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PREFACE

Three imaginary readers were my target audience as I wrote this book. Two of
them were composites of students I have taught in my own introductory American
government courses over the past decade. The other was a teacher of such courses
searching for ways to compel the interest and stimulate the imagination of those
students.

The first student was the beginning political science major. He or she would
be initially introduced to the study of political science in the course in which this
book is used. To provide for the special needs of that student, I have sought
throughout the book to highlight the central ideas, the critical areas of disharmony,
and the principal methods of modern political analysis. Wherever it seemed feasible
to do so, I have tried to expand the perspective of the narrative to explain how
the American system is different from or similar to other political systems, to treat
problems of American democracy in the larger context of persistent difficulties of
democratic self-government, and to demonstrate the limits of the methods of
political science for understanding complex examples of political behavior.

The second student in my target audience was an undergraduate who would
not become a political science major nor enroll in any political science courses
other than the one in which this book was used. That is the student whose
orientations are not very political but who thought it prudent to learn a little
about his or her government. To meet the special needs of that student, I have
sought to point out the many ways in which political actions and policy choices
directly affect the lives of individual American citizens. The proliferation of interest
groups, the decentralization of power in Congress, and the expanding role of the
courts in policy making, for example, are all phenomena that interest political
scientists because of the light they shed on the dynamics of power in the American
political system. To professional students of politics, they are interesting in their
own right as forms of political behavior. But they should also be interesting to
students who have only a rudimentary knowledge of, and perhaps only a passing
interest in, the study of politics. They are developments of practical importance
that affect the relationship between the American people and their government,
and throughout this book I have tried to indicate how recent changes in the
operations of the American political system bear directly on the shape of public
policy and on the quality of representation and responsiveness. For those students
who believe politics is distant and mysterious and peripheral to their own lives, I
have tried to convince them otherwise.

My third target reader is a teacher of introductory American government
courses. I have tried to design this as a useful and flexible text, one that will mect
teachers’ needs in preparing and presenting their courses. It covers, in some depth,
most of the topics normally included in an introductory course. It has more
chapters than most texts of its size to permit greater ease in making reading
assignments. Each chapter begins with a statement of fundamental issues and a
brief outline of its approach; each concludes with a summary of the chapter’s
important points and a list of selected readings. Graphics and boxed inserts have
been included where useful to clarify and illustrate points made in the narrative.
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PREFACE

The writing style is designed to resemble a conversation between the author and
the student reader.

In shaping the substance of this book, I have tried to serve all three of my
target readers by defining a set of themes and tracing them through from chapter
to chapter. The overarching theme is a simple but reliable assumption: democratic
self-government is a complex and difficult enterprise. The reasons for that emerge
throughout the analyses of political processes, government institutions, and public

olicy.
i Ic}}l’avc also tried to emphasize two other approaches to the study of American
government. One is 2 heavier emphasis than normal on public policy. There are
four separate chapters on substantive areas of public policy. But they are not set
apart at the end of the book or divorced from the study of institutions and
processes. Instead I have tried to weave them into the text, using each to illustrate
a policy area in which one of the major institutions has played an especially
significant role. In the other chapters as well, I have focused heavily on the
relationship between structure and process, on the one hand, and policy outcomes,
on the other. That seems appropriate to me, since it is policy and not process that
most often affects the lives of American citizens. The test of how well a government
works should be not simply its speed in making decisions or the symmetry of its
organization charts, but rather its ability to produce policies that are effective,
responsive, and equitable. That approach—treating good public policy as the
purpose of, and the measure of, government—is a central unifying thread in this
book.

In addition, the substance of the book is oriented to another theme: persistent
attention to the complex set of changes that have recently begun to alter the
traditional ways in which Americans make political and policy choices. These
include the withering of political parties, the multiplication and increasing so-
phistication of special interest groups, the disaggregation and fragmentation of
authority in the Congress, the growth in the burden of expectation placed on the
presidency, the intervention of the federal judiciary in many domains of public
policy, and the significant change in the federal agenda brought about by the
worldwide scarcity of critical resources like energy, food, water, land, and clean
air. Each of these developments is identified and described in this book, and I
have attempted in many places to assess their cumulative impact on the organi-
zation and process of American politics and on the policy-making capacity of the
American system.

My principal objective as a teacher is to inspire and prepare students to draw
their own conclusions about political phenomena. I have tried to use that approach
in writing this book. Instead of offering readers my own conclusive assessments,
I have tried to provide them with a sense of the interesting questions and with
enough evidence to begin to draw assessments of their own. That is the core of
Eood instruction, and that is the purpose I have sought to serve in writing this

ook.
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1 /INTRODUCTION

Think of the things that haven’t happened to you today. You did not get food
poisoning when you ate your bacon and eggs for breakfast this morning.
Your coffeepot did not give you an clectric shock. When you blew your hair dry,
no asbestos fibers were blown out at you with the forced air (asbestos has been
shown to cause cancer in humans). When you stepped outside, the air you breathed
was not contaminated with dangerous pollutants. The building in which you work
or study did not catch fire, and even if it had, the fire probably would not have
spread qumklv enough to cndangcr your life. You were not infected by harmful
bacteria, nor did you contract polio at the public swimming pool where you took
your noontime dip. The microwave oven in which your dinner was puparLd did
not endanger your health by emitting intolerable levels of radiation.

Was it good fortune that allowed you to get through the day safely? Not really.
In cach of the cases cited above, your safety resulted largely from government
policies. Your breakfast food was inspected by the U.S. Department of Agriculture
before it could be sold. The safety of your coffeepot, your hairdryer, and your
microwave oven were all certified after testing by government agencies assigned
the responsibility for ensuring the safety of consumer products. The quality of
the air you breathed was determined in part by the federal Clean Air Act and a
variety of other federal, state, and local rcgulatlons The building in which you
worked or studied and the pool in which you swam were constructed to satisfy

Federal government responsibilities vary widely. Included among them arve conts olling the air
traffic at major arports. (Steiner/Sygma)
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codes established by local health and safety agencies. The danger of contracting
polio—a disease that in 1952 contributed to the deaths of almost 59,000 Amer-
icans—has been minimized almost to zero in the United States by the discovery
of a vaccine developed through medical research supported by the federal govern-
ment and distributed through government-sponsored innoculation programs.

When you begin to think about the things that government does—and our
examples here have just scratched the surface—there can be little doubting its
direct relevance to each of our lives. Many of us think of ourselves as apolitical
or, at best, as only peripherally interested in politics and government. Because
most of us never hold political office, because most in fact never participate in
politics beyond the simple act of voting, we have a tendency to think of govern-
ment as some distant enterprise that only occasionally affects the course of our
lives.

That is a misperception. Rather than being just an occasional interloper, gov-
ernment is a constant part of our lives: protecting us (national security, health and
safety regulation), threatening us (nuclear weapons testing), enriching us (public
works projects, veterans’ benefits), taking our hard-earned money (taxes, license
fees, fines), encouraging us to act in certain ways (highway speed limits, tax
deductions for charitable contributions), and discouraging us from acting in other
ways (baggage inspections at airports, fines for hazardous waste dumping). Often,
without our even being conscious of it, our actions are direct responscs to incen-
tives that government has created. In the dance of life, government is the phantom
partner—rarely perceived, but nearly always there.

PUBLIC POLICY, GOVERNMENT, AND
POLITICS

Public Policy

Government’s impact on our lives comes primarily through the public policies it
creates. While we may have little day-to-day sense of what goes on in Washington
or at the state capital or even at city hall, we are well aware of what we pay in
taxes, whether we have a job, whether we can get a government-subsidized loan
to pay for our education, or if our local river is too dirty for swimming. All of
these conditions are directly affected by public policy.

Public poligy, a term that appears in the title of this book, will be a focus of our
interest throughout. In the simplest sense, public policy is whatever governments
do or don’t do. The federal government imposes and collects taxes on personal
incomes. Hence the personal income tax is a public policy. The federal government
does not ban the private ownership of handguns. Hence the freedom to own a
handgun is public policy in the United States.

Public policy cannot always be equated with the law. The law may say one
thing, public policy may be quite another. The law may say, for instance, that in
the town of Mountainview no private enterprise with more than five employees
may open for business on Sunday. That is a classic “blue law.” But closer inspection
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of the reality of life in Mountainview may indicate that the law is not enforced
by the local police, that businesses with more than five employees are routinely
open on Sunday. Having observed this, we would have to say that public policy
in Mountainview is that businesses with more than five employees may open on
Sunday, even though the law says they may not.

Even closer inspection might reveal that the police occasionally enforce the law
in a selective way by forcing the Sunday closure of businesses that are in arrears
in the payment of their local property taxes. In that case, we would have to say
that public policy in Mountainview is that any business can open on Sunday as
long as it has kept up with its property tax payments.

Two things are especially noteworthy in this example. One is the large discrep-
ancy that often exists between the law on the one hand and public policy on the
other. The law is a guide to public policy, a statement of what lawmakers hope
policy will be; but it is not #necessarily public policy. Also worth noting here is the
significant role played by the implementers—in this case the police—in determin-
ing the actual shape of public policy. Implementers rarely participate directly in
making laws, but they often have a very large role in shaping policy by the way
they interpret, administer, and enforce those laws. Not uncommonly, their role in
policy making is equal in effect to that of the official lawmakers.

There are, of course, many kinds of policy that do not fall into the category of
public policy. A college may have certain policies determining the eligibility of its
students to participate in intercollegiate athletics. A corporation may have formal
policies for determining the amount of annual vacation to which its employees
are entitled. A church may have policies that bar females from high-level positions
in its hierarchy. None of these is a public policy because they are not determined
or carried out by public institutions. They are private policies—college policies,
corporation policies, church policies—but not public policies. Our concern in this
book is with public policies, with what governments do or don’t do.

Our central objective, however, is not simply to learn something about sub-
stantive public policies, although that subject is treated here as well. Our goal is,
in a larger sense, to enhance our understanding of how policy is made and how
it can be changed. To do that, we must focus on two other topics: government
and politics. In daily public discourse these two terms are often lumped together
as if they were interchangeable—but they are not.

Government

The term government refers to those formal institutions and processes in which
authoritative public decisions are made. In terms of structure, government in most
countries is composed of legislative, executive, and judicial institutions. In terms
of process, government is made up of those decision-making and administrative
activities through which the authority of its institutions is exercised. At the national
level in the United States, the Scnate, the Supreme Court, the president, the
Department of State, and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration are
examples of government institutions. Lawmaking, the ratification of treaties, pres-
idential vetoes of legislative bills, and Department of Agriculture inspections of
meat-processing plants are examples of the formal exercise of government author-

ity.
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Politics

Politics encompasses a wide range of activities aimed at affecting government
decisions. Influence over those decisions is the goal of all political activity. Politics
includes participation in the electoral process to help ensure the election of pre-
ferred candidates. It also includes the formation and management of political
parties and special interest groups, organizations whose principal purpose is to
influence the selection of public officeholders and the shape of public policy.
Politics also encompasses relationships among public officials themselves in which
they try to bring their authority or influence to bear on one another. Politics takes
place throughout the formal institutions and processes of government: in clections,
in legislatures, in bureaucracies, even in courts. Politics is the lifeblood of govern-
ment and one of the principal ingredients in public policy making. It is indispen-
sable, as we shall see, to the self-government of a diverse people.

There are, then, three points of focus in our analysis of the American political
system:

® Government: The formal institutions and authoritative processes in which
public decisions are made.

® Public policy: The substance of those public decisions as implemented;
what the government actually does or doesn’t do.

® Politics: The efforts of individuals and organized groups to control or
influence the government in order to affect the substance of public policy.

THE SPECIAL PROBLEMS OF
GOVERNING THE UNITED STATES

At the core of this book is one prevailing assumption: that democratic government
is a very difficult enterprise. At any period in history, a quick survey of world
governments would have indicated that genuine democracies were a scarce breed.
Even today, in the countries with populations exceeding one million, less than 20
percent have truly democratic governments. Only a few of those countries have
been democratic for most of the twentieth century. Democracy is a fragile flower.

Consider just the fundamental problems in establishing and maintaining a
national democracy in the United States. One, of course, is geographical vastness
and diversity. The United States’ 3.6 million square miles are spread over moun-
tains and plains, rainforest and desert. It is a nation of distinct regions, regions
often defined by their indigenous geographical conditions and physical resources:
the coal mines of the mountains of Appalachia, the fisheries of the Gulf Coast,
the rich topsoil of the Midwest, and the dense forests of the Pacific Northwest.
Each of these regions has a distinct historical tradition rooted in its geographical
uniqueness.

Geographical diversity is compounded by cultural diversity. The 230 million
people who reside in the United States compose one of the most heterogenous
mixes of people ever gathered in a single country. After centuries of immigration—
a process that continues even now—the American people include significant rep-
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resentations of almost every race, religion, and ethnic background in the world.
As it is a nation of regions, so is the United States a nation of subcultures, of
people profoundly loyal to their own ethnic and religious heritage. The intensity
of community feelings is as strong among Chicanos in East Los Angeles, among
Hasidic Jews in Brooklyn, among the Amish of Pennsylvania, or among the
Franco-Americans of northern New England as it is in ethnic communities in any
other country in the world. And yet, it is from this rich diversity of subcultures
that a sense of nationhood and a process of democratic self-government has had
to be forged. The fragmenting forces that had to be overcome are strong and
enduring. To hold them together for national purpose has never been a simple
matter—nor is it now.

American political history represents a persistent effort to create a united whole
of distinctive and often disagreeing parts. Primitive settlements became commu-
nities, communities became colonies, colonics became states, and then states be-
came a nation. None of these transitions was easy. Governmental complexity has
always been a characteristic of American life. The federal system today is composed
of governments at the local, state, and national level—more than 38,000 of them.
Their functions overlap and interact; they compete with each other for resources,
and for power. They help each other out, but they also get in each other’s way.
The actions of state and local governments in pursuit of their own welfare have
complicated all the more the struggle to maintain a national democratic govern-
ment in the United States.

Today a new set of problems has emerged to challenge the wits of American
political institutions: the growing worldwide scarcity of critical resources. This is
a new problem for the United States, where an abundance of resources has long
been the norm, and where that abundance has contributed significantly to the
success of American efforts to sustain a national democracy. As the historian David
Potter explains: “Democracy is clearly most appropriate for countries which enjoy
an economic surplus and least appropriate for countries where there is an economic
insufficiency. In short, economic abundance is conducive to political democracy!

Because the abundance of natural resources has permitted rapid economic
growth for much of its history, American society has been able to meet the ever-
increasing demands of an expanding population. Economic and political conflict
were mitigated because the pool of national wealth was growing. Smith could
attain a higher standard of living without diminishing the standard of living of
Jones. Instead of fighting with each other for a larger share of a finite pool of
resources, both could improve their lot simultaneously by drawing on the appar-
ently endless bounty of America’s natural wealth. Democracy could prosper be-
cause government was not solely an arena for combat among economic interests
competing for limited resources.

But the salad days are over. After two centuries in which land, food, water, and
energy were abundant and cheap, demands for all these commodities now threaten
to exceed their supply. Whether America will soon, or ever, run out of any of
these resources is a subject of endless debate among the statisticians and prog-
nosticators. But there is no doubt that they are no longer cheap, and never will
be again. Conflict for control of these resources is on the rise; every expectation
is that it will continue to grow in the next century. The public agenda is beginning



