Chapter One

American Political Culture: Seeking a More Perfect Union
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Chapter Summary
The United States is a nation that was formed on a set of ideals that include liberty, equality, and self-government. These ideals were rooted in the country’s European heritage, and early America’s vast open lands and abundant natural resources influenced their growth. They became America’s common bond and today are the basis of American political culture. Although they are mythic, inexact, and conflicting, these ideals have had a powerful effect on what generation after generation of Americans has tried to achieve politically for themselves and others.

Politics in the United States plays out through rules of the game that include democracy, constitutionalism, and capitalism. Democracy is rule by the people, which, in practice, refers to a representative system of government in which people rule through their elected officials. Constitutionalism refers to the rules that limit the rightful power of government over citizens. Capitalism is an economic system based on a free‑market principle that allows the government only a limited role in determining how economic costs and benefits will be allocated.
Politics is the process by which it is determined whose values will prevail in society. The basis of politics is conflict over scarce resources and competing values. Those who have power win out in this conflict and are able to control governing authority and policy choices. The related question as to who governs America can be connected to the theories of majoritarianism, pluralism, elitism, or bureaucratic rule. 

Contemporary American government is placed in historical perspective in this chapter. Core principles that have shaped American politics since the country’s earliest years are examined briefly and concepts such as power, pluralism, and constitutionalism that are central to the study of government and politics are also assessed. In addition, the concept of a political system is explained along with the five encompassing tendencies of American politics—enduring cultural ideals, fragmentation of governing authority, competing interests, stress on individual rights, and a sharp separation of political and economic spheres. The main points of this chapter are as follows:
· The American political culture centers on a set of core ideals (liberty, equality, self-government, individualism, unity, and diversity) that serve as the people’s common bond. These mythic principles have a substantial influence on what Americans will regard as reasonable and acceptable, and on what they will try to achieve.

· Politics is the process through which a society settles its conflicts. The play of politics in the United States takes place in the context of democratic procedures, constitutionalism, and capitalism, and involves elements of majority, pluralist, bureaucratic, and elite rule.

· Politics in the United States is characterized by a number of major patterns, including a highly fragmented governing system, a high degree of pluralism, an extraordinary emphasis on individual rights, and a pronounced separation of the political and economic spheres.

Learning Objectives
Having read the chapter, all students should be able to do each of the following:

1.
Identify the core principles that constitute the American political culture. Discuss the influence of these conflicting, inexact, and mythic beliefs on American politics.

2.
Discuss and define America’s core political ideals.

3.
Explain why politics is a struggle for power and advantage.

4.
Delineate the evolution of the social contract.

5.
Discuss the major rules of American politics: democracy, constitutionalism, and capitalism, and why rules are necessary in politics.
6.
Explain differing theories of political power including majoritarianism, pluralism, elitism, and bureaucratic rule.
7.
Define and explain the importance of the political system model.

8.
Explain the five encompassing tendencies of American politics.
Major Concepts
Be able to identify and/or define each of the following in a short paragraph.

1. 
political culture 
2. 
liberty 
3. 
equality 
4. 
self-government 
5. 
individualism 
6.
politics
7.
social contract 
8. 
democracy 
9. 
oligarchy 
10. 
autocracy 
11. 
constitutionalism 
12.

socialism 
13.  communism 
14. capitalism 
15. power 
16. public policy 
17. totalitarian government 
18. authoritarian government 

19. authority 
20. majoritarianism 
21. pluralism 
22. elitism 
23. bureaucratic rule 
24. political system 
Practice Exam
(Answers appear at the end of this chapter.)

Multiple Choice

1. 
Which of the following is not considered a core political ideal in the United States?

a. socialism

a. liberty

a. equality

a. self-government

a. individualism

2. The reality that officials in the United States spend comparatively less money on government programs for the poor than other fully industrialized democracies reflects the American ideal of

a. 
unity.

2. equality.

2. diversity.

2. collectivism.

2. individualism. 
3. The two primary sources of political conflict are

a. 
liberalism and conservatism. 

 
b. 
partisan differences and philosophy.
3. scarcity and differences in values.

3. ethnicity and geographical differences.

3. libertarianism and populism.

4. In Leviathan (1651), _____ argued that the government rests on a social contract in which ordinary people surrender what they would have in the state of nature in return for the protection a sovereign ruler could provide.

4. Thomas Hobbes

4. John Locke

4. Jean Jacques Rousseau

4. Thomas Jefferson

4. James Madison
5. Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean Jacques Rousseau would all agree with which of the following statements? 
a. The people must obey their rulers, even when their rulers act unjustly.
b. People in a state of nature are happier than people living under a government.
c. All legitimate governments are based on a social contract.
d. The only legitimate government was one that regularly consulted the will of the people.
e. By agreeing to live under a government’s rule, persons lose all claims to individual rights. 
6. One effect of the American political system’s use of checks and balances is

6. extreme fragmentation of governing authority.

6. that the three branches operate independently of each other.

6. the absolute guarantee that governmental power will not be abused.

6. an unusually expedient decision making process.

6. the reality that policy errors are completely avoided.

7. Which of the following statements provides the most accurate description of democracy as practiced in the United States?

7. The people directly govern themselves.
7. Elitist institutions are absent from the American governments.
7. The power of the people to make and enforce laws is checked by nothing except the will of the people.
7. The people govern through elected representatives.
7. The will of the majority always prevails.

8. Which of the following is an input into the American political system?

8. public opinion

8. voting

8. political parties

8. interest groups

8. All of the answers are correct.
9. Which of the following is an output of the American political system?

9. law passed by Congress

9. presidential decision in foreign policy

9. law passed by Congress and presidential decision in foreign policy
9. Congress

9. executive bureaucracy

10. In contrast to most regimes established by military coups in recent decades, Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia were 
10. authoritarian.
10. democratic.
10. totalitarian.
10. aristocratic.
10. majoritarian.
11. Pluralists such as _____ argue that government responds to the true interests of most Americans most of the time.

11. G. William Domhoff

11. Max Weber

11. C. Wright Mills

11. Robert Dahl

11. All of the answers are correct.
12. Thomas Jefferson counted the founding of which university to be among his greatest accomplishments?
12. the College of William and Mary
12. University of Virginia

12. Harvard
12. Yale
12. Princeton
13. Being the world’s highest rate, roughly what percentage of Americans has a college degree?
13. two-thirds

13. one-half

13. one-quarter
13. 10 percent

13. 1 percent

14. Which of the following statements is true?

14. Slavery lasted for almost 250 years in America.

14. The Jim Crow era followed the Civil War.

14. In 1882, Congress suspended Chinese immigration on the assumption that the Chinese were an inferior people.

14. President Calvin Coolidge asked Congress for a permanent ban on Chinese

immigration in 1923.

14. All of the answers are correct.
15. Which of the following statements is true of African Americans today?

15. African Americans have equal rights under the law.

15. African Americans are twice as likely as whites to live in poverty.

15. African Americans are twice as likely as whites to be unable to find a job.

15. African Americans are twice as likely as whites to die in infancy.

15. All of the answers are correct.

16. Which Western philosopher declared in a political tract from 1690 that all individuals have certain natural rights, including those of life, liberty, and property?
16. Thomas Hobbes

16. John Locke

16. Jean Jacques Rousseau

16. Thomas Jefferson

16. James Madison
17. In which famous document did James Madison argue that government is most dangerous when a single group gains complete political control?
17. Social Contract
17. Second Treatise on Civil Government
17. the Constitution 
17. the Declaration of Independence
17. Federalist No. 10
18. The Federal Reserve Board is illustrative of the _____ theory of political power.

18. majoritarian

18. pluralist

18. elitist

18. bureaucratic 

18. aristocratic
19. Which of the following is true of majoritarianism in the United States?

19. Majorities do sometimes rule in America.

19. In many policy areas, majority opinion is ignored by policy makers.

19. When majority opinion on major issues changes, policy tends to change in that direction as well.
19. The public is interested in and well-informed on all policy issues.

19. All the statements are true, except for the statement that the public is interested and well-informed on all policy issues.

20. _____ refers to the characteristic and deep-seated beliefs of a particular people about government and politics.

20. Classical liberalism

20. Political culture

20. Capitalism

20. Pluralism

20. Socialism
Essays

21. Identify and define four major theories of political power.
22. According to the author, what are the five encompassing tendencies of American politics?
23. What is the social contract? How is the social contract embodied in the U.S. Constitution?
24. What are the major rules of American politics? What do these rules establish?
25. What are America’s core political ideals? What is the power of these ideals?

Answers to the Practice Exam

1. 
a



11.
d
2. e



12.
b
3. c



13.
c
4. a



14.
e
5. c



15.
e
6. a



16.
b
7. d



17.
e
8. e



18.
c
9. c



19.
e
10. c



20.
b
21. The four major theories of political power are majoritarianism, pluralism, elitism, and bureaucratic rule. Majoritarianism is the idea that the majority should prevail, not only in elections, but also in public policy making. Pluralist theory suggests that the diversity that exists in American society also prevails in public policy making due to interest group activities. Elitism holds that the United States is essentially run by a small group of wealthy and influential elites. Bureaucratic rule theory holds that political power exists in the hands of unelected bureaucrats, whose experience and knowledge about substantive issues exceeds that of elected officials. 
22. The five encompassing tendencies of American politics include the following: enduring cultural ideals are common bonds for Americans and a source of their political goals; substantial fragmentation of decision making is due to an elaborate system of checks and balances; there are many competing interests in the United States, and are the result of the nation’s size, population diversity, and economic complexity; there is a strong emphasis on individual rights in the United States, which is an artifact of the nation’s political traditions; and there is a relatively sharp separation of the political and economic spheres, which has the effect of placing many economic issues outside the reach of political majorities.
23. The social contract is a voluntary agreement between individuals to form a government, which in turn is obliged to act within the confines of the agreement. Basically, the people surrender the freedom that they would have in the state of nature in exchange for the protection a sovereign leader can provide. The basic principle of contract theory was embodied in the U.S. Constitution because the Framers actively sought to limit the power of leaders with a series of structural rules so that government officials would not infringe upon the basic rights of the people.

24. The major rules of American politics include democracy, constitutionalism, and capitalism, and they all establish a political system designed to promote self-government, defend individual rights, and protect property. Democracy is a form of government in which the people govern, either directly or indirectly through elected representatives. Constitutionalism is the idea that there are definite limits to the power that government wields over its people. Capitalism is an economic system based on the premise that government should interfere with economic transactions as little as possible. Free-enterprise and self-reliance are the core principles of capitalism. 

25. America’s core political ideals are liberty (the belief that individuals should be free to act and think as they choose, as long as they do not infringe upon the rights of others); equality (the belief that the intrinsic worth of all people is the same); and self-government (the belief that the people are the ultimate source of governing authority and must have a voice in how they are governed). The power of these ideals is that they serve to define the boundaries of action. They do not determine exactly what people will do, but they affect what people regard as reasonable. 

Multiple Choice Explanations
1. Among the core political ideals in the United States are liberty, equality, self-government, individualism, unity, and diversity. Thus, the only possible answer is socialism (a). Unlike other Western democracies, the United States has never had a significant, collectivistic, socialist movement. This is due to the fact that socialism runs counter to the American creed.
2. Americans have resisted giving government a large scale social welfare role because of their deep-seated belief in self-reliance and limited government. Thus, the only proper response is individualism (e).
3. The two primary sources of political conflict are scarcity and differences in values (c). The United States is a very diverse nation. Because resources are finite, competition for scarce resources is both inevitable and predictable. Also, people perceive issues quite differently. This is due to the reality that Americans have differences in their beliefs, experiences, and interests.
4. The English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes (a), wrote Leviathan and he preceded the writings of the other four philosophers.
5. Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau all agreed that a social contract between the people and the governing authority was the basis of government (c).  They disagreed on the purpose of government and what rights individuals retained when they accepted the legitimacy of a governing authority.
6. The Framers wanted to ensure that national power was carefully divided between the three branches of government. Thus, power was divided and therefore exercised by the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. As a result, governing authority is fragmented (a).
7. The essence of democracy is that the people govern and are the ultimate sovereign; however, in a large country such as the United States, representative democracy takes the place of direct democracy. Moreover, the will of the people in the United States is constrained by numerous constitutional limits designed to protect the rights of minorities, and certain institutions of government act with a good deal of secrecy, so the correct answer is (d).

8. The correct response is (e) because public opinion, voting, political parties, and interest groups all seek to wield influence on political institutions, and therefore, public policy.
9. A system output is a policy decision that is binding on society. Thus, a congressional and presidential policy qualifies, so (c) is the correct answer. Congress and the bureaucracy are political institutions, not policy outputs.
10. Like recent governments established by military coups in various places in the world, the Nazi and Stalinist regimes were authoritarian; but, unlike most recent authoritarian states, the regimes which ruled over Russia and Germany in the 1930s exerted enough control over the population to qualify as totalitarian (c). 
11. Dahl (d) is the only pluralist theorist. Mills and Domhoff espoused elitism, while Weber endorsed the notion of bureaucratic rule.
12. Upon his own insistence, Jefferson’s gravestone identifies him as the author of the Declaration of Independence, the author of Virginia’s Statute for Religious Freedom, and the founder of the University of Virginia (b), near his own home at Monticello.
13. With about 3,000 institutions of higher education, Western Europe has nothing comparable to the American system. Over one-quarter (c) of Americans have a college degree. Fewer than 1 in 6 young people attend college in Western Europe.
14. Equality is a high ideal, but Americans have not always lived up to it. The correct response is (e) because all these events occurred in American history.
15. (E) is the correct answer because all situations exist in contemporary America.
16. Locke (b) is the correct response as he made this contention in his Second Treatise on Civil Government (1690), which followed Hobbes’ Leviathan (1651), but preceded Rousseau’s Social Contract (1762). Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence (1776) and Madison’s U.S. Constitution (1787) appeared later.
17. Known today as the “father of the Constitution,” Madison was one of several authors who contributed to the Federalist Papers, a series of pamphlets written to garner support for ratification of the Constitution.  In Federalist No. 10 (e), Madison took issue with the prevailing wisdom that only small republics could long survive, and countered that a large republic would prevent any one group from seizing power.
18. The Federal Reserve Board is a government body that exerts a substantial influence on the American economy through its interest-rates policies. The Fed meets in secret and is an example of the influence of political elites (c) in America.
19. The correct response is (e). Sometimes, majority opinion prevails (e.g., the welfare reform bill of 1996). Yet policy makers are able to ignore majority opinion on issues that are not considered paramount by the electorate. A study of over 300 policy issues by Page and Shapiro determined that when majority opinion on major issues changes, policy tends to change in that same direction. The public is clearly not interested, nor well-informed, on a plethora of policy issues in the United States.
20. This is the very definition of political culture (b), thus eliminating the other options.
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