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Preface to the
American Edition

The American political system presents us with a paradox. The
rhetoric of politicians frequently celebrates openness, movement, and
change. Yet institutional deadlock, policy stagnation, and political
frustration often appear the normal characteristics of political life
in the United States. The chapters in this book analyze different as-
pects of American government and politics with two broad questions
in mind. First, the authors have assessed the extent to which key in-
stitutions, processes, and policy areas might be changed by a Demo-
cratic president whose election appeared to mark a break with the
values of Ronald Reagan and George Bush. Secondly, the authors
have highlighted the intractable problems associated with many im-
portant areas of American policy and have underlined the difficulties
of achieving significant reform in such a highly pluralistic system.

The lessons which the authors of Developments in American
Politics 2 draw from their varied studies have a significance beyond
the early period of the Clinton presidency. Indeed the results of the
mid-term elections of 1994 reinforce the doubts that many of the au-
thors express here about the Clinton presidency and its likely impact
on the American political scene. The Republican sweep of both the
House and the Senate in 1994 has been likened to an earthquake.
Not since 1954 had Republicans held both houses of Congress; not
since 1946 had Republicans won Congress while a Democrat occupied
the White House.

Certainly the victory was more startling than the Republicans’ 1980
triumph. For, although the Republicans won the presidency and the
Senate in 1980, the House stayed solidly Democratic, reflecting in
part at least the strength of the incumbency factor.

The most obvious implication of the 1994 elections for American
politics is the return of divided government. Although President
Clinton’s relationship with the 103rd Congress was hardly trouble-
free, and although they were sometimes divided over individual
policies and tactics, the administration and the Democratic majority
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X Preface to American Edition

in Congress from 1993-1994 shared many broad goals and values. The
104th Congress, in contrast, is a partisan opponent of President
Clinton’s agenda, and its Republican leaders have a more compelling
mandate than the President’s. Even if the President and congressional
leaders manage to agree on a bipartisan approach to legislation, the
President will still be vulnerable to checks on appointments and other
initiatives from individual Republican committee chairmen. Clinton’s
opportunity to promote major legislative change such as health care
reform has almost certainly passed, and his re-election prospects in
1996 look bleak.

Two other features of the 1994 mid-term elections stand out. First,
the Republican advance is also very much a conservative advance.
The building-blocks of the G.O.P. electoral victory were white Pro-
testants and born-again Christians, males, southerners, and those
aged between 30 and 44. Although the Republican “Contract with
America” omitted discussion of abortion and prayer in schools for
tactical reasons, it emphasized strongly the social issues of crime,
welfare, and health care. The strategy was not so much to appeal to
the religious right as to bring back into a conservative coalition the
Reagan Democrats and other voters lost to Ross Perot in 1992.

Secondly, the Republican advance in 1994 was built on a strong
mood of hostility toward Washington. As was evident in the 1992
elections, there was much anger at the federal government and at ex-
isting political elites. In 1992 this anger was reflected in a strong third
party vote, in efforts to establish term-limits for legislators, and in
a general anti-incumbency mood. In 1994 the electorate’s anger re-
sulted in a Republican surge and gave credence to the claims of Newt
Gingrich (who became House Speaker in 1995) to a clear mandate
to reduce the role of government.

How to implement the agenda of a new and constrained role for
federal government will inevitably absorb much of the attention of
those inside the Beltway in the next two years. However, as the
chapters in this book underline, federal government resources have
already been radically reduced in previous efforts to reduce the budget
deficit. Indeed, the Republicans’ inheritance in 1995, like Clinton’s
in 1993, is a set of policy problems—including health care, racial ten-
sions, drugs, welfare, and homelessness—which at first sight demand
more, not less, federal intervention. And, as is made clear throughout
the book, the divisions and cleavages in American society—divisions
not just of gender, of religion, and of ethnicity but also between the
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old and the young, the employed and the unemployed—make it ex-
tremely difficult to address the substantial policy dilemmas facing
the United States.

Looked at in this light, the “earthquake” of 1994 may, in retro-
spect, turn out to be of limited impact. No one would doubt that
it created movement; and there will undoubtedly be a series of after-
shocks inside Congress as the new majority flexes its muscles and
as efforts are made to promote the Republican agenda. However, the
fundamental character of American government at both federal and
state levels, and the inchoate nature of the American policy process,
are likely to endure.

20 January 1995 Gillian Peele
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