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Preface

This book is based on three simple premises: politics is conflictual, political
process matters, and politicsis everywhere. It reflects our belief that politics is
explainable, that political outcomes can be understood in terms of decisions made by
individuals—and that the average college undergraduate can make sense of the politi-
calworld in these terms. It focuses on contemporary American politics, the events and
outcomes that our students have lived through and know something about. The result,
we believe, is abook that provides an accessible but rigorous account of the American
political system.

American Politics Todayis also the product of our dissatisfaction with existing texts.
Thirtyyears ago we were assistant professors together at the same university, assigned
toteach the introductory classin alternate semesters. Though our graduate training
was quite different, we found that we shared a deep disappointment with available
texts. Their wholesale focus on grand normative concepts such as civic responsibility
ortheiruse ofadvanced analytic themes left students with little idea of how American
politicsreally works, how eventsin Washington, D.C., affect their everyday lives, and
howto piece together all the facts about American politics into a coherent explanation
of whythings happen astheydo. These texts did not engender excitement, fascination,
oreven passing interest. What they did was put students to sleep.

Aswith previous editions, the overarching goal of the Fifth Edition is to move
beyond simply describing what happensin American politics to explaining behavior
and outcomes. In part we wish to counter the widespread belief among students that
politicsistoo complicated, too chaotic, or too secretive to make sense of. More than
that, we want to empower our students, to demonstrate that everyday American poli-
ticsisrelevant to theirlives. This emphasisis also aresponse to the typical complaint
about American government textbooks—that they are full of facts but devoid of useful
information, and that after students finish reading, they are no better able to answer
“why” questions than they were before they cracked the book.

Inthis edition, we maintain our focus on conflict and compromise in American
politics—identifying what Americans agree and disagree about and assessing how con-
flict shapes American politics, from campaign platforms to policy outcomes. Though
this emphasis seems especially timely given the 2016 elections and the prospect of
continued deadlockin Washington, our aimis to go beyond these events toidentify a
fundamental constantin American politics: the reality that much of politics is driven
by disagreements over the scope and form of government policy, and that compromise
isan essential component of virtually all significant changes in government policy.
Indeed, itisimpossible toimagine politics without conflict. Conflict was embedded
inthe American political system by the Founders, who set up a system of checks and
balancesto make sure that no single group could dominate. The Constitution’s division
of power guarantees that enacting and implementing laws will involve conflict and
compromise. Furthermore, the Constitution itself was constructed as one long series
of compromises. Accordingly, despite the general dislike people have for conflict, our
students must recognize that conflict and compromise lie at the heart of politics.

Throughout the text, we emphasize common sense, showing students that politics
inside the Beltway is often strikingly similar to the students’ own everyday interac-
tions. For example, what sustains policy compromises made by members of Congress?

xix
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The factthat the members typically have long careers, that they interact frequently
with each other, and that they only deal with colleagues who have kept their word in the
past. These strategies are not unique to the political world. Rather, they embody rules
of thumb that most people follow (or are atleast aware of) in their everyday interac-
tions. In short, we try to help students understand American politics by emphasizing
howitisnotall that different from the world they know.

This focus on common sense is coupled with many references to the political science
literature. We believe that contemporary research has something to say about predic-
tion and explanation of events that students care about—and that these insights can be
taught without turning students into game theorists or statisticians. Our text presents
the essential insights of contemporary research, motivated by real-world political phe-
nomena and explained using text or simple diagrams. This approach gives students a
setoftools for understanding politics, provides an introduction to the political science
literature, and matches up well with students’ common-sense intuitions about every-
daylife. Moreover, by showing that academic scholarshipisnotablind alley orirrele-
vant, this approach helpsto bridge the gap between aninstructor’s teaching and his or
herresearch.

The Fifth Edition builds on these strengths. We’ve continued to streamline and
improve the presentation of text and graphics, and added a new section, “What Do the
Numbers Say,” that guides students through interpreting quantitative information.
Our focus on explanation ishammered home throughout the chapters with new “Why
Should I Care” call-outs. New or revised chapter openers use contemporary stories and
examples (from studentloansto the threats posed by ISIS) to highlight the conflict and
compromise theme. We refer to these openers throughout the chapters toillustrate and
extend our discussion. The “Take a Stand” sections now explicitly argue both sides of
policy questions. Finally, we have added new pull quotes and other sidebar material to
enhance the liveliness of the text.

The text continues to be ruthlessly contemporary, but also placesrecent eventsin
context. Although we do notignore American history, our stress is on contemporary
politics—on the debates, actions, and outcomes that most college students are aware of.
Focusing onrecent events emphasizes the utility of the concepts and insights that we
developinthe text. It also goes along way toward establishing the relevance of the intro
class. The new edition discusses the acceptance of same-sex marriage, the debate over
immigration reform, and debates over income inequality—all issues that Americans
care about. We have also devoted considerable space to describing the 2016 presiden-
tial race, working to show how the contest between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump
fitsinto abroader theory of how candidates campaign and how voters decide.

Finally, our book offers anindividual-level perspective on America’s government.
The essential message is that politics—elections, legislative proceedings, regulatory
choices, and everything else we see—is a product of the decisions made by real flesh-
and-blood people. This approach grounds our discussion of politics in the real world.
Many texts focus on abstractions such as “the eternal debate,” “the great questions,”
or “the pulse of democracy.” We believe that these constructs don’t explain where the
debate, the questions, or even democracy come from. Nor do they help students under-
stand what’s going on in Washington, D.C., and elsewhere, asit’s not obvious that the
participants themselves care much about these sorts of abstractions—quite the oppo-
site,infact.

We replace these constructs with a focus onreal people and actual choices. The
primary goalis to make sense of American politics by understanding why politicians,
bureaucrats, judges, and citizens act asthey do. That is, we are grounding our descrip-
tion of American politics at the most fundamental level—an individual facing a deci-
sion. How, for example, does a voter choose among candidates? Stated that wayj, itis



reasonably easy to talk about where the choice came from, how the individual might
evaluate different options, and why one choice mightlook better than the others. Vot-
ers’ decisions may be understood by examining the different feasible strategies they
employ (issue voting, retrospective evaluations, stereotyping, etc.) and by asking why
some voters use one strategy while others use a different one.

By focusing onindividuals and choices, we can place students in the shoes of the
decision makers, and in so doing, give them insight into why people act as they do.
We candiscuss, for example, why a House member might favor enacting wasteful
pork-barrel spending, even though a proposal full of such projects will make his con-
stituents economically worse off—and why constituents might reward such behavior,
eveniftheysuspect the truth. By taking this approach, we are not trying toletlegisla-
tors offthe hook. Rather, we believe that any real understanding of the political process
must begin with a sense of the decisions the participants make and why they make
them. Focusing onindividuals also segues naturally into a discussion of consequences,
allowing us to move from examining decisions to describing and evaluating outcomes.
Inthis way, we can show students how large-scale outcomes in politics, such asineffi-
cient programs, don’t happen by accident or because of malfeasance. Rather, they are
the predictable results of choices made by individuals (here, politicians and voters).

The policy chaptersin the Full and Essentials Editions also represent a distinc-
tive feature of this book. The discussion of policy at the end of an intro class often fits
awkwardly with the material covered earlier. Itis supposed to be a culmination of the
semester-long discussion of institutions, politicians, and political behavior, butinstead
it often becomes an afterthought that gets discarded when time runs out in the last few
weeks of class. Our policy chapters explicitly draw on previous chapters’ discussions of
the actors that shape policy: the president, Congress, the courts, interest groups, and
parties. By doing so, these chapters show how all the pieces of the puzzle fit together.

Finally, thisbook reflects our experience as practicing scholars and teachers, as well
asinteractions with more than fifteen thousand studentsin introductory classes at
several universities. Rather than thinking of the intro class as a service obligation, we
believe it offers aunique opportunity for faculty to develop a broader sense of American
politicsand American political science, while at the same time giving students the tools
theyneed to behave as knowledgeable citizens or enthusiastic political science majors.
We hope that it works for you as well as it does for us.

Preface
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Features ofthe
Textand Media Package

The book’s “three key ideas”

are fullyintegrated throughout the text.

e  Politicsls Conflictual and conflictand compromise are anormal, healthy part of pol-
itics. The questions debated in elections and the policy options considered by people
ingovernment are generally marked by disagreement at alllevels. Making policy
typically involves importantissues on which people disagree, sometimes strongly;
so compromise, bargaining, and tough choices about trade-offs are often necessary.

e  Political Process Mattersbecauseitisthe mechanism we have established toresolve
conflictsand achieve compromise. Governmental actions result from conscious
choices made by voters, elected officials, and bureaucrats. The media often cover
politicalissuesin the same way they do sporting events, and though this makes for
entertaining news, italsoleads citizens to overlook the institutions, rules, and proce-
duresthathave adecisive influence on Americanlife. Politics reallyisnotjustagame.

e PoliticsIs Everywhereinthattheresults of the political process affect all aspects of
Americans’ everyday lives. Politics governs what people can and cannot do, their
quality of life, and how they think about events, other people, and situations.

New and revised “How It Works” chapter openers
feature hot-button political issues and pose the kinds of questions students might
ask. Forexample, “When is discrimination legal and when is it not?” (Civil Liber-
ties) and “How do interest groups work? Do lobbying victories always go to the side
with the most money?” (Interest Groups).

Organization around chapter goals

stresses learning objectives and mastery of core material.

e  Chapter Goals appear at the beginning of the chapter and thenrecur atthe start of
therelevant sections throughout the chapterto create amore active reading expe-
rience that emphasizesimportantlearning objectives.

e Extensive end-of-chapterreview sections organized around the Chapter Goals
include section summaries, practice quiz questions, key terms, and suggested
readinglists. Students have everything they need to master the materialin each
section of the chapter.

Special features for critical thinking

reinforce the three key ideas while introducing other important ways to think about
American politics.

e  “How It Works” graphics, newly redesigned for greater clarity, highlight key polit-
ical processes and structures and build graphical literacy. The “How It Works in
Practice” section of these graphics show how the processes presented play outina
real-world political event.

e NEW “What Do the Numbers Say?” features develop quantitative reasoning skills
by teaching students toread and interpret data on important political issues and
current events.



e NEW “Why Should I Care?” sections draw explicit connections between the chapter
material and students’ lives.

e NEW “Did you know?” features and pull quotes give students tidbits of information
that mayinduce questions, anger, and may even inspire students to getinvolved.

e Revised “Take a Stand” features address contemporaryissuesina pro/con format
and invite students to consider how they would argue their own position on the
topic. Eachfeature concludes with two critical-thinking questions.

o  “Nuts & Bolts” features provide students with concise explanations of key
concepts, like the difference between civil liberties and civil rights, different kinds
of gerrymanders, and brief summaries of campaign finance rules. These features
provide an easy way for quick study and review.

Tools for a dynamic classroom

¢ InQuizitive, Norton’s formative, adaptive assessment tool, accompanies the Fifth
Edition of American Politics Today and reinforcesreading comprehension witha
focus on the foundations of government and major political science concepts. Guid-
ing feedback helps students understand why their answers were right or wrong and
steersthemback to the text. Student knowledge is strengthened through questions
that compel analysis of the systems of government, animated and static infograph-
ics,and images, charts, and graphs from this text. With InQuizitive, students have
the opportunity to achieve the maximum score in alow-risk environment.

Tolearn more about InQuizitive, visit http://books.wwnorton.com/books/
inquizitive/overview/.

e Norton Coursepacks are free and open with no access codes, allowing you to easily
bring Norton’s high-quality digital content into your existing learning manage-
ment system. The contentis fully editable and is yours to keep forever. The Norton
Coursepack for American Politics Today, Fifth Edition, contains the following
activities and quizzes:

e  How toRead Charts and Graphs tutorial that provides students with extra
practice and guidance interpreting common representations of data that
theywill encounter in this textbook and in the world,

e  Pre-and post-test chapter quizzesthat assess student knowledge of core
concepts,

e Videoexercisesthatengage students and help them retain and apply infor-
mation through significant events,

e  “How It Works” and “How It Works In Practice” animated graphics that
guide students through understanding political processes and institutions,

e  Updated simulationsthat show students how concepts work in the real world,

e  “Bythe Numbers” activities that give students more practice with quanti-
tative skills and more familiarity with how political scientists know what
they know, and

e  “TakeaStand” exercisesthat present students with multiple sides of con-
temporary debates and ask them to consider and refine their own views
based onwhat they’ve learned.

e  Testbankcontainsmorethan1,800 questions tagged to chapter-learning objec-
tives and keyed to Bloom’s taxonomy.

e Instructor’s manualincludes chapter outlines, class activities, and discussion
questions.

e Instructor PowerPoints contains fully customizable lecture slides with clicker
questions and “How It Works” and “How It Works in Practice” animated Power-
Point slides for optimal classroom presentation.

Features of the Text and Media Package
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In a democracy, oftentimes other people win.
— C. J.Cregg, The West Wing



Understanding
American Politics

How does politics work and
why does politics matter?

You have just lived through one of the most interesting presidential elec-
tions in American history. For the first time, a major party nominated a woman
as their candidate. Even so, the election was won by a newcomer to politics,
Republican Donald Trump, who won his party’s nomination despite having a
deeply problematic past, no political experience, and a campaign style that
emphasized insult, innuendo, and attack. The campaign was one of the nastiest
ever, exemplified by Trump’s repeated threats to jail Clinton if he became presi-
dent, and his claim that a conspiracy of elites, media companies, and banks were
working to rig the election and ensure his defeat. Yet Trump was able to win by
rallying voters who wanted change and opposed immigration reform, and by
raising questions about Clinton’s use of a private e-mail server while secretary of
state and vowing to change the “culture of corruption.”

For most of you, this is the first presidential election you have paid much
attention to, and it would be no surprise if you asked whether American politics
always worked this way. Are presidential contests always drawn-out, contro-
versial, and conflictual? Do they typically feature candidates as widely disliked
as Clinton and Trump? Do candidates often attack their opponents in intensely
personal ferms, such as Trump’s referring to Clinton as “Crooked Hillary,” alleg-
ing that she lacked the stamina and the judgment to be president, criticizing her
appearance, or claiming she used drugs to enhance her debate performance?
How often do significant numbers of party leaders abandon their nominees?

The easy answer is no: the 2016 presidential election is not typical. Trump’s
focus on general themes such as “make America great again” rather than specific
policy proposals, his rejection of well-accepted campaign tactics, his charges
of arigged electoral process, claims of sexual assault against him, the dissen-
tion within Republican ranks—all of these things are highly unusual. Even so,
political science does a good job of explaining what happened in 2016. Trump’s
nomination reflected the relatively extreme policy preferences held by the
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DESCRIBE THE BASIC
FUNCTIONS OF
GOVERNMENT

0

Conflicts within the government—say,
over immigration policy—often reflect
real divisions among American citizens
about what government should do
about certain issues. Groups on all
sides of controversial issues pressure
the government to enact their
preferred policies.

average Republican primary voter and an anti-Washington mood. The closeness of the
general election reflects the role of party identification and economic conditions in vote
decisions. And the omnipresent conflict seen in 2016 was not only due to candidates

or their campaign strategies—rather, it reflects sharp, sincere underlying differences
between the parties (and their supporters) over what the federal government should and
shouldn’t be doing.

In fact, the outcome of the 2016 elections illustrates how digging below the surface
of political events can help to explain why things happen in American politics—the con-
flicts and the political process that deals with them. But is conflict natural in American
politics? Is this how politics really works? And why does politics matter in our lives?

Making sense of American
government and politics

The premise of this book is simple: American politics makes sense. What happensin elec-
tions, in Washington, D.C.,and everywhere else—even the 2016 election—has alogical
and often simple explanation; we just have to know how to look forit. By the end of the
book, we hope you get really good at analyzing the politics you see everywhere—in the
news and in your own life.

This claim may seem unrealistic or evennaive. Onthe surface, American politics
often makes no sense. Polls show strong support for extreme, unconstitutional, or
downrightssilly proposals. Candidates put more time into insulting their opponents
than making credible campaign promises. Members of Congress seem more inter-
ested in beating their political opponents than getting something done. Electionslook
random or even chaotic. And many policy questions, from reforming immigration to
deciding what to do about climate change, seem hopelessly intractable.

Many people, we believe, have given up on American politics because they don’t
understand the political process, feel helpless to influence election outcomes or policy
making, and believe that politicsisirrelevant totheirlives. Many people disliked both
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ofthe candidates runningin 2016, and saw this as more evidence that American pol-
iticsdo not work well. Since you are taking a class on American politics, we hope you
have not given up on politics entirely. Itis not our goal to turn you into a political junkie
orapolicy expert. Youdon’t need to be completely immersed in politics to make sense
ofit, but we hope that after finishing this book you will have a basic understanding of
the political process and why it matters.

One goal of this bookis to help you take an active role in the political process. A func-
tioning democracy allows citizens to defer complicated policy decisions to their elected
leaders, butitalsorequires citizens to monitor what politicians do and to hold them
accountable at the voting booth. This book will help you accomplish thisimportant
duty by providing the analytical skills you need to make sense of politics, even when it
initially appears tomake no sense atall.

We are not going to spend much time talking about how American politics should
be. Rather, our focus will be on explaining American politics asitis. Here are some
other questions we will examine:

- Whydon’t people vote? Why do people vote? How do they decide who to vote for?
- Whydosomany people mistrust politicians and the political system?

- Whycan’t Congress get things done? Why can they get anything done?

- Whyisthe Supreme Courtso political?

- Canpresidents dowhatever they want? Why can’tthey do more?

- Isthemediabiased?

We will answer these questions and many others by applying three keyideas about
the nature of politics: politics is conflictual, political process matters, and politicsis
everywhere. But first, we begin with an even more basic question: Why dowe have a
government?

Why do we have a government?

Aswe prepare toaddress this question, let’s agree on a definition: governmentisthe
system for implementing decisions made through the political process. All countries
have some form of government, which in general serves two broad purposes: to provide
order and to promote the general welfare.

To Provide Order Atabasiclevel, the answer to the question “Why dowe have a
government?” seems obvious: without government there would be chaos. Asthe
seventeenth-century British philosopher Thomas Hobbes said, life in the “state of
nature” (thatis, without government) would be “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short.”*Without government there would be no laws—people could do whatever they
wanted. Evenifpeople tried to develop informal rules, there would be no way to guar-
antee enforcement of those rules. Accordingly, one of the most important rules of
government is policing—making sure that people obey the law and protecting citizens
from threats coming from outside the nation.

The Founders of the United States noted this crucial role in the Constitution’s pream-
ble:two of the central goals of government are to “provide for the common defense” and
to “insure domestic Tranquility.” The former refers to military protection against for-
eigninvasion and the defense of our nation’s common security interests. The latter refers
tolaw enforcement within the nation, which today includes the National Guard, Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI), Department of Homeland Security, state and local police,
and the courts. So ataminimallevel, governmentis necessary to provide security.

government

The system forimplementing
decisions made through the political
process.

Making sense of American government and politics



factions

Groups of like-minded people who
trytoinfluence the government.
American governmentissetupto
avoid domination by any one of these
groups.

separation of powers

The division of government power
acrossthejudicial, executive,and
legislative branches.

checks and balances
Asysteminwhich each branch of
government has some power over the
others.

federalism

The division of power across the
local, state, and national levels of
government.

public goods

Services oractions (such as protecting
the environment) that, once provided
toone person, become available to
everyone. Governmentis typically
needed to provide public goods
because they will be under-provided
bythe free market.

collective action problems
Situations in which the members of
agroup would benefit by working
together to produce some outcome,
buteachindividualisbetter off
refusing to cooperate and reaping
benefits from those who do the work.

However, there’s more toit than that. The Founders cited the desire to “establish
Justice...and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.” But do
we need government to do these things? It may be obvious that the police power of the
nationisrequired to prevent anarchy, but can’t people have justice and liberty without
government? In a perfect world, maybe, but the Founders had a more realistic view of
humannature. As James Madison, one of the founding fathers (and the fourth president
of the United States), said, “But what is government itself, but the greatest of all reflec-
tions on human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If
angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would
be necessary.” Furthermore, Madison continued, people have a variety of interests
thathave “divided mankind into parties, inflamed them with mutual animosity, and
rendered them much more disposed tovex and oppress each other thanto co-operate
for their common good.” That is, without government we would quickly be headed
toward Hobbes’s nasty and brutish state of nature because of differences in opinion
about what society should looklike. Having a government means that people cannot act
unilaterally against each other, butitalso creates a new problem: people will try touse
the government and its powers to impose their views on the rest of society.

Madison’s view of human nature might sound pessimistic, but it was also realistic.
He assumed that people were self-interested: we want what is best for ourselves and
for our families, and to satisfy those interests we tend to form groups with like-minded
people. Madison saw these groups, which he called factions, as being opposed to the
public good, and his greatest fear was of tyranny by a faction imposing its will on the
restof the nation. For example, if one group took power and established an official state
religion, that faction would be tyrannizing people who practiced a different religion.
Thistype of oppression is precisely why many of the early American colonists fled
Europeinthefirstplace.

So governmentis necessary to avoid the anarchy of the state of nature and the
rightkind of governmentis needed to avoid oppression by whoever controls the
policy-making process. As we will discuss in Chapters 2 and 3, America’s government
seeksto control the effects of factions by dividing government power in three main
ways. First, the separation of powers divides the governmentinto three branches—
judicial, executive, and legislative—and assigns distinct duties to each branch. Second,
the system of checks and balances gives each branch some power over the other two.
(For example, the president can veto legislation passed by Congress; Congress can
impeach the president; and the Supreme Court has the power tointerpret laws written
by Congress to determine whether they are constitutional.) Third, federalism divides
power yet again by allotting different responsibilities tolocal, state, and national gov-
ernments. With power divided in this fashion, Madison reasoned, no single faction
could dominate the government.

To Promote the General Welfare The preamble to the Constitution also states that
the federal government exists to “promote the general Welfare.” This means tackling
the hard problemsthat Americans cannot solve on their own, such as taking care of the
poor, the sick, orthe aged, and dealing with global issues like climate change, terror-
istthreats, and povertyin other countries. However, government intervention is not
inevitable—people can decide that these problems aren’t worth solving. Butif people do
wanttoaddress these large problems, government actionis necessary because public
goods such asthese are not efficiently provided by the free market, either because of
collective action problems or for otherreasons.

Itis easy for two people or even a small group to tackle acommon problem without
the help of government, but 1,000 people (to say nothing of the more than 320 million
inthe United States today) would have a very difficult time. They would suffer from the
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freerider problem—thatis, becauseitisin everyone’s owninterestto let someone else
dothe work, the danger is that no one will contribute, even though everyone wants the
outcome that collective contributions would create. A government representing more
than 320 million people can provide public goods, such as protecting the environment
or defending the nation, thatall those people acting on their own would be unable to
provide, so people electleaders and pay taxes to provide those public goods.

Collective action problems are common in modern society. Educationis a great
example. You benefit personally from your college education in terms of the knowledge
and experience yougain and perhaps from the higher salary you will earn because
of your college degree. However, society also benefits from your education. Your
employer will benefit from your knowledge and skills, as will people you interact with.
If education were provided solely by the free market, those who could afford schooling
would be educated, but the rest would not, leaving alarge segment of society with little
orno education and therefore unemployable. So, public education, like many import-
antservices, benefits all levels of society and must be provided by the government for
the general welfare.

Now that we understand why we have a government, the next questionis: What
doesthe government doto “insure domestic Tranquility” and “promote the general
Welfare”? Many visible components of the government promote these goals, fromthe

police and armed servicesto the Internal Revenue Service, Federal Reserve, Postal Ser-

vice, Social Security Administration, National Aeronautics and Space Administration,
Department of Education, and Food and Drug Administration. Infact, itishard to find
anaspectof everydaylife that does not involve the governmentin some way, either as
aprovider of public goods, such as national defense, interstate highways, and national
parks, as aprotector of civil liberties, as an enforcer of laws and property rights, orasa
regulator of individual or corporate behavior.

Forms of government

While all governments must provide order and promote the general welfare, there
aredifferent types of governments. Greek political philosopher Aristotle, writingin
the fourth century Bc, developed a classification scheme for governments that is still
useful. Aristotle distinguished three pure types of government based on the number of
rulersversus the number of people ruled: monarchy (rule by one), aristocracy (rule by
the few), and polity (rule by the many—such as the general population).
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Two important government functions
described in the Constitution are to
“provide for the common defense”
and “insure domestic Tranquility.”
The military and local police are fwo
of the most commonly used forces the
government maintains to fulfill those
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freerider problem

The incentive to benefit from others’
work without making a contribution,
whichleadsindividualsina collective
action situation to refuse towork
together.
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DEFINE POLITICS AND
IDENTIFY THREEKEY IDEAS
THAT HELP EXPLAIN POLITICS

politics
The processthat determines what
government does.

Additional distinctions can be made within Aristotle’s third type—constitutional
republican governments—based on how they allocate power among the execu-
tive, legislative, and judicial branches. Presidential systems such as we have in the
United States tend to follow a separation of power among the three branches, while
parliamentary systems such as the one in the United Kingdom elect the chief exec-
utive from thelegislature, so there is much closer coordination between those two
branches.

We can furtherrefine Aristotle’s third type by considering the relationships among
differentlevels of the government. In a federal system such as the United States, power
isshared amongthe local, state, and nationallevels of government. In a unitary system
(such asthe United Kingdom), all power is held at the national level. A confederation
(like Switzerland) is a less common form of government in which states retain their sov-
ereignty and autonomy but form aloose association at the national level.

What is politics?

We define politics asthe process that determines what government does. You may
consider politics the same thing as government, but we view politics as being much
broader;itincludes ways of behaving and making decisions that are commonin every-
daylife. Many aspects of our discussion of politics will probably sound familiar because
your life involves politics on aregular basis. This may sound a little abstract, but it
should become clearinlight of the three keyideas of this book (see the How It Works
graphicinthis chapter).

First, politicsis conflictual. The questions debated in election campaigns and in
Washington and the options considered by policy makers generally involve disagree-
ment at all levels. The federal government does not spend much time resolving issues
thateveryone agrees should be decided in a particular way. Rather, making govern-
ment policyinvolvesissues on which people disagree, sometimes strongly, which
makes compromise difficult—and thisis anormal, healthy part of politics. Although
compromise may be difficult, it is often necessary to produce an outcome that can be
enacted and implemented.

Second, political process matters. Governmental actions don’t happen by accident—
theyresult from conscious choices made by elected officials and bureaucrats. Politics,
asthe processthat determines what governments do, puts certain individualsinto
positions of power and makes the rules that structure their choices. The media often
cover political campaigns the way they would report on a boxing match or the Super
Bowl, focusing on the competition, rivalries, and entertaining stories, which canlead
peopleto overlook the institutions, rules, and procedures that have a decisive influ-
ence on politics. Indeed, the political processis the mechanism for resolving conflict.
The most obvious example of the political process at work is elections, which democ-
racies use toresolve afundamental conflictin society: deciding who should lead the
country.

Third, politics is everywhere. Decisions about what government should do or who
should be in charge are integral to society, and they influence the everyday lives of all
Americans. Politics helps to determine what people can and cannot do, their quality
oflife, and how they think about events, people, and situations. Moreover, people’s
political thought and behavior are driven by the same types of calculations and
decision-makingrules that shape beliefs and actionsin other parts oflife. For example,
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in theory

Three Key Ideas for Understanding Politics

Vote
aqui

Politics Is Gonflictual

Conflict and compromise

are natural parts of politics.
Political conflict over issues

like the national debt, abortion, and
health care reflects disagreements
among the American people and
often requires compromises within
government.

Political Process
Matters

How political conflicts
areresolved is important.
Elections determine who

represents citizens in government.
Rules and procedures determine
who has power in Congress and other
branches of government.

Politics Is Everywhere

What happensin

government affects our

lives in countless ways.

Policies related to jobs and the
economy, food safety and nuftrition,
student loans, and many other
areas shape our everyday lives.
We see political information in the
news and encounter political
situations in many areas of our lives.

Q
Gritical Thinking

1. Oneimplication of theidea
that politics is conflictual is
that politicians may not want
to negotiate compromises on
important policy questions.
Why do you think politicians
sometimes refuse to compro-
mise rather than work together
to get things done?

2. Thinkbacktothe discussion
of the 2016 election at the
beginning of this chapter. Even
though this election was not
typical,in what ways does it
illustrate the three key ideas
described here?





