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ix

Another big change is the rise of a global elite. 
The world had more millionaires than Australians 
in 2017—more than 36 million according to 
Credit Suisse’s Global Wealth Report. Together, 
they make up 1 percent of the population but 
hold as much wealth as the bottom 46 percent. 
This global trend toward greater economic 
inequality and concentration of wealth is also evi-
dent in the United States, where the top 1 percent 
control 40 to 45 percent of the nation’s wealth.1

The rise of a new global meritocracy is 
driven by brain power. In today’s world, more 
than ever before, the wealth of nations and 
individuals is based on entrepreneurial science 
and engineering—that is, ideas converted into 
products for a global marketplace.

Technology is revolutionizing politics as well 
as business, but the basic nature of the decision 
makers—the people who run things—remains 
unchanged. Conflict in the world—the struggle 
for power—continues unabated, as does the 
search for peace, order, and justice.

Paradoxically, the limits of power, even in 
its most concentrated forms, are everywhere 
apparent—from ancient places, such as Palestine 
and Iraq in the Middle East and Afghanistan in 
Central Asia; to Europe, where the “euro crisis” 
threatens to undermine a supranational project 
six decades in the making; and to the United 
States with its relatively short history and even 
shorter memory. The cost of failed policies and 
corrupt, incompetent leadership is also apparent 
in our world—and our nation’s capital.

But when it comes to the quality of citi-
zenship, the implications of recent advances 
in telecommunications, Internet access, and 
social networking are not so clear. In our wired 
world, it’s easier than ever before to learn more 
about what’s happening in the world, to be 
more attuned to the news, and to vote more 

W e live in a global age. Events anywhere 
in the world affect people everywhere.

Terrorist acts, wars, natural disas-
ters, economic downturns, banking crises, and 
volatile stock markets are everyday occurrences. 
Signs of entropy are all around. Climate change 
and rapidly disappearing biodiversity threaten 
the planet and raise questions that cross over 
into a dark region where eschatology trumps 
science. Seismic events and violent storms in the 
Caribbean, the Indian Ocean, western Sumatra, 
or northern Japan may be localized, but if they 
disrupt the global economy, their indirect effects 
can be far-reaching.

The same applies to political events. The 
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks happened 
in New York City—they were local—but they 
led to costly wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. The 
“war on terror” is now a global phenomenon. 
Fortunately, nothing on the scale of 9/11 has 
happened in the United States recently; unfor-
tunately, major calamities occur in other parts 
of the world with dismal frequency and tragic 
consequences.

Things change with blinding speed. We 
now have smart weapons that make it pos-
sible to use unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), 
called “drones,” armed with guns and bombs 
to kill from a safe distance, one of the recent 
developments explored in Chapter 15. Remote-
controlled warplanes take the risk out of flying 
combat missions—a big change in the art and 
science of war fighting. In essence, the World 
Wide Web has been weaponized.

The same technological revolution is also 
changing the way we make things—all kinds 
of things. For example, we can now use a 3D 
laser printer to produce everything from medical 
implants to high-quality musical instruments, to 
racing-car parts, and, yes, guns.

Preface
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x	preface

Mention of the science and philosophy of 
politics points to one of the deepest cleavages 
within the discipline: Analysts who approach 
politics from the standpoint of science often 
stress the importance of power, whereas those 
who view it through the wide-angle lens of 
philosophy often emphasize the importance  
of justice. But the distinction between power  
and justice—like that between science and  
philosophy—is too often exaggerated.

Moral and political questions are ultimately 
inseparable in the real world. The exercise of 
power, in itself, is not what makes an action 
political; rather, what makes power political is 
the debate about its proper or improper uses and 
who benefits or suffers as a result. Thus, when-
ever questions of fairness are raised in the realm of 
public policy (for example, questions concerning 
abortion, capital punishment, or the use of force 
by police or the military), the essential ingredients 
of politics are present. Excessive attention to either 
the concept of power or the notion of morality is 
likely to confound our efforts in making sense of 
politics or, for that matter, in finding lasting solu-
tions to the problems that afflict and divide us. It 
is necessary to balance the equation, tempering 
political realism with a penchant for justice.

Similarly, the dichotomy so often drawn 
between facts and values is misleading. Rational 
judgments—in the sense of reasoned opinions 
about what is good and just—are sometimes 
more definitive (or less elusive) than facts. For 
example, the proposition that “genocide is evil” 
is true. (Its opposite—“genocide is good”—is 
morally indefensible.) It is a well-known fact 
that Adolf Hitler and the Nazis committed geno-
cide. We can therefore say that Hitler was evil as 
a matter of fact and not “simply” because mass 
murder is abhorrent to our personal values.

Other value-laden propositions can be stated 
with a high degree of probability but not abso-
lute certainty—for example, “If you want to 
reduce violent crime, first reduce poverty.” Still 
other questions of this kind may be too difficult 
or too close to call: In the abortion controversy, 
for example, does the right of a woman to bio-
logical self-determination outweigh the right to 

intelligently. Despite this ease of learning, studies 
show a decline in civic knowledge and education 
in the United States.

This double deficiency—both at the top and 
at the bottom of political society—is a kind of 
stealth crisis: Much like a stealth bomber, it gives 
ample evidence of its existence but goes largely 
unnoticed. Meanwhile, there is no absence of 
injustice, intolerance, misguided idealism, zeal-
otry, and human suffering—proof enough that 
the ever-more polluted and crowded planet we 
inhabit has not changed for the better, even 
though the West’s fortunate few are far more 
secure and comfortable than the vast majority 
who live in the developing regions of the globe.

Since Understanding Politics made its debut 
in 1984, nothing has shaken my conviction that 
politics matters. Representative democracy is 
only as good as the quality of the electorate. 
Education, an independent press, and an atten-
tive public are three keys to good government.

At a minimum, voters need a working knowl-
edge of the political and economic forces that 
shape our world to make wise choices at the 
polls. In an unhappy twist, as news and informa-
tion have become more readily accessible—thanks 
in no small part to the Internet—interest in pub-
lic affairs and a willingness to get involved have 
declined. Indeed, many Americans are not engaged 
in the political process except perhaps to vote.

The study of politics is a gateway to a 
broader and better understanding of human 
nature, society, and the world. This idea is what 
originally inspired the writing of Understanding 
Politics. It is also what has sustained my own 
interest through multiple revisions—that, plus a 
sense that the book was, is, and always will be 
essentially a work in progress.

A successful introduction to politics must 
balance two key objectives: (1) dispel anxieties 
associated with the attempt to understand polit-
ical science, especially for the uninitiated; and  
(2) provide the intellectual stimulation necessary 
to challenge today’s college students. This book 
is testimony to the fact that the science and phi-
losophy of politics fall squarely within the liberal 
arts tradition.
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phenomena, such as war and terrorism, that stu-
dents find interesting and then seeks to describe 
and explain them. In an effort to build on stu-
dents’ natural curiosity, I try to avoid much of 
the jargon and many of the technical or arcane 
disputes that too often characterize the more 
advanced literature in the field of political science.

Rather than probe the deepest recesses of a 
single discipline, the book unapologetically bor-
rows insights from various disciplines, including 
history, economics, psychology, and sociology, 
as well as philosophy. It is intended to be a true 
liberal arts approach to the study of government 
and politics. The goal is ambitious: to challenge 
students to begin the lifelong learning process 
that can lead to a generation of citizens who are 
well informed, actively engaged, self-confident, 
and thoughtful, and who have a capacity for 
indignation in the face of public hypocrisy, dis-
honesty, stupidity, or gross ineptitude.

Chapter 1, “Introduction: The Study of Poli-
tics,” defines the basic concepts of politics and 
centers on how and why it is studied. This chapter 
lays the groundwork for the remainder of the text 
and stands alone as its introduction. Chapter 2,  
“The Idea of the Public Good: Ideologies and 
Isms,” deals with basic belief systems, including 
ideologies of the Right and Left, such as com-
munism and fascism, and “isms” of the Right 
and Left, such as liberalism and conservatism.

Part 1, “Comparative Political Systems: Mod-
els and Theories,” analyzes utopian, democratic, 
and authoritarian forms of government, as well 
as political systems caught in the difficult tran-
sition from authoritarian to democratic institu-
tions. This part, which comprises Chapters 3  
through 6, looks at different kinds of political 
regimes in a theoretical light.

Part 2, “Established and Emerging Democ-
racies,” consists of three chapters that exam-
ine parliamentary democracies (Chapter 7), 
transitional states (Chapter 8), and developing 
countries (Chapter 9). Almost all governments 
in today’s world either aspire to some form of 
democracy or claim to be “democratic.” This 
amazing fact is itself irrefutable evidence of the 
power of an idea. Though often abused, the idea 

life? It makes no sense to ignore the most impor-
tant questions in life just because the answers 
are not easy. Even when the right answers are 
unclear, it is often possible to recognize wrong 
answers—a moderating force in itself.

This book gives due attention to contempo-
rary political issues without ignoring the more 
enduring questions that often underlie them. 
For example, a voter’s choice regarding who 
would make the best mayor, governor, or presi-
dent raises deeper questions: What qualifications 
are necessary for public office? What is wrong 
with a system that all too often fails to produce 
distinguished—or distinctive—choices? Simi-
larly, conflicts between nation-states or social 
groups raise philosophical as well as empirical 
questions about why human beings continue to 
fight and kill one another on a mass scale.

Although I have tried to minimize the use of 
names and dates, political ideas cannot be fruit-
fully discussed in a historical vacuum. The choice 
of examples throughout the text is dictated by 
a particular understanding of the relationship 
between politics and history. The consequences 
of certain events in the first half of the twentieth 
century—World Wars I and II, the October Revo-
lution in Lenin’s Russia, the Holocaust in Hitler’s 
Germany—are still present today. We too seldom 
think or talk about “living history”—about all 
the ways antecedents (decisions and actions in the 
past) influence the present and constrain the future.

Inevitably, some themes and events are dis-
cussed in more than one chapter: The world of 
politics is more like a seamless web than a chest 
of drawers. In politics, as in nature, a given 
event or phenomenon often has many meanings 
and is connected to other events and phenom-
ena in ways that are not immediately apparent. 
Emphasizing the common threads among major 
political ideas, institutions, and issues helps 
beginning students make sense of seemingly 
unrelated bits and pieces of the political puzzle. 
Seeing how the various parts fit together is a 
necessary step toward understanding politics.

Understanding Politics employs a foundation-
building approach to the study of politics and 
government. It begins by identifying political 
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Chapter 17 examines the basic principles and 
concepts in international relations, the evolving 
structure and context of world politics, certain 
key global issues, international law, and the role 
of the United Nations. Chapter 18 explores the 
role of international law and organizations—
including the European Union and the United 
Nations—in a world riven by rivalries and fac-
ing environmental challenges on a scale of bibli-
cal proportions. The Afterword, “The Power of 
Knowledge,” is a single paragraph. Students are 
encouraged to read it first and then to reread it 
at the end of the semester. My hope is that some 
will remember and apply it.

In this new edition, I have retained the peda-
gogical features found in previous editions with 
one exception: A short list of learning objectives 
replaces chapter outlines in this edition. Each 
chapter ends with a summary, review questions, 
and websites and readings resources. As with last 
edition, the glossary is posted on the book’s web-
site, which you can find at www.cengage.com 
/login. Endnotes for each chapter precede the 
index at the back of the book. In addition, the text  
contains a wide variety of photos, figures, maps, 
tables, and features, many of which have been 
revised or replaced with updated materials.

New in the Thirteenth Edition

In the thirteenth edition, the popular features 
found in the twelfth edition are updated and 
enhanced. The “Politics and Pop Culture” fea-
tures are designed to stimulate class discussion 
and demonstrate how movies and music play an 
important role in reflecting or challenging our 
ideas and opinions, shaping our perceptions, 
and heightening our awareness of the issues. 
Key events and major achievements of endur-
ing importance are highlighted in “Landmarks 
in History.” The feature “Politics and Ideas” give 
students a bird’s-eye view of perennial questions 
and key issues in political theory and philosophy.

Change is a constant, and politics drives 
change. Much has happened in the United 
States and the world since the last edition went 
to press. The previous edition covered the 2014 
midterm elections, the war in Ukraine, the rise 

of democracy has fired the imaginations of peo-
ple everywhere for more than two centuries. In 
an age when bad news is written in blood and 
body counts are more likely to refer to innocent 
civilians than armed combatants, we would do 
well to remember that democratic ideals have 
never before been so warmly embraced or so 
widely (if imperfectly) institutionalized.

In Part 3, “Politics by Civil Means: Citizens, 
Leaders, and Policies,” four chapters (10 through 
13) focus on the political process and public 
policy. The United States is featured in this sec-
tion, which examines citizenship and political 
socialization, political participation (including 
opinion polling and voting behavior), political 
organization (parties and interest groups), politi-
cal leadership, political ideologies (or divergent 
“approaches to the public good”), and contem-
porary public policy issues.

Part 4, “Politics by Violent Means: Revolution, 
War, and Terrorism,” examines conflict as a spe-
cial and universal problem in politics. It divides the 
problem into three categories: revolution, terror-
ism, and war (corresponding to Chapters 14, 15, 
and 16, respectively). Viewed from the aftermath 
of 9/11, when the president of the United States 
declared international terrorism to be the preemi-
nent threat in the world and blurred the distinc-
tion between counterterrorist policy and all-out 
war, Part 4 is guaranteed to stimulate the curiosity 
of students and provoke spirited class discussions. 
Invading and occupying a country—namely, Iraq—
that had nothing to do with the 9/11 attacks, did 
not possess “weapons of mass destruction,” and 
did not pose a threat to the United States was a 
curious response to the problem posed by the exis-
tence of a malevolent terrorist network (al-Qaeda) 
harbored by a fundamentalist regime (the Taliban) 
in a land (Afghanistan) virtually impossible to 
subdue by conquest and notoriously impervious 
to outside influence. Indeed, this response affords 
ample opportunity for contemplation about the 
motives, causes, and consequences of war at the 
beginning of a new millennium.

Finally, Part 5, “Politics Without Govern-
ment,” introduces students to key concepts in 
the study of international relations, describes 
key patterns, and discusses perennial problems. 
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This edition includes a wealth of other revi-
sions, text enhancements, and new features too 
numerous to mention. I personally selected much 
of the artwork appearing in recent editions—a 
lot of work, but worth the effort, and fun to 
boot. Many of the photographers featured in 
these pages are amateurs with a good camera, a 
great eye, and a generous spirit.

Resources for Students

MindTap
As a student, the benefits of using MindTap 
with this book are endless. With automatically 
graded practice quizzes and activities, an eas-
ily navigated learning path, and an interactive 
eBook, you will be able to test yourself inside 
and outside of the classroom with ease. On your 
computer, phone, or tablet, MindTap is there 
when you need it, giving you easy access to 
flashcards, quizzes, readings, and assignments.

Cengage Unlimited
Cengage Unlimited is the first-of-its-kind digital 
subscription that empowers students to learn 
more for less. One student subscription includes 
total access to every Cengage online textbook, 
platform, career and college success centers, and 
more—in one place. Learn across courses and 
disciplines with confidence that you won’t pay 
more to access more. Available now in book-
stores and online.

*Available only in select markets.* Details at 
www.cengage.com/unlimited.

MindTap
AUTHOR: Thomas M. Magstadt
ISBN: 9780357137383

With this 13th edition, we’ve also introduced 
an exciting digital learning experience in Mind-
Tap. MindTap is a fully online learning experi-
ence built upon Cengage Learning content and 
correlating to a core set of learning outcomes. 
MindTap guides students through the course 
curriculum via an innovative Learning Path 
Navigator where they will complete reading 
assignments and opportunities to check and 

of the Islamic State (ISIS) in the Middle East, 
and various recent events at home and abroad. 
This edition covers the surprising election of 
Donald Trump and the 2018 midterm elections, 
which no less dramatically changed the balance 
of power in the U.S. Congress. It also covers the 
investigation led by Robert Mueller into Russian 
interference in the 2016 election and the possi-
bility of collusion involving key members of the 
Trump campaign organization; the controversy 
over immigration and President Trump’s demand 
for funding to build “the wall”; the historic gov-
ernment shutdown over this issue; and the con-
stitutional power-of-the-purse questions raised 
after the president declared a state of emergency 
in an effort to bypass Congress and obtain fund-
ing for “the wall” through another avenue.

Meanwhile, many of the issues that plagued 
Barack Obama’s presidency continued to divide 
Congress and the nation as Donald Trump 
entered the last year of his turbulent first term: 
the battle of the budget and acrimonious par-
tisan politics surrounding the so-called fiscal 
cliff; the use of the filibuster to block votes in 
the U.S. Senate; and the deep divisions in U.S. 
society over such issues as gun control, income 
inequality, abortion, health care, tax fairness, 
gay rights, and gender equality. The new edition 
covers all of these issues, as well as immigra-
tion and the rise of right-wing nativist activism 
expressed in white nationalism, anti-immigrant 
rallies, racially motived mass shootings and tele-
vised pro-Trump rallies where xenophobic, flag-
waving crowds remind the nation and the world 
that populism and liberalism have parted ways.

This edition also covers major recent events 
on the world stage, including the Brexit vote in 
the United Kingdom, the “yellow vest” politi-
cal protest movement in France, and Russia’s 
military intervention in the eastern Ukraine. 
Coverage of the aftermath of euro crisis is 
updated. The “agenda” samplers for the four 
liberal democracies featured in Chapter 7 (the 
United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Japan) 
reflect recent developments. The material cov-
ering India and Israel, two of the world’s most 
challenged representative democracies, has been 
updated as well.
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Resources for Instructors
AUTHOR: Thomas M. Magstadt
ISBN: 9780357137369
TITLE: Instructor Companion Website for 
Magstadt, Understanding Politics, thirteenth 
edition

This Instructor Companion Website is an all-in-
one multimedia online resource for class prep-
aration, presentation, and testing. Accessible 
through Cengage.com/login with your faculty 
account, you will find the following ancillaries 
available for download: book-specific Micro-
soft PowerPoint presentations; a Test Bank 
compatible with multiple learning management 
systems; and an Instructor’s Manual.

The Test Bank, offered in Blackboard, Moodle,  
Desire2Learn, Canvas, and Angel formats, con-
tains multiple-choice and essay questions for each 
chapter. Import the test bank into your learning 
management system (LMS) to edit and manage 
questions, and to create tests.

The Instructor’s Manual contains chapter-
specific learning objectives, an outline, key terms 
with definitions, and a chapter summary. Addi-
tionally, the Instructor’s Manual features a critical 
thinking question, lecture launching suggestion, 
and an in-class activity for each learning objective.

The Microsoft PowerPoint presentations are 
ready-to-use, visual outlines of each chapter. 
These presentations are easily customized for 
your lectures. Access the Instructor Companion 
Website at www.cengage.com/login.

AUTHOR: Thomas M. Magstadt
ISBN: 9780357137413
TITLE: IAC Cognero for Magstadt, Under-
standing Politics, thirteenth edition

Cengage Learning Testing Powered by Cognero 
is a flexible, online system that allows you to 
author, edit, and manage test bank content from 
multiple Cengage Learning solutions, create mul-
tiple test versions in an instant, and deliver tests 
from your LMS, your classroom, or wherever you 
want. The test bank for the thirteenth edition of 
Understanding Politics contains multiple-choice 
and essay questions for each chapter.

articulate their learning—and identify where 
they need extra help. MindTap for Under-
standing Politics includes Wrap It Up Chapter 
Quiz concept comprehension questions; criti-
cal thinking Focus Questions, which combine 
the richness of primary source materials with 
a learn-by-doing approach to ensure students 
internalize the material; and Reflection activi-
ties, which can be used by an instructor as an 
individual written assignment or as part of a 
classroom discussion activity. A suite of skills 
tutorials that covers research and thesis devel-
opment, data literacy, and source analysis sup-
ports students as they hone their critical analysis 
skills and prepare and compose their research 
and writing deliverables for the course. 

The product can be used fully online with 
its interactive eBook or in conjunction with 
the printed text. As an instructor, MindTap can 
help you simplify your workload, organize and 
immediately grade your students’ assignments, 
and allow you to customize your course as you 
see fit. Through deep-seated integration with 
your Learning Management System, grades are 
easily exported and analytics are pulled with 
just the click of a button. MindTap provides you 
with a platform to easily add in current events 
videos and articles from national or local news 
sources. 

MindTap Resource Center
Thousands of primary and secondary sources 
at your fingertips! Access to Gale’s authorita-
tive library reference content is now available in 
every Political Science MindTap. Gale, part of 
Cengage, has been providing research and edu-
cation resources for libraries for over 60 years.

As an instructor, you have the option to 
choose from thousands of primary and second-
ary sources, images, and videos to enhance your 
MindTap course with the click of a button. This 
capability can replace a separate reader and con-
veniently keeps all course materials in one place. 
The selections are curated by experts, designed 
specifically for introductory courses, and can 
be accessed through MindTap’s Activity Builder 
feature.
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Andrei Korobkov, Middle Tennessee State Uni-
versity; Anthony Schumacher, Thomas More 
University Andrei Korobkov, Middle Tennessee 
State University; Tom Caiazzo, East Georgia 
State College; Charles Goulding, Florida Keys 
Community College.

I wish to express my appreciation to Amy 
Bither, my editor for this edition. Good editors 
are priceless, and Amy is one of the very best I’ve 
had the pleasure to work with over a span of 
more than three decades. Thanks are also due to 
Richard Lena, Product Manager at Cengage, and 
to David Martinson for managing the process 
of moving the book from manuscript to market. 
Thanks to the entire Cengage team for getting 
this new edition out in a timely fashion.

During a long career in academia and public 
service, I’ve been fortunate to have a supportive 
family and good friends: Mary Jo (who died in 
1990), Becky, David, Amy, Alexa, Michael, and 
Barbara, as well as good friends I can count on 
to challenge and enlighten me, including a spe-
cial group of guys known in the neighborhood 
as the Coffee Boys of Westwood Hills: Dr. Stan 
Nelson (1928–2013), Glion Curtis, Michael Fox, 
Grant Mallet, Hugh Brown, Dr. George Pagels, 
Howard Martin, Dr. Gary Ripple, Harris Rayl, 
and Professor G. Ross Stephens (1926–2015). To 
all of you wherever you are: Thank you.

I also want to acknowledge two other dis-
tinguished friends: Kent Harrington and Daniel 
Kritenbrink. Kent is a former senior CIA ana-
lyst and wordsmith par excellence who served 
as national intelligence officer for East Asia, 
chief of station, and CIA’s director of public 
affairs. Daniel is a former student of mine at the 
University of Nebraska at Kearney. Following his 
graduate studies at the University Virginia, Dan 
joined the Foreign Service, rose rapidly to become 
the Deputy Chief of Mission (DCM) in Beijing, a 
senior advisor on the National Security Council 
(NSC) in the Obama administration, and is cur-
rently U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam. Dan is living 
proof that you can grow up in a small town in 
Nebraska and one day find yourself flying high 
above the Pacific Ocean—on Air Force One.
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1

Introduction
The Study of Politics

Learning Objectives
LO1-1	 Discuss the value of studying politics.

LO1-2	 Identify the three basic elements of politics, as well as the dynamics of each.

LO1-3	 Analyze the methods, models, and approaches for studying politics.

LO1-4	 Evaluate whether politics brings out the best or the worst in human nature—or both.
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2	 CHAPTER 1  Introduction

P olitics is not for the faint-hearted. Almost never a day goes by without a 
crisis at home or abroad. Whenever we catch the news on our radio, TV, 
or computer, we are reminded that we live in a dangerous world. The rise 

of social media as a source of global news and networking has also transformed 
modern communications, for better or worse.

Today, it is all but forgotten that back in 2008, the spectacle of the world’s 
only superpower paralyzed by extreme partisanship and teetering on the brink 
of a “fiscal cliff” loomed like a gathering storm. The politically charged atmo-
sphere and the pervasive sense of an impending crisis was nothing new, but two 
events dominated the news. First, a financial meltdown and plummeting stock 
market wiped out fortunes and rocked the global economy to its very founda-
tions. Second, Barack Obama became the first African American elected to the 
nation’s highest office.

The partisanship only deepened in the years that followed President Obama’s 
reelection in 2012. Republicans kept control of the U.S. House of Representa-
tives, and 2014 they won big majorities in both the House and Senate. A new 
threat had emerged in the Middle East in the form of the so-called Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). In Washington, D.C., the federal government was 
crippled as Republicans and Democrats remained bitterly divided over every-
thing from foreign policy to health care.

In 2016, Hillary Clinton was poised to become the first woman ever to be 
elected president of the United States in what close observers and pollsters pre-
dicted would be a landslide victory against a real-estate tycoon and reality TV 
star no one expected to win the Republican nomination, let alone the election. 
The polls were not wrong: Clinton received several million more votes than 
Trump, but Trump prevailed where it counts in the peculiar American system: 
the Electoral College (see Chapter 4, Constitutional Democracy).

Political culture plays a big role in shaping public policy, and optimism is 
part of America’s political DNA. Despite a deepening recession in 2008, there 
was a new sense of hope. Indeed, hope was the key theme of Barack Obama’s 
successful bid to become America’s first African American president in 2008—
many voters longed for the end of two costly wars and the dawn of a new era 
in America. But by 2012, hope had given way to anger and disappointment.

Obama’s economic stimulus package was widely viewed as a Wall Street 
“bailout”—a massive multibillion-dollar gift to the very financial institutions 
that had caused the problem. It was also criticized as a “jobless recovery”: 
Unemployment rose to nearly 10 percent, and youth unemployment (among 
16- to 19-year-olds) rose about 25 percent in 2010. Nearly half of young people 
aged 16 to 24 did not have jobs, the highest number since World War II.

Obama also spearheaded a controversial health care reform that satis-
fied few, confused everyone, and angered many voters on both sides of the 
acrimonious debate. His decision to order a “surge” in Afghanistan, commit-
ting 30,000 more U.S. troops to an unpopular and unwinnable war, did not 
placate Congress or greatly improve his standing in the opinion polls, nor 
did his decision to withdraw the last U.S. combat troops from Iraq at the end 
of 2011.
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Despite a constant chorus of criticism and a barrage of attack ads from 
the right, Obama won reelection in 2012. The embattled president’s troubles 
in dealing with a recalcitrant Republican majority in Congress, however, con-
tinued unabated. His decision in the fall of 2014 to launch a major bombing 
campaign against ISIS in Iraq and Syria—in effect, resuming a war that had 
officially ended three years earlier—did not appease the opposition or boost 
his popularity, which fell to new lows in 2014.

The president’s declining popularity was a major factor in setting the stage 
for the Republican victory in the 2014 midterm elections when voters gave 
the GOP a majority in the Senate. Republicans also gained seats in the House, 
where they had won back control in 2010 and whittled the Democrats’ majority 
in the Senate (see especially Chapter 11, Political Participation, and Chapter 13, 
Issues in Public Policy).

Donald Trump’s election in 2016 radically changed the landscape of Ameri-
can politics. On the campaign trail, Trump vowed to ban Muslims and build 
a wall to stop illegal immigration. He promised to lower the tax rate, give tax 
cuts to working Americans, and repeal and replace the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act (“Obamacare”).

As a candidate, Trump declared climate change to be a hoax and claimed 
the Paris climate accord was a severe drag on the U.S. economy. He called 
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) a disaster and inveighed 
against the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP). He vowed to bring U.S. troops 
home, called the Middle East a “total and complete mess,” and tweeted, “Our 
troops are being killed by the Afghanis we train and we waste billions there. 
Nonsense!”

In Chapter 13, we revisit these issues and explore how the attempt to imple-
ment them has played out. As Donald Trump’s first term wore on, Washington 
was facing total gridlock: A government shutdown at the end of 2018—the 
upshot of President Trump’s demand for $5 billion to build the wall—left no 
doubt about the state of chaos. The public was bitterly divided over the presi-
dent’s fitness for high office, and the Special Counsel’s investigation into Rus-
sia’s interference in the 2016 election, possible collusion, and obstruction of 
justice sullied the Trump presidency.

In this charged atmosphere of anger and uncertainty, Americans were ques-
tioning the survival of the political system itself. Was it on the verge of collapse? 
Is the world’s oldest and richest democracy immune to a catastrophic system 
failure? If you were desperate for an answer, who would you ask?

LO1-1 Why Study Politics?

The belief that anyone with a college education will have a basic understanding 
of political ideas, institutions, and issues is wishful thinking. There is a moun-
tain of evidence showing that contention is simply not true; moreover, there is 
a mountain of empirical evidence to prove it beyond any doubt. To begin to 
understand the power of politics—and the politics of power—we have to make 
a careful study and, above all, keep an open mind.
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4	 CHAPTER 1  Introduction

politics
The process by which 
a community selects 
rulers and empowers 
them to make 
decisions, takes action 
to attain common 
goals, and reconciles 
conflicts within the 
community.

Self-Interest
Because personal happiness depends in no small degree on what government 
does or does not do, we all have a considerable stake in understanding how 
government works (or why it is not working). Federal work-study programs, 
state subsidies to public education, low-interest loans, federal grants, and court 
decisions that protect students’ rights are but a few examples of politics and 
public policy that directly affect college students. For farmers, crop subsidies, 
price supports, and water rights are crucial policy issues. Environmental regula-
tions are often the target of intense lobbying on the part of power companies, 
the oil and gas industry, and mining interests.

Taxes are a hot-button issue for nearly everyone. Most people think they 
pay too much and others pay too little. Do you know anyone who wants to 
pay more in taxes? Actually, at least one super-rich guy argues that people in 
his income bracket ought to pay more—Warren Buffet.

Politics is a pervasive fact of life. Like it or not, no one can escape its 
products—rules, laws, and policies—or its effects. We often think of politics as 
something that happens only in Washington, D.C., or maybe our state capital. 
A former Speaker of the House, Tip O’Neill, is often quoted as saying, “All 
politics is local.” Is it? When you have the answer and can explain it, you 
will be one giant step closer to understanding the drama—the possibilities and 
limitations—of political life in modern society.

Through the study of politics, we become more aware of our dependence 
on the political system and better equipped to determine when to favor and 
when to oppose change. At the same time, such study helps to reveal the limits 
of politics and the obstacles to bringing about any major change in a society. It 
is sobering to consider that each of us is only one person in a nation of millions 
(and a world of billions), most of whom have opinions and prejudices no less 
firmly held than our own.

The Public Interest
What could be more vital to the public interest in any society than the moral 
character and conduct of its citizens? Civil society is defined by and reflected 
in the kinds of everyday decisions and choices made by ordinary people leading 
ordinary lives. At the same time, people are greatly influenced by civil society 
and the prevailing culture and climate of politics. We are all products of our 
circumstances to a greater extent than most of us realize (or care to admit). 
Politics plays a vital role in shaping these circumstances, and it is fair to say the 
public interest hangs in the balance.

LO1-2 Basic Concepts of Politics

What is politics? It has been defined in various ways. For Aristotle (384–22 BC), 
it was “the art of the possible.” For students of Harold Lasswell (1902–78), 
political science is the study of “who gets what, when, how.” For political scien-
tist David Easton (1917–2014), it was the “authoritative allocation of values.” 
The American Heritage Dictionary defines politics as “the art or science of 
government or governing.”
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Governing is all about making rules, which in turn involves making deci-
sions about rules—and rulers. Who makes the rules? Who decides? In states 
founded on a constitution, who decides depends on the language in the charter 
itself; as such, it is an intrinsically political question. If the answer is “We the 
People” (as in the Preamble to the U.S. Constitution), does that mean all the 
people or only certain favored people? The attempt to resolve this question in 
an ever-changing society is a major theme in American history.

Many people tend to view politics as inherently corrupt and corrupting—
hence the term “dirty politics.” Is this true? Are there notable exceptions? Can 
you think of any?

We may not agree on how to define politics, but we know what it is when 
we see it—and we often dislike what we see. We are quick to see politics as the 
main cause of society’s ills.

English historian Sir John Seeley once wrote a clever little couplet that goes 
like this: “History without Political Science has no fruit, Political Science with-
out History has no root.” By the same token, try to imagine society without 
government; now try to imagine government without politics. When things go 
awry, it is all too easy to blame “politics” and give the politicians responsible 
for creating the mess a pass. In a properly ordered society, this book argues, 
politics is the solution to the problem of bad politicians and uninformed voters.

Like other disciplines, political science has a lexicon and language all its 
own. We start our language lesson with three words that carry a great deal of 
political freight: power, order, and justice.

Power
Power is the currency of all politics. Without power, no government can make 
and enforce laws, provide security, regulate the economy, conduct foreign policy, 
or wage war. Although many kinds of power exist, in this book we are interested 
in political power. Coercion plays an important role in politics, but political 
power cannot be equated with force. Indeed, the sources of power are many and 
varied. A large population, a booming economy, a cohesive society, and wise 
leadership—all are examples of quite different power sources.

We often define power in terms of national wealth or military spending. We once 
called the most formidable states Great Powers; now we call them “superpowers.” 
Power defined in this way is tangible and measurable. Critics of this classical view 
make a useful distinction between “hard power” and “soft power.” Hard power 
refers to the means and instruments of brute force or coercion, primarily military 
and economic clout. Soft power is “attractive” rather than coercive: The essence of 
soft power is “the important ability to get others to want what you want.”1

Power is never equally distributed. Yet the need to concentrate power in 
the hands of a few inevitably raises three big questions: Who wields power? In 
whose interests? And to what ends?

The most basic question of all is “Who rules?” Sometimes we have only to 
look at a nation’s constitution and observe the workings of its government to 
find the answer. At the same time, it may be difficult to determine who really 
rules when the government is cloaked in secrecy or when, as is often the case, 
informal patterns of power are very different from the textbook diagrams.

power
The capacity to 
influence or control the 
behavior of persons 
and institutions, 
whether by persuasion 
or coercion.
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The terms power and authority are often confused and even used inter-
changeably. In reality, they denote two distinct dimensions of politics. Accord-
ing to Mao Zedong, the late Chinese Communist leader, “Political power flows 
from the barrel of a gun.” Political power is clearly associated with the means 
of coercion (the regular police, secret police, and the army), but power can 
also flow from wealth, personal charisma, ideology, religion, and many other 
sources, including the moral standing of a particular individual or group in 
society.

Authority, by definition, flows not only (or even mainly) from the barrel of 
a gun but also from the norms that society accepts and even cherishes. These 
norms are moral, spiritual, and legal codes of behavior, or good conduct. Thus, 
authority implies legitimacy—a condition in which power is exercised by com-
mon consensus through established institutions. Note this definition does not 
mean, nor is it meant to imply, that democracy is the only legitimate form of 
government possible. Any government that enjoys the consent of the governed 
is legitimate—including a monarchy, military dictatorship, or theocracy.

The acid test of legitimate authority is not whether people have the right to 
vote or to strike or dissent openly, but how much value people attach to these 
rights. If a majority of the people are content with the existing political order as 
it stands (with or without voting rights), the legitimacy of the ruler(s) is simply 
not in question. But, as history amply demonstrates, it is possible to seize power 
and to rule without a popular mandate or public approval, without moral, spiri-
tual, or legal justification—in other words, without true (legitimate) authority.

A military power seizure—also known as a coup d’etat—typically involves a 
plot by senior army officers to overthrow a corrupt, incompetent, or unpopular 
civilian ruler. One well-known example happened in Egypt in July 2013, fol-
lowing many months of turmoil and the outcome of a presidential election that 
became unacceptable to the military.

Power seizures also occurred in Mauritania and Guinea in 2008 and in 
Thailand as recently as 2014; many contemporary rulers, especially in Africa, 
have come to power in this manner. Adolf Hitler’s failed “Beer Hall Putsch” in 
1923 is another famous example of an attempt to seize power. Although such 
attempts often fail, they are usually evidence of political instability—as the case 
of Weimar Germany illustrates.

Claiming authority is useless without the means to enforce it. The right to 
rule—a condition that minimizes the need for repression—hinges in large part 
on legitimacy or popularity.

Legitimacy and popularity go hand in hand. Illegitimate rulers are inevitably 
unpopular rulers. Such rulers are faced with a hard choice: relinquish power or 
repress opposition. Whether repression works depends, in turn, on the answer 
to three questions. First, how widespread and determined is the opposition? 
Second, does the government have adequate financial resources and coercive 
capabilities to defeat its opponents and deter future challenges? Third, does the 
government have the will to use all means necessary to defeat the rebellion?

If the opposition is broadly based and the government waivers for whatever 
reason, repression is likely to fail. Regimes changed in Russia in 1917 and 1992 
following failed attempts to crush the opposition. Two other examples include 

legitimacy
The exercise of 
political power in a 
community in a way 
that is voluntarily 
accepted by the 
members of that 
community.

authority
Command of the 
obedience of society’s 
members by a 
government.

legitimate authority
The legal and moral 
right of a government 
to rule over a specific 
population and 
control a specific 
territory; the term 
legitimacy usually 
implies a widely 
recognized claim 
of governmental 
authority and 
voluntary acceptance 
on the part of the 
population(s) directly 
affected.
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Cuba in 1958, where Fidel Castro led a successful revolution, and Iran in 1978, 
where a mass uprising led to the overthrow of the Shah. A similar pattern was 
evident in many Eastern European states in 1989, when repressive communist 
regimes collapsed like so many falling dominoes.

If people respect the ruler(s) and play by the rules without being forced 
to do so (or being threatened with the consequences), the task of maintaining 
order and stability in society becomes much easier. It stands to reason that 
people who feel exploited and oppressed make poorly motivated workers. The 
perverse work ethic of Soviet-style dictatorships, where it was frequently said, 
“We pretend to work and they pretend to pay us,” helps explain the decline and 
fall of Communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, dramatized by the 
spontaneous tearing down of the Berlin Wall in 1989.

Order
Order exists on several levels. First, it denotes the structures, rules, rituals, 
procedures, and practices that make up the political system embedded in every 
society. But what, exactly, is society? In essence, society is an aggregation of 
individuals who share a common identity. Usually that identity is at least par-
tially defined by geography, because people who live in close proximity often 
know each other, enjoy shared experiences, speak the same language, and have 
similar values and interests. The process of instilling a sense of common pur-
pose or creating a single political allegiance among diverse groups of people is 
complex and works better from the bottom up than from the top down. The 
breakup of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in the early 1990s, after more 
than seven decades as multinational states, suggests new communities are often 
fragile and tend to fall apart quickly if there are not strong cultural and psycho-
logical bonds under the political structures.

The Russian-backed secessionist movement that threatened to break up 
Ukraine in 2014–15 also illustrates the obstacles to maintaining order in a 
newly independent country where a national minority group is geographically 
concentrated. Russian speakers in parts of eastern Ukraine bordering on Rus-
sia constitute a solid majority and remain fiercely loyal to Moscow. The same 
is true in Crimea (previously part of Ukraine), where most people welcomed 
Russia’s armed intervention. Russia annexed this strategically important region 
(the whole of the Crimean Peninsula) in March 2014.

The idea that individuals become a cohesive community through an 
unwritten social contract has been fundamental to Western political thought 
since the seventeenth century. Basic to social contract theory is the notion that 
the right to rule is based on the consent of the governed. Civil liberties in this 
type of community are a matter of natural law and natural rights—that is, 
they do not depend on written laws but rather are inherent in Nature. Nature 
with a capital N is a set of self-evident truths that, in the eyes of social contract 
theorists, can be known through a combination of reason and observation. 
A corollary of this theory is that whenever government turns oppressive—for 
example, when it arbitrarily takes away such natural rights as life, liberty, 
and (perhaps) property—the people have a right to revolt (see Chapter 14, 
Revolution).

order
In a political context, 
refers to an existing or 
desired arrangement 
of institutions based 
on certain principles, 
such as liberty, equality, 
prosperity, and security. 
Also often associated 
with the rule of law 
(as in the phrase “law 
and order”) and with 
conservative values 
such as stability, 
obedience, and respect 
for legitimate authority.

society
An aggregation of 
individuals who share 
a common identity. 
Usually that identity 
is at least partially 
defined by geography, 
because people who 
live in close proximity 
often know each 
other, enjoy shared 
experiences, speak the 
same language, and 
have similar values and 
interests.

social contract
A concept in political 
theory most often 
associated with 
Thomas Hobbes, 
Jean-Jacque Rousseau, 
and John Locke; the 
social contract is an 
implicit agreement 
among individuals 
to form a civil society 
and to accept certain 
moral and political 
obligations essential to 
its preservation.
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Government is a human invention by which societies are ruled and binding 
rules are made. Given the rich variety of governments in the world, how might 
we categorize them all? Traditionally, political scientists have distinguished 
between republics, in which sovereignty (discussed later in this section) ulti-
mately resides in the people, and governments such as monarchies or tyran-
nies, in which sovereignty rests with the rulers. Today, almost all republics are 
democratic (or representative) republics, meaning they have political systems 
wherein elected representatives responsible to the people exercise sovereign 
power.2

Some political scientists draw a simple distinction between democracies, 
which hold free elections, and dictatorships, which do not. Others emphasize 
the type of political economy in a country, distinguishing between governments 
enmeshed in capitalist or market-based systems and governments based on 
socialist or state-regulated systems. Finally, governments in developing countries 
face different kinds of challenges than do governments in developed countries. 
Not surprisingly, more economically developed countries often have markedly 
more well-established political institutions—including political parties, regular 
elections, civil and criminal courts—than most less developed countries, and 
more stable political systems.

In the modern world, the state is the sole repository of sovereignty. A sover-
eign state is a community with well-defined territorial boundaries administered 
by a single government capable of making and enforcing laws. In addition, it 
typically claims a monopoly on the legitimate use of force; raises armies for 
the defense of its territory and population; levies and collects taxes; regulates 
trade and commerce; establishes courts, judges, and magistrates to settle dis-
putes and punish lawbreakers; and sends envoys (ambassadors) to represent 
its interests abroad, negotiate treaties, and gather useful information. Entities 
that share some but not all of the characteristics of states include fiefdoms 
and chiefdoms, bands and tribes, universal international organizations (such 
as the United Nations), and regional supranational organizations (such as the 
European Union).

In the language of politics, state usually means country. France, for instance, 
may be called either a state or a country. (In certain federal systems of govern-
ment, a state is an administrative subdivision, such as New York, Florida, Texas, 
or California in the United States; however, such states within a state are not 
sovereign.)

The term nation is also a synonym for state or country. Thus, the only 
way to know for certain whether state means part of a country (for example, 
the United States) or a whole country (say, France or China) is to consider the 
context. By the same token, context is the key to understanding what we mean 
by the word nation.

A nation is made up of a distinct group of people who share a common 
background, including geographic location, history, racial or ethnic characteris-
tics, religion, language, culture, or belief in common political ideas. Geography 
heads this list because members of a nation typically exhibit a strong collective 
sense of belonging associated with a particular territory for which they are will-
ing to fight and die if necessary.

state
In its sovereign form, 
an independent 
political-administrative 
unit that successfully 
claims the allegiance 
of a given population, 
exercises a monopoly 
on the legitimate use 
of coercive force, and 
controls the territory 
inhabited by its 
citizens or subjects; 
in its other common 
form, the major 
political-administrative 
subdivision of a federal 
system, which is not 
sovereign but rather 
depends on the 
central authority (often 
called the “national 
government”) for 
resource allocations 
(tax transfers and 
grants), defense 
(military protection 
and emergency 
relief ), and regulation 
of economic 
relations with other 
federal subdivisions 
(nonsovereign states) 
and external entities 
(sovereign states).

government
The persons and 
institutions that make 
and enforce rules or 
laws for the larger 
community.

republic
A form of government 
in which sovereignty 
resides in the people 
of that country, rather 
than with the rulers. 
The vast majority 
of republics today 
are democratic 
or representative 
republics, meaning 
that the sovereign 
power is exercised by 
elected representatives 
who are responsible to 
the citizenry.
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Countries with relatively homogeneous populations (with great similarity 
among members) were most common in old Europe, but this once-defining char-
acteristic of European nation-states is no longer true. The recent influx of new-
comers from former colonial areas (in particular, the Muslim-majority countries 
of North Africa, the Arab world, and South Asia) and post–Cold War east–west 
population movements in Europe have brought the issue of immigration to the 
forefront of politics in France, Germany, the United Kingdom, Spain, Italy, the 
Netherlands, and even the Scandinavian countries. Belgium, in contrast, pro-
vides a rare example of a European state divided culturally and linguistically 
(French-speaking Walloons and Dutch-speaking Flemish) from the start.

India, Russia, and Nigeria are three highly diverse states. India’s constitution 
officially recognizes no fewer than eighteen native tongues! The actual number 
spoken, however, is far larger. As a nation of immigrants, the United States is 
also very diverse, but the process of assimilation eventually brings the children 
of newcomers, if not the newcomers themselves, into the mainstream.3

The nation-state is a state encompassing a single nation in which the over-
whelming majority of the people form a dominant in-group who share common 
cultural, ethnic, and linguistic characteristics; all others are part of a distinct out-
group or minority. This concept is rooted in a specific time and place—that is, in 
modern Western Europe. (See Landmarks in History: The Peace of Westphalia for 
the story of the first nation-state.) The concept of the nation-state fits less com-
fortably in other regions of the world, where the political boundaries of sovereign 
states—many of which were European colonies before World War II—often do 
not coincide with ethnic or cultural geography. In some instances, ethnic, reli-
gious, or tribal groups that were bitter traditional enemies were thrown together 
in new “states,” resulting in societies prone to great instability or even civil war.

Decolonization after World War II gave rise to polyglot states in which vari-
ous ethnic or tribal groups were not assimilated into the new social order. Many 
decades later, the all-important task of nation-building in these new states remains 
far from finished. Thus, in 1967, Nigeria plunged into a vicious civil war when 
one large ethnic group, the Igbo, tried unsuccessfully to secede and form an inde-
pendent state called Biafra. In 1994, Rwanda witnessed one of the bloodiest 
massacres in modern times when the numerically superior Hutus slaughtered hun-
dreds of thousands of Tutsis, including women and children. In 2018, nine of the 
ten most violent countries in the world were located in the Middle East, Central 
Asia, and Africa, including Syria (1), Afghanistan (2), South Sudan (3), Iraq (4), 
Somalia (5), Sudan (6), the Central African Republic (7), the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (8), and Pakistan (9). Number ten on the list was North Korea.4

In India, where Hindus and Muslims frequently clash and sporadic violence 
breaks out among militant Sikhs in Punjab, and where hundreds of languages 
and dialects are spoken, characterizing the country as a nation-state misses the 
point altogether. In Sri Lanka (formerly Ceylon), Hindu Tamils have long waged 
a terrorist guerrilla war against the majority Singhalese, who are Buddhist.

Even in the Slavic-speaking parts of Europe, age-old ethnic rivalries have 
caused the breakup of preexisting states. The Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and 
Czechoslovakia are multinational states that self-destructed in the 1990s. More 
recently, in 2014–15, centrifugal tendencies threatened to split Ukraine in half.

country
As a political term, 
it refers loosely to a 
sovereign state and 
is roughly equivalent 
to “nation” or “nation-
state”; country is 
often used as a term 
of endearment—for 
example, in the phrase 
“my country ‘tis of 
thee, sweet land of 
liberty” in the patriotic 
song every U.S. child 
learns in elementary 
school; country has an 
emotional dimension 
not present in the word 
state.

sovereignty
A government’s 
capacity to assert 
supreme power 
successfully in a 
political state.

nation
Often interchangeable 
with state or country; 
in common usage, this 
term actually denotes 
a specific people with 
a distinct language 
and culture or a major 
ethnic group—for 
example, the French, 
Dutch, Chinese, and 
Japanese people each 
constitute a nation as 
well as a state, hence 
the term nation-state; 
not all nations are 
fortunate enough 
to have a state of 
their own—modern 
examples include the 
Kurds (Turkey, Iraq, 
and Iran), Palestinians 
(West Bank and Gaza, 
Lebanon, Jordan), 
Pashtuns (Afghanistan), 
and Uighurs and 
Tibetans (China).

nation-state
A geographically 
defined community 
administered by a 
government.
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