never seem to
change. Political participation in the United States
is as low as ever, while the federal government’s
budget deficit seems to be unconquerable.

But in a changing world it is more important
than ever to understand the politics of the United
States. More than at any other time since the Sec-
ond World War, the world is looking to America
for leadership and for an example of popular gov-
ernment in action. Throughout the world, Amer-
ica—despite its problems and faults—symbolizes
the combination of freedom and power to which
so many now aspire. This makes the task of our
book all the more important.

This Brief Edition of American Government:
Freedom and Power is designed specifically for use
in courses whose length or format requires a more
concise text. We preserved as much as possible of
the narrative style and historic and comparative
analysis of the larger text. Though this is a Brief
Edition, we have sought to provide a full and de-
tailed discussion of every topic that, in our view,
is central to understanding American govern-
ment and politics. We hope that we have written a
book that is physically brief but is not intellectu-
ally sketchy.
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The collaboration on this book began nearly
ten years before its publication, and the book is in
every way a product of collaboration in teaching,
research, and writing. Each author has taught
other courses—for thirty-seven and twenty-three
years, respectively—and has written other books;
but we agree that no course has been more chal-
lenging than the introductory course, and no
book has been more difficult to write. Someone
once asked if it is difficult for scholars to “write
down” to introductory students. No. It is difficult
to “write up” to them. Introductory students, of
whatever age or reading level, need more, require
more, and expect more of a book.

A good teaching book, like a good novel or
play, is written on two levels. One is the level of
the narrative, the story line, the characters in ac-
tion. The second is the level of character develop-
ment, of the argument of the book or play. We
would not be the first to assert that there is much
of the theatrical about politics today, but our book
may be unusual to the extent that we took that
assertion as a guide. We have packed it full of nar-
rative—with characters and with the facts about
the complex situations in which they find them-
selves. We have at the same time been determined
not to lose sight of the second level, yet we have
tried to avoid making the second level so promi-
nent as to define us as preachers rather than
teachers.

The book is only one product of our collabora-
tion. The other important product is about 5,000
Cornell and Johns Hopkins students who took the
course out of which this book grew. There is no
way to convey adequately our appreciation to
those students. Their raw intelligence was not sat-
isfied until the second level could provide a logic
linking the disparate parts of what we were as-
serting was a single system of government. And
these linkages had to be made in ordinary lan-
guage. We hope we brought this to the book.

We hope also that we brought over from our
teaching experience a full measure of sympathy
for all who teach the introductory course, most

particularly those who are obliged to teach the
course from departmental necessity rather than
voluntarily as a desired part of their career. And
we hope our book will help them appreciate the
course as we do—as an opportunity to make
sense of a whole political system. Much can be
learned about the system from a re-examination
of the innumerable familiar facts, under the still
more challenging condition that the facts be
somehow interesting, significant, and, above all,
linked.

This points to what must be the most trouble-
some, sometimes the most embarrassing, prob-
lem for this course, for this book, and for political
science in general: All Americans are to a great
extent familiar with the politics and government
of their own country. No fact is intrinsically diffi-
cult to grasp, and in such an open society, facts
abound. In America, many facts are common-
place that are suppressed elsewhere. The ubiquity
of political commonplaces is indeed a problem,
but it can be turned into a virtue. These very com-
monplaces give us a vocabulary that is widely
shared, and such a vocabulary enables us to com-
municate effectively at the first level of the book,
avoiding abstract concepts and professional lan-
guage (jargon). Reaching beyond the common-
places to the second level also identifies what is
to us the single most important task of the teacher
of political science—to confront the million facts
and to choose from among them the small num-
ber of really significant ones.

We have tried to provide a framework to help
the teacher make choices among facts and to help
the students make some of the choices for them-
selves. This is good political science, and it is
good citizenship, which means more than mere
obedience and voting; it means participation
through constructive criticism, being able to
pierce through the information explosion to the
core of enduring political reality.

Our framework is freedom and power. To most
Americans that means freedom versus govern-
mental power, because Americans have been
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raised to believe that every expansion of the gov-
ernment’s power involves a contraction of per-
sonal freedom. Up to a point we agree with this
traditional view. The institutions of American
government are in fact built on a contradiction:
Popular freedom and governmental power are
contradictory, and it is the purpose of our Consti-
tution to build a means of coping with that contra-
diction. But as Supreme Court justices sometimes
say to their colleagues, “We concur, dissenting in
part.” For in truth, freedom and power are related
to each other as husband and wife—each with
some conflicting requirements, but neither able to
produce, as a family, without the other.

Just as freedom and power are in conflict, so
are they complementary. There can be little freedom,
if any, without governmental power. Freedom of any
one individual depends fundamentally on the re-
straints of everyone else in his or her vicinity.
Most of these restraints are self-imposed. We call
that civility, respect for others born of our aware-
ness that it is a condition of their respect for us.
Other restraints vital to personal freedom are im-
posed spontaneously by society. Europeans call
those restraints civil society; sociologists call them
institutions. Institutions exist as society’s means of
maintaining order and predictability through rou-
tines, customs, shared values. But even in the
most stable society, the restraints of civility and of
civil society are incomplete and insulfficient; there
remains a sphere of deliberate restraint that calls
for the exercise of public control (public power).
Where society falls down, or where new events
and new technologies produce new stresses, or
where even the most civil of human beings find
their basic needs in conflict with others, there will
be an exercise of public control, or public power.
Private property, that great bastion of personal
freedom in the Western world, would disappear
without elaborate government controls.

If freedom were only a matter of the absence of
control, there would be no need for a book like
ours. In fact, there would be little need for politi-
cal science at all. But politics, however far away in

the national or the state capital, is a matter of life
and death. It can be as fascinating as any good
novel or adventure film if the key political ques-
tion is one’s own survival or the survival of one’s
society. We have tried to write each chapter of this
book in such a way that the reader is tempted
to ask what that government institution, that
agency, this committee or that election, this group
or that amendment has to do with me and us, and
how has it come to be that way? That’s what free-
dom and power are all about—my freedom and
your restraint, my restraint and your freedom.
Having chosen a framework for the book there
was also a need for a method. The method must
be loyal to the framework; it must facilitate the
effort to choose which facts are essential, and it
must assist in evaluating those facts in ways that
not only enlighten students but enable them to
engage in analysis and evaluation for themselves.
Although we are not bound exclusively to a single
method in any scientific or philosophic sense, the
method most consistently employed is one of his-
tory, or history as development. First, we present
the state of affairs, describing the legislature, the
party, the agency, or policy, with as many of
the facts as are necessary to tell the story and to
enable us to reach the broader question of free-
dom versus governmental power. Next, we ask
how we have gotten to where we are. By what se-
ries of steps, and when by choice, and when by
accident? To what extent was the history of Con-
gress or of the parties or the presidency a fulfill-
ment of constitutional principle, and when were
the developments a series of dogged responses to
economic necessity? History is our method be-
cause it helps choose which facts are significant.
History also helps those who would like to try to
explain why we are where we are. But more im-
portant even than explanation, history helps us
make judgments. In other words, we look less to
causes and more to consequences. Political sci-
ence cannot be satisfied with objective descrip-
tion, analysis, and explanation. Political science
would be a failure if it did not have a vision about
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the ideal as well as the real. What is a good and
proper balance between freedom and govern-
mental power? What can a constitution do about
it? What can enlightened people do about it?

Evaluation makes political science worth
doing but also more difficult to do. Academics
make a distinction between the hard sciences
and the soft sciences, implying that hard science
is the only real science: laboratory, people in white
coats, precision instruments making measure-
ments to several decimal points, testing hypothe-
ses with “hard data.” But as medical scientist
Jared Diamond observes, that is a recent and nar-
row view, considering that science in Latin means
knowledge and careful observation. Diamond
suggests, and we agree, that a better distinction is
between hard (i.e., difficult) science and easy sci-
ence, with political science fitting into the hard
category, precisely because many of the most sig-
nificant phenomena in the world cannot be put in
a test tube and measured to several decimal
points. We must nevertheless be scientific about
them. And more: unlike physical scientists, social
scientists have an obligation to judge whether the
reality could be better. In trying to meet that obli-
gation, we hope to demonstrate how interesting
and challenging political science can be.

THE DESIGN OF THE Book

The objective we have taken upon ourselves in
writing this book is thus to advance our under-
standing of freedom and power by exploring in
the fullest possible detail the way Americans have
tried to balance the two through careful crafting
of the rules, through constructing balanced insti-
tutions, and by maintaining moderate forms of
organized politics. The book is divided into four
parts, reflecting the historical process by which
freedom and governmental power are (or are not)
kept in balance. Part I, “Foundations,” comprises
the chapters concerned with the writing of the
rules of the contract. The founding of 1787-1789

put it all together, but that was actually a second
effort after a first failure. The original contract, the
Articles of Confederation, did not achieve an
acceptable balance—too much freedom, and not
enough power. The second founding, the Consti-
tution ratified in 1789, was itself an imperfect ef-
fort to establish the rules, and within two years
new terms were added—the first ten amend-
ments, called the Bill of Rights. And for the next
century and a half following their ratification in
1791, the courts played umpire and translator
in the struggle to interpret those terms. Chapter 1
introduces our theme. Chapter 2 concentrates on
the founding itself. Chapters 3 and 4 chronicle the
long struggle to establish what was meant by the
three great principles of limited government: fed-
eralism, separation of powers, and individual liberties
and rights.

Part II, “Institutions,” includes the chapters
sometimes referred to as the “nuts and bolts.” But
none of these particles of government mean any-
thing except in the larger context of the goals gov-
ernments must meet and the limits that have been
imposed upon them. Chapter 5 is an introduction
to the fundamental problem of representative gov-
ernment as this has been institutionalized in Con-
gress. Congress, with all its problems, is the most
creative legislative body in the world. But how
well does Congress provide a meeting ground be-
tween consent and governing? How are society’s
demands taken into account in debates on the
floor of Congress and deliberations by its commit-
tees? What interests turn out to be most effectively
“represented” in Congress? What is the modern
Congress’s constituency?

Chapter 6 explores the same questions for
the presidency and the government bureaucracy.
Although Article II of the Constitution provides
that the president should see that the laws made
by Congress are “faithfully executed,” the presi-
dency was always part of our theory of represen-
tative government, and the modern presidency
has increasingly become a law maker rather than
merely a law implementor. What, then, does a
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strong presidency with a large executive branch
do to the conduct and the consequences of repre-
sentative government?

Chapter 7 on the judiciary should not be lost in
the shuffle. Referred to by Hamilton as “the least
dangerous branch,” the judiciary truly has be-
come a co-equal branch, to such an extent that if
Hamilton were alive today he would probably eat
his words.

Part III we entitle “Politics and Policy.” Politics
encompasses all the efforts by any and all individ-
uals and groups inside as well as outside the gov-
ernment to determine what government will do
and on whose behalf it will be done. Our chapters
take the order of our conception of how politics
developed since the Revolution and how politics
works today: Chapter 8, “Public Opinion and the
Media”; Chapter 9, “Elections”; Chapter 10, “Po-
litical Parties”; and Chapter 11, “Groups and In-
terests.” But we recognize that, although there
may be a pattern to American politics, it is not
readily predictable. One need only contemplate
the year-long nomination of presidential candi-
dates to recognize how much confusion, down-
right disorder, there is in what we political scien-
tists blithely call “political process.” Chapter 12 is
an evaluation of that process. We ask whether our
contemporary political process is consistent with
good government. Unfortunately, the answer is
not entirely positive.

The last chapters are primarily about public
policies, which are the most deliberate and goal-
oriented aspects of the still-larger phenomenon of
“government in action.” Chapter 13 is virtually a
handbook of public policy. Since most Americans
know far less about policies than they do about
institutions and politics, we felt it was necessary
to provide a usable, common vocabulary of pub-
lic policy. Since public policies are most often de-
fined by the goals that the government establishes
in broad rhetorical terms and since there can be an
uncountable number of goals, we have tried to
get beyond and behind goals by looking at the
“techniques of control” that any public policy

goal must embody if the goal is even partially to
be fulfilled. Chapter 14, “Foreign Policy and
World Politics,” turns to the international realm
and America’s place in it. Our concern here is to
understand American foreign policies and why
we have adopted the policies that we have. Given
the traditional American fear of “the state” and
the genuine danger of international involvements
to domestic democracy, a chapter on foreign poli-
cies is essential to a book on American govern-
ment and also reveals a great deal about America
as a culture.

Chapter 15 is our analysis of the state of Amer-
ican politics today. Much has been said and writ-
ten about the Republican takeover of both houses
of Congress in 1994, but we believe that to un-
derstand fully the transformations occurring in
American politics, one must assess the historical
roots of these changes. A reasoned assessment of
the historical background also gives us an intel-
lectual foundation to hypothesize about the fu-
ture of American politics. We believe that Ameri-
can politics is entering a new era, dominated by
a new national power structure and driven by a
new political process. Entering a new era of poli-
tics means that the balance between freedom and
power becomes even more central. We hope that
readers of this text will feel better equipped to
ponder this “indelicate balance.”

With this edition, our book enters the com-
puter age. If you have access to the World
Wide Web, you can find us at the Lowi and
Ginsberg Web Companion. Our address is
http: //web.wwnorton.com/lowi.htm. Here you
will find a directory of Internet resources that en-
hance the study of the topics found in this text.
Our home page also includes multimedia ele-
ments that help explain the arguments we present
in the text, as well as some of the basic political
processes we analyze. Finally, adopters of this text
can join the Lowi and Ginsberg list serve, a forum
to discuss the teaching of American government
with this text, by sending an E-mail message to
majordomo@norton2.wwnorton.com (leave the
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subject blank, and type “subscribe lowi” as the
body of the message).
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duction errors, grammatical errors, misspellings,
misquotes, missed citations, etc. From that stand-
point, a book ought to try to be perfect. But sub-
stantively we have not tried to write a flawless
book; we have not tried to write a book to please
everyone. We have again tried to write an effec-
tive book, a book that cannot be taken lightly. Our
goal was not to make every reader a political sci-
entist. Our goal was to restore politics as a subject
matter of vigorous and enjoyable discourse, re-
capturing it from the bondage of the thirty-second
sound bite and the thirty-page technical briefing.
Every person can be knowledgeable because

everything about politics is accessible. One does
not have to be a television anchor to profit from
political events. One does not have to be a philos-
opher to argue about the requisites of democracy,
a lawyer to dispute constitutional interpretations,
an economist to debate a public policy. We would
be very proud if our book contributes in a small
way to the restoration of the ancient art of politi-
cal controversy.

Theodore J. Lowi
Benjamin Ginsberg
August 1995
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