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xvi Preface

   American Democracy Now—  built by 
American Democracy Now  was built by master teachers intent on giving today’s 
students the critical thinking skills needed to actively and critically engage in the 
American government course. Now, guided by student data, the fourth edition 
focuses more than ever on helping students interact with the material, perform 
better during the course, and become more active, engaged citizens in the 
world. 

 Students Study More Effectively with SmartBook 

 LearnSmart is an adaptive learning program designed to help students learn faster, 
study smarter, and retain more knowledge for greater success. Distinguishing what 
students know from what they don’t, and focusing on concepts they are most likely 
to forget, LearnSmart continuously adapts to each student’s needs by building 
an individualized learning path. Millions of students have answered over a billion 
questions in LearnSmart since 2009, making it the most widely used and intelligent 
adaptive study tool that’s proven to strengthen memory recall, keep students in 
class, and boost grades. 

 Fueled by LearnSmart, SmartBook is the fi rst and only adaptive reading experience 
currently available. 

■   Make It Effective.  SmartBook creates a personalized reading experience by 
highlighting the most impactful concepts a student needs to learn at that 
moment in time. This ensures that every minute spent with SmartBook is 
returned to the student as the most value-added minute possible.  

   ■   Make It Informed.  The reading experience continuously adapts by highlighting 
content based on what the student knows and doesn’t know. Real-time reports 
quickly identify the concepts that require more attention from individual 
students—or the entire class. SmartBook detects the content a student is most 
likely to forget and brings it back to improve long-term knowledge retention.   

  The Power of Student Data   

 Students helped inform the revision strategy:

    STEP 1.  Over the course of two years, data points showing concepts that 
caused students the most diffi culty were collected anonymously from Connect 
American Government’s LearnSmart for  American Democracy Now.   

   STEP 2.  The data from LearnSmart were provided to the authors in the form of 
a  Heat Map,  which graphically illustrated “hot spots” in the text that impacted 
student learning (see image to left).  
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 Preface xvii

   STEP 3.  The authors used the  Heat Map  data to refi ne the content and reinforce 
student comprehension in the new edition. Additional quiz questions and 
assignable activities were created for use in Connect American Government to 
further support student success.  

   RESULT:  Because the  Heat Map  gave the authors empirically based feedback at 
the paragraph and even sentence level, they were able to develop the new edition 
using precise student data that pinpointed concepts that caused students the most 
diffi culty.     

 Student Performance Reports Show You Their Progress 

 The fi rst and only analytics tool of its kind, Connect Insight is a series of visual 
data displays—each framed by an intuitive question—to provide at-a-glance 
information regarding how your class is doing. 

■   Make It Intuitive.  You receive an instant, at-a-glance view of student 
performance matched with each student activity.  

   ■   Make It Dynamic.  Connect Insight puts real-time analytics in your hands so you 
can take action early and keep struggling students from falling behind.  

   ■   Make It Mobile.  Connect Insight travels from offi ce to classroom, available on 
demand wherever and whenever it’s needed.      

master teachers, informed by student data  
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xviii Preface

 At the heart of  American Democracy Now  is a rich set of instructional tools that 
move students along the path to critical thinking. 

  Critical Thinking 

 A “Then, Now, Next” 
framework encourages 
students to understand 
historical contexts and 
precedents, so that they can 
weigh them against current 
political events and actions, 
begin to formulate an informed 
judgment about politics, and 
consider how the past and 
present might shape the future. 

 12  C H A P T E R 
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 Congress    

  THEN 
   The framers granted to Congress both explicit 
powers and implied powers, by which the 
national government strengthened and 
broadened its authority.    

  NOW 
   A much more demographically diverse but 
ideologically polarized Congress exercises 
wide powers, its decision making infl uenced 
by shifting constituencies in a changing 
nation.    

  NEXT 
   Will increased polarization of Republicans and 
Democrats in Congress continue to defi ne the 
congressional agenda?  

  Will the composition and policy making of 
Congress more broadly refl ect the changing 
face of the United States?  

  Will technology signifi cantly affect the 
ability of “average” citizens to infl uence 
Congress?   
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onf rming Pages

Then (1980s)
NowCongress was divided; Democrats con-trolled the House of Representatives, and Republicans controlled the Senate.

Republicans control both the House and Senate.
Although incumbents enjoyed a consid-erable advantage, many congressional districts were a mix of constituents of both major parties.

Fewer congressional districts are competitive. Many districts are more homogeneous because district boundaries can be drawn with sophisticated computer programs.Partisan voting was evident, but legis-lators were often forced to base their positions on constituent preferences in addition to their own party loyalty.

With the advent of less com-petitive districts, legislators are more partisan than their predecessors.

Partisanship in Congress

Then Now
Next

WHAT’S NEXT? > Has the outcome of the 2014 elections increased or decreased party ten-

sions, in your view? Why? > In recent years, partisanship has increased when there has been a presi-

dent of one party and a Congress of another. Does such a scenario exist 

today? What implications does that have for the future of partisanship in 

Congress for the next several years? > Increases in technological sophistication could make redistricting an even 

more exact science. What effect would this change have on partisanship in 

Congress?
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 Preface xix

 Analyzing the   Sources  

 POSTING AND TWEETING ABOUT POLITICS   

 The graph shows the proportion within each age group who engage in different civic or 

political behaviors. 

 Evaluating the 

Evidence 

    1. What is the most common way in 

which each age group participates in 

politics online?  

   2. Generally, describe the trend with 

regard to age and political activities 

online. What is the implication of this 

trend?  

   3. Are there any political activities in 

which Millennials are not the most 

likely group to participate? Why do 

you think this might be the case?      Percentage of social networking site and Twitter users who engage in these activities 
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SOURCE: Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project Civic Engagement Survey, conducted July 16–August 7, 2012, on landline 

and cell phones and in English and Spanish. N for social media users ages 182295323. N for social media users ages 30–495388. N for social 

media users ages 502645323. N for social media users ages 6515167.

national newspapers. Using the blog platforms WordPress, Tumblr, Blogger, or many oth-

d the number of blogs increases enormously each year, with some observ-

posted each day.  2
3   As the number has multiplied, their 

h t there is enormous crossover between 

i outlets increasingly 

Cil
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 Should Super PACs Enjoy Unlimited Free Speech? 
  The Issue:   Super PACs emerged as an important factor in the 

2012 elections, and remained so in the 2014 midterm congressional 

races. Super PACs are a special, relatively new form of PAC that raise 

unlimited amounts of money from individuals and then spend unlim-

ited amounts in political races. Unlike traditional PACs, they may not 

contribute directly to the candidates they are supporting, and they 

must report their independent expenditures to the Federal Election 

Commission (FEC). The legal path for the creation of Super PACs was 

paved in the 2010 D.C. District Court of Appeals decision   SpeechNow.

org    v. Federal Election Commission.  The question has thus become 

whether Super PACs represent an important tool of free speech or 

whether they constitute merely another avenue for the wealthy to 

dominate the electoral process.  
  Yes:   Some free speech proponents argue that the ruling has 

increased the amount of information available to voters. Under pre-

vious regulations, free speech advocates argue, the contribution 

limitations to PACs restricted “the individuals’ freedom of speech 

by limiting the amount that an individual can contribute to Speech-

Now and thus the amount the organization may spend.”  *   Brad Smith, 

former chairman of the FEC and founder and chair of the Center for 

Competitive Politics, argued in favor of the decision: “The rise of 

 independent expenditure groups made possible by the  SpeechNow

ruling has increased the information available to voters and increased 

the number of competitive races.”  **   Many conservatives also argue 

that organizations consist of individuals who form associations and 

that the Constitution protects not only free speech but also freedom 

of association.    

  No:   Critics of the decision argue that it facilitates unmitigated corpo-

rate infl uence in political campaigns. Giving organizations protected 

rights that individuals enjoy, like free speech, detracts from the pro-

tection of individual human rights. Some critics argue that enabling 

these organizations to spend freely to infl uence campaigns has a 

detrimental effect on campaigns, because the wealthy have a dispro-

portionate say in campaigns through their ability to spend unlimited 

sums.  

  Other Approaches:   In light of the  SpeechNow  ruling, vot-

ers need to be increasingly skeptical of claims made by organizations 

about political candidates. In effect, these Super PACs are only as 

powerful as average Americans enable them to be, and their infl u-

ence can be countered through the formation of opposing groups 

comprising individuals who share a viewpoint. The availability of tech-

nology provides a medium for average citizens both to get informa-

tion and to form groups with like-minded people, thus potentially 

mitigating the effect of the infl uence of Super PACs.   

 Thinking Critically About   Democracy  

* Federal Election Commission, “  Speechnow.org  v. FEC  Case Summary,” 2010,  www.fec.gov/law/

litigation/speechnow.shtml#summary .   ** Center for Competitive Politics, “  SpeechNow.org    v. FEC— Protecting Free Speech for the 

Last 2 Years,” 2012,  www.campaignfreedom.org/2012/03/23/speechnow-org-v-fec-protecting-free-

speech-for-the-last-2-years/ . 

 What do you think?      1.  Do you believe that enabling Super PACs to purchase unlimited 

independent expenditure ads is a protected right?  
    2.  What will be the effect of this decision, in your view?  
    3.  How can average Americans get their opinions about candidates 

heard? How can they fi nd out whether allegations made by 

Super PACs are accurate?   

whereas many business and corporate PACs f
to contribute more h i
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   “Analyzing the Sources” guides 
students in thinking through original 
resources in American politics.   

 “Thinking Critically About Democracy” 
gives students a comprehensive 
appreciation of the many sides of a 
political issue and an opportunity to 
formulate well-reasoned opinions.   

 Students continue to build skills through 
additional tools, such as “Political Inquiry,” 
which prompts them to analyze data and images 
presented in the program. 

FIGURE 4.2 ■ TECHNOLOGY MOVING FROM FIGHTING TER-
ROR TO CRIME CONTROL What message is the cartoonist trying to 
 convey? What challenges might the government fi nd in using technol-
ogies initially deployed for the war against terror in domestic criminal 
investigations? How does this revise the debate over liberty versus 
security? Are the constitutional due process provisions robust enough 
to protect citizens against abuses in the use of this technology?

POLITICAL Inquiry

har24781_ch04_116-151.indd   146 11/11/14   7:49 PM

The accompanying Instructor’s Resources contain a wealth of materials: an Instructor’s Manual that goes beyond lecture topics and 

outlines—tying all text features to individual and group projects in and out of class; a full Test Bank tied to Bloom’s taxonomy; 

PowerPoint slides; and an Image Gallery. See more information about specific assets below. 

    ■  The Instructor’s Manual includes chapter summaries, chapter outlines, lecture outlines with integrated PowerPoints, and 

abundant class activities.  

   ■  The Test Bank includes more than 1,000 multiple-choice and short-answer questions to accompany the chapters in  American 
Democracy Now,  along with questions to be used in class (with PowerPoints) and student self-check questions.    
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xx Preface

  Staying Current 
This edition reflects the November 2014 midterm election results.

 C H A P T E R  1 PEOPLE, POLITICS, AND 

PARTICIPATION 

  ■ An exploration of the importance of the Millennial generation 

in American democracy today  

  ■ An investigation into recent trends in voter turnout by age group  

■ Updated analysis of Egypt’s movement toward or away from 

democratic practices

■ Updates based on the November 2014 elections

  C H A P T E R  2 THE CONSTITUTION 

   ■ New material about the evolution of the constitutional 

structures of the United States  

  ■ New coverage of the constitutional movement in Iceland that 

resulted from the financial crisis    

  C H A P T E R  3 FEDERALISM 

   ■ A new feature investigating intergovernmental conflict over 

marijuana policies  

  ■ New coverage of the Supreme Court ruling on the Affordable 

Care Act  

  ■ A new Figure 3.1, to clarify the differences among unitary, 

confederal, and federal systems, a concept that students 

struggle with, based on our analysis of test data    

  C H A P T E R  4 CIVIL LIBERTIES 

   ■ Updated coverage of Second Amendment rights in light of the 

revitalized debate about gun laws and “Stand Your Ground” laws  

  ■ An introduction to the privacy issue related to the domestic 

use of drones    

  C H A P T E R  5 CIVIL RIGHTS 

   ■ New in-depth coverage of same-sex marriage and LGBT rights  

  ■ New coverage of the recent court decisions and their impact 

on the Voting Rights Act  

  ■ Updated coverage of immigration policy    

  C H A P T E R  6 POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION AND 

PUBLIC OPINION 

   ■ New and updated figures and coverage of the latest trends in 

public opinion    

  C H A P T E R  7 INTEREST GROUPS 

   ■ Added in-depth analysis of the role of PACs and Super PACs 

in recent elections  

  ■ A look into the achievements of  Change.org  and Project Vote 

Smart    

  C H A P T E R  8 POLITICAL PARTIES 

   ■ New in-depth coverage of the partisanship crisis  

  ■ Updated analysis of the impact of the Tea Party within the 

Republican Party  

  ■ Updated tables and figures    

■ Updates based on the November 2014 elections

  C H A P T E R  9 ELECTIONS, CAMPAIGNS, AND 

VOTING 

   ■ An added section investigating new trends in voting by mail 

and early voting  

  ■ A look at the recent elections in South Africa  

  ■ A new Then/Now photo pairing to help clarify the changing 

role of the party and campaign professionals in electoral 

races, a concept that students struggle with, based on our 

analysis of test data    

■ Updates based on the November 2014 elections

  C H A P T E R  10 THE MEDIA 

   ■ An investigation of the use of infotainment by President 

Obama to push enrollment in the Affordable Care Act  

  ■ An updated analysis of the response of traditional media to its 

shrinking market  

  ■ An analysis of the media focus on same-sex marriage to 

explain priming, a concept students that struggle with, based 

on our analysis of test data    

■ Updates based on the November 2014 elections
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 Preface xxi

 CHAPTER-BY-CHAPTER CHANGES 

  C H A P T E R  11 POLITICS AND TECHNOLOGY 

   ■ Updated coverage of the role social media is playing in 

campaigns and political action  

  ■ An examination of NSA surveillance and other emerging 

privacy concerns  

  ■ A new “Global Context” feature, exploring the role of blogger 

Tetyana Chornovol in eliminating corruption in Ukraine    

  C H A P T E R  12 CONGRESS 

   ■ An investigation into the 2013 introduction of the “nuclear 

option”  

  ■ Updated coverage of the partisan divide  

  ■ A comparison of the U.S. legislature to the Indian parliament    

■ Updates based on the November 2014 elections

  C H A P T E R  13 THE PRESIDENCY 

   ■ Updated coverage of President Obama’s use of presidential 

powers to pursue his agenda  

  ■ A new exploration of presidential ranking    

  C H A P T E R  14 THE BUREAUCRACY 

■    A new look at what bureaucrats do and what opportunities are 

open to students in public service  

  ■ An exploration of the impact of the government shutdown  

  ■ Updated data on the federal workforce and budget  

  ■ New Figure 14.5, portraying the formation and 

implementation of the Affordable Care Act to clarify the role 

of the federal bureaucracy in public policy, a concept that 

students struggle with, based on our analysis of test data    

■ Updates based on the November 2014 elections

  C H A P T E R  15 THE JUDICIARY 

   ■ Updated analysis of the Roberts Court  

  ■ A comparison of the U.S. and Mexican judiciary systems  

  ■ A look into the efficacy of the jury system    

■ Updates based on the November 2014 elections

  C H A P T E R  16 ECONOMIC POLICY 

   ■ An analysis of how partisan gridlock in recent years has 

transformed the budget-making process  

  ■ The latest data illustrating the health of the U.S. economy    

  C H A P T E R  17 DOMESTIC POLICY 

   ■ An updated analysis of the energy policy and current issues 

such as fracking  

  ■ An in-depth look into the minimum wage debate  

  ■ An analysis of the policy priorities of Republicans, 

Democrats, and Independents    

  C H A P T E R  18 FOREIGN POLICY AND 

NATIONAL SECURITY 

   ■ An exploration of recent tensions between Russia and the 

West and the historical basis of this conflict  

  ■ Coverage of the recent negotiations among Iran, the United 

States, and other Western nations to halt Iran’s nuclear 

enrichment  

  ■ Historical analysis to clarify the meanings of balance of 

power and hegemony, two concepts students struggle with, 

based on our analysis of test data     
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      From 
the Authors 

 W
elcome to the fourth edition of  American Democracy Now!  In this program, we share our pas-

sion for politics while providing students with the foundation they need to become informed 

citizens in a rapidly changing democracy. 

 In creating the f rst edition of  American Democracy Now,  we sought to merge our years 

of experience as classroom instructors and our desire to captivate students with the compel-

ling story of their democracy into a student-centered program. We ref ned those goals with an integrated 

learning program for American government to maximize student performance in the second edition. The 

third edition revolutionized how we think about American democracy by incorporating for the f rst time a 

chapter on Politics and Technology, demonstrating the extent to which technology has become integral to 

how citizens participate in their democracy and how governments serve their citizenry. 

 The fourth edition of  American Democracy Now  continues our tradition. Relying on data garnered from 

thousands of students who have used our Connect and LearnSmart platforms, we have revised our program 

to ensure greater clarity in areas that have proven complex for past student readers. We have continued to 

integrate an examination of the increasing role that technology is playing in politics. And we have continued 

our quest to create a student-centered program that increases students’ sense of political eff cacy by exciting 

them about the political conversations of the day and by integrating a critical thinking framework that not 

only explains the past and present of politics, but also asks them to think critically about the future: What’s 

next for their democracy? In  American Democracy Now,  fourth edition, students learn how the fundamental 

principles of American democracy inform their understanding of the politics and policies of today, so that 

they can think about the policies they would like to see take shape tomorrow. In short, they learn to inquire: 

How does  then  and  now  shape what’s going to happen  next?  This “Then, Now, Next” approach to critical 

thinking serves as the basis for student participation. 

  American Democracy Now,  fourth edition, takes a broader view of participation than other programs. 

To us, participation encompasses a variety of activities from the modest, creative, local, or even personal 

actions students can take to the larger career choices they can make. And today, technology plays an enor-

mous role in shaping political participation—particularly the participation of young people. By recogniz-

ing the legitimacy of new forms of political participation, we are giving students the tools needed to def ne 

what participation means to them and to make active choices about where, when, and how to participate. 

And choosing how to participate makes American government matter. 

 Today’s partisan politics and ever-changing technology provide challenges for those seeking to ensure 

that the rights guaranteed by the Constitution are protected, and they present opportunities for those 

striving to fulf ll the responsibilities that come with living in a constitutional democracy.  American 
Democracy Now,  fourth edition, enables students to garner a solid understanding of the essential ele-

ments, institutions, and dynamics of national government and politics, while fostering critical thinking 

skills that are essential to meeting these novel challenges and realizing these new opportunities. 

 Facilitating success—as students, but also as citizens and participants—means honing their critical think-

ing skills, harnessing their energy, and creating tools that foster success in the American government course 

and in our polity. We know we have succeeded when students apply their knowledge and sharpened skills to 

consider the outcomes they—as students, citizens, and participants—would like to see. 

 Creating this success means joining increasingly diverse students where they are so they can see the rel-

evance of politics in their everyday lives. The fourth edition of  American Democracy Now  further integrates 

technology into our students’ study of politics, so that their engagement with content is seamless. Facebook, 

YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram are not only powerful social networking tools, but also powerful political 

and educational tools. New technologies help politicians to communicate with citizens, citizens to communi-

cate with each other, and you to communicate with your students. 

 We are excited to present you with this revised edition of  American  Democracy Now,  and we wish you 

and your students success. 

BRIGID CALLAHAN HARRISON

JEAN WAHL HARRIS

MICHELLE D. DEARDORFF
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 3

 People, Politics,
and Participation    

  THEN 
  Cynicism, distrust, and apathy characterized 
Americans’ relationship with their government 
for the past generation.   

  NOW 
  New information technologies, generational 
politics, and a diversifying population give 
cause for optimism as the nation responds to 
the challenges of a new millennium.   

  NEXT 
  Will the present generation break the cycle of 
cynicism that has pervaded the politics of the 
recent past? 

 Will new information technologies facilitate 
and energize political participation? 

 Will the face of American politics change as 
the nation’s population grows and shifts?  
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4 C H A P T E R  1  | People, Politics, and Participation

   PREVIEW 
 This chapter of  American Democracy 
Now  provides a framework for your 
study of American government. 

   FIRST, we delve into the basic question, 
why should you study American democ-
racy now?  

  SECOND, we explore what govern-
ment does.  

  THIRD, we explain how political sci-
entists categorize the various types of 
government.  

  FOURTH, we consider the origins of 
American democracy, including the ideas 
of natural law, a social contract, and rep-
resentative democracy.  

  FIFTH, we examine political culture and 
American values, which centrally include 
liberty; equality; consent of the governed; 
capitalism; and the importance of the 
individual, the family, and the community.  

  SIXTH, we look at ideology as a prism 
through which American politics can be 
viewed.  

  SEVENTH, we focus on the changing 
face of American democracy as the popu-
lation grows and diversifi es.      

 The United States was founded 
by individuals who believed in the power of democracy to respond to the will of citizens. Histori-

cally, citizen activists have come from all walks of life, but they have shared one common attribute: 

the belief that, in the ongoing conversation of democracy, their government listens to  people like 

them.  This idea is vital if individuals are to have an impact on their government; people who don’t 

believe they can have any infl uence rarely try. From the Pilgrims’ fl ight from religious persecution, 

to the War for Independence, to the Civil War, to the Great Depression, to World War II, and to the 

great movements for social justice—civil rights, women’s liberation, gay rights, and more—the story 

of the United States is the story of people who are involved with their government, who know what 

they want their government to do, and who have confi dence in their ability to infl uence its policies.  1

American Democracy Now  tells the story of how today’s citizen activists are participating in the 

conversation of democracy—in the politics, governance, and civic life of their communities and their 

nation during a time of technological revolution and unprecedented global change. This story is the 

next chapter in America’s larger story. 

 The history of democracy in the United States is rife with examples of ordinary people who 

have made and are making a difference.  2   Throughout this book, we describe the effects that indi-

viduals and groups have had, and continue to have, in creating and changing the country’s insti-

tutions of government. We also explore how individuals have infl uenced the ways in which our  

governments—national, state, and local—create policy.  3   These stories are important not only in and 

of themselves but also as motivators for all of us who want to live in a democracy that responds to 

all its citizens. 

 A fundamental principle underlying this book is that your beliefs and your voice—and ultimately 

how you use those beliefs and that voice—matter. Whatever your beliefs, it is important that you 

come to them thoughtfully, by employing introspection and critical thinking. Similarly, however you 

choose to participate, it is crucial that you take part in the civic life of your community. This book 

seeks both to inform and to inspire your participation. A sentiment voiced by American anthro-

pologist Margaret Mead expresses a powerful truth: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 

committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”  

   y shd u stdy am dem now? Or, Why Should You 
Study American Democracy Now? 
  Politics as practiced today is not your parents’ brand of politics.     Politics   —the process of 

deciding who benef ts in society and who does not—is a much different process today than 

it was even a decade ago. Advances in technology have altered the political landscape in 

many ways. In some countries, these advances have facilitated the overthrow of governments. 

In other countries, they are changing how voters and candidates communicate with each 

other, how governments provide information to individuals, how people get their news about 

events, and how governments administer laws. The political landscape has also changed 

because of world events. In the past several years, a slow recovery from a global recession has 

placed demands on governments and propelled policy makers to reconsider issues of income 

politics
the process of deciding who benefi ts in 
society and who does not
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inequality in the domestic policy sphere. 

Meanwhile, the federal government has had 

to contend with the instability of regimes in 

the Middle East and Asia. These realities take 

place within a political context built on the 

foundation of the terrorist attacks of Septem-

ber 11, 2001, and the wars in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, which markedly changed many aspects 

of American life. These shifts in how Ameri-

cans interact with government and in what 

issues concern them represent distinct changes 

that make the study of politics today interest-

ing, exciting, and important.  

   How Technology Has 
Changed Politics 
 It would be diff cult to overstate the inf uence 

of the technological revolution on politics as it 

is practiced today. In electoral politics, faster 

computers, the Internet, micro-targeting, and 

social media have revolutionized a process that, 

until the advent of the personal computer, the 

Internet, and cellular technology, was not very 

different in 1990 from the way it was carried out 

in 1890. Today, many voters get much of their 

information from Facebook, Twitter, and Internet-

based news sites and blogs. Campaigns rely on 

e-mail and instant and text messaging, and they 

use websites and social networking sites such as 

Facebook and Twitter to communicate with and 

organize supporters. State governments rely on 

computers to conduct elections, and cities use 

computers to provide services to their residents. 

 Because of these unprecedented shifts in the 

ways politics happens and government is admin-

istered, Americans today face both new opportunities and new challenges. How might we use 

technology to ensure that elections are conducted fairly? How might the abundance and reach 

of media technology be directed toward informing and enriching us rather than overwhelming 

us or perpetuating the citizen cynicism of recent years? What privacy rights can we be sure of 

in the present digital age? Whatever your age, as a student, you are a member of one of the most 

tech-savvy groups in the country, and your input, expertise, and participation are vital to sorting 

out the opportunities and obstacles of this next stage of American democracy. Throughout this 

text, we examine the many ways in which people are using technology to link with each other 

and with the branches of government in an effort to inf uence those branches.   

  The Political Context Now 
 The political context today centers on a debate taking place in Washington, D.C., and through-

out the nation about the appropriate size and role of government, particularly as it relates to 

health care. In the 2014 midterm elections, campaign battles in many U.S. congressional districts 

focused on whether a candidate had supported the health care reform act passed by Congress in 

2010. But policy makers and private citizens also have placed the issue of economic  equality—

and the government’s responsibility to create more equitable conditions—on the national politi-

cal agenda. These issues have sparked great passion, primarily because of the tenuous economic 

  WHAT’S NEXT? 
    > Will the upswing of voter participation by 18- to 20-year-olds continue?  

   > How might advancing media technologies further transform the ways 
that people “consume” their news?  

   > What new forms of civic participation will emerge?    

 Technology and Political Participation  

 Then   Now    Next  
  Then (1970s)    Now  

 47 percent of 18- to 20-year-
olds voted in the 1976 presi-
dential election. 

 About 50 percent of 18- to 20-year-olds 
voted in the 2012 presidential election. 

 People got their national 
news from one half-hour-
long nightly news broadcast. 

 People get their news from an array of 
sources, including Twitter feeds, Internet 
news services, and 24-hour news networks 
available on demand via computers and 
cell phones. 

 Many people participated in 
civic life primarily through 
demonstrations, protests, 
and voting. 

 Voting remains the pinnacle of political 
participation. While some people still par-
ticipate through demonstrations and pro-
tests, Internet activism is now mainstream. 
Online protests and petitions are com-
monplace and Facebook groups designed 
to express viewpoints and mobilize activ-
ists have replaced many in-real-life (IRL) 
groups. 
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situation many Americans f nd themselves in as a result of the nation’s slow economic recovery 

from the global recession of 2007–2009. Government off cials today seek to walk a f ne line 

between placating those demanding action on the economy to create more equitable conditions 

and those who fear that increased government spending and regulations on business will over-

burden a fragile recovery process. 

 Also part of the U.S. political context is a global environment, which is characterized by vio-

lence and instability. In 2014, the Unites States initiated air strikes in Iraq targeting the insurgent 

group ISIS, or the Islamic State, which had taken control of parts of Iraq and Syria. In the mean-

time, Syria was embroiled in a civil war, and tensions f ared between Israel and Palestine, as 

Israel launched rocket strikes against Palestinians in retaliation for mortar shelling launched into 

Israel by Palestine. Instability also reigned in Ukraine, where pro-Russian separatists sought to 

carve out a section of eastern Ukraine as part of Russia. 

 These domestic and foreign policy debates take place within the context of a post–September 

11 world. Though we are removed from the terror attacks of that day by more than a dozen years, 

that watershed event inexorably changed both our national consciousness and the global political 

environment. The United States’ international image was altered in light of the nation’s decision 

to engage in a multi-front war on terror that began in 2002 and lasted for over a dozen years. But 

Americans themselves changed, too. Their attitudes about their government and their priorities 

shifted in light of the attacks. Some of these changes were temporary, but others remain a deeply 

ingrained part of Americans’ national identity. 

 The events of September 11, 2001, jolted American politics and the nation, and the altered 

political context provoked changes in popular views—notably, young people’s opinions. “The 

attacks of 9/11 .  .  . changed the way the Millennial Generation [people born between 1981 

and 2000—the f rst generation to come of age in the new millennium] thinks about politics. 

Overnight, their attitudes were more like [those of] the Greatest Generation [the generation of 

 Americans who lived through the Great Depression and World War II],” observed John Della 

Volpe, a pollster who helped Harvard University students construct a national poll of young 

people’s views.  4   

 As patriotic spirits soared, suddenly 60 percent of college students trusted government to do 

the right thing. Ninety-two percent considered themselves patriotic. Some 77 percent thought 

that politics was relevant to their lives.  5   In the immediate aftermath of the September 11, 2001, 

attacks, then-president George W. Bush and Congress enjoyed record-high approval ratings. 

Roughly 80 percent of young people and nearly that same percentage of all  Americans supported 

U.S. military actions in Afghanistan. Beyond opinions, actions changed as well:

    • More than 70 percent of college students gave blood, donated money, or volunteered in 

relief efforts.  

   • Nearly 70 percent volunteered in their communities (up from 60 percent in 2000).  

   • Eighty-six percent believed their generation was ready to lead the United States 

into the future.  6      

 Then the political context changed again, over months and then years, as the wars in 

 Afghanistan and Iraq wore on, as casualties mounted, and as military spending skyrocketed. 

Trust in government, particularly of the president, plummeted. The changes after September 11 

continued to affect how Americans, particularly young Americans, participate in politics. 

 These transformations in attitude are remarkable, particularly given the recent history of 

Americans’ views of their government. Since the early 1970s—a decade blemished by the 

intense unpopularity of the Vietnam War and by scandals that ushered in the resignation of 

President Richard Nixon in 1974—Americans’ attitudes about government have been dismal.  7   

Numerous surveys of the American public, including an ongoing Gallup poll, have demonstrated 

low levels of trust in government and of conf dence in government’s ability to solve problems.  8   

Young people’s views have mirrored those of the nation as a whole. In 2000, one study of under-

graduate college students, for example, showed that nearly two-thirds (64 percent) did not trust 

the federal government to do the right thing most of the time, an attitude that ref ected the views 

of the larger population.  9   Distrust; lack of     eff cacy    ,  which is a person’s belief that he or she has 

the ability to achieve something desirable and that the government genuinely listens to individu-

als; and apathy are prevalent among young people. 

effi cacy
citizens’ belief that they have the ability to 
achieve something desirable and that the 
government listens to people like them
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 FIGURE 1.1 

 Voter Turnout in Presidential  Elections (2000–2012) by 
Voter Age    How has the  turnout rate changed over time 
for voters aged 18–24? For other age groups? 
 SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau,  www.census.gov/hhes/www/socdemo/voting/publications/
historical/index.html.  
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 y shd u stdy am dem now? Or, Why Should You Study American Democracy Now? 7

 These attitudes are expressed through one of the most  easily 

 measured contexts: voter turnout.  Figure 1.1  shows the jump in par-

ticipation by young voters in the 2004 presidential election. (In 

contrast, for voters aged 66–74, participation actually decreased in 

2004.) Among voters aged 18–21, the largest increases in turnout 

occurred among 19-year-olds, whose turnout rivaled that of vot-

ers in their 30s. (See “Thinking Critically About Democracy.”) In 

2008, that trend continued, with estimates indicating that voters 

aged 18–20 increased by 2.2 million, surpassing the young voter 

turnout since 18-year-olds voted for the f rst time in 1972. In 2012, 

the youth vote dipped. But because Millennials now constitute over 

25 percent of the electorate, their vote is important, particularly in 

presidential races.   

 As these statistics demonstrate, lingering media characterizations 

of a cynical young electorate are off the mark. Evidence indicates that 

many young people are enthusiastic participants in civic and politi-

cal life.  10   Others are taking part in ways that have not traditionally 

been thought of, and measured as, participation, including Internet 

activism and using one’s power as a consumer to send political mes-

sages. For many students, that foundation of political participation, 

volunteerism, or community action has already provided them with a 

rationale for increasing their knowledge of, and participation in, their 

communities. 

 Individuals who engage in politics and civic life experience many 

benef ts. Engaged citizens are knowledgeable about public issues; actively communicate with 

policy makers and others; press government off cials to carry out the people’s will; advocate for 

their own self-interest and the interests of others; and hold public off cials accountable for their 

decisions and actions. You will f nd that advocating for your own interests or working with oth-

ers in similar situations sometimes (perhaps to your surprise) leads to desired outcomes. This is 

eff cacy in action. And you will discover that with experience you will become more effective at 

advocacy—the more you do, the better you get. Furthermore, you will derive social and psycho-

logical benef ts from being civically engaged. 

 In addition, and equally important, local communities, states, and the nation benef t from an 

engaged populace. Governments are more effective when people voice their views. As we will 

see as we explore  American Democracy Now,  today’s citizens and others have more opportuni-

ties to inf uence governmental action than at any other time in history. If you have the knowledge 

and tools, you should be able to make the most of these opportunities.  

  Civic Engagement: Acting on Your Views 
 One vitally important goal of this book is to encourage you to engage in a respectful, con-

tinuing conversation about your views and to make the connection between having ideas 

and opinions and acting on them. Political scientist Michael Delli Carpini has def ned 

    civic engagement    as 

  individual and collective actions designed to identify and address issues of public concern. Civic 

engagement can take many forms, from individual voluntarism to organizational involvement to elec-

toral participation. It can include efforts to directly address an issue, work with others in a community 

to solve a problem or interact with the institutions of representative democracy.  11    

 The possibilities for citizen involvement are so broad and numerous that the idea of civic 

engagement encompasses a range of activities. Civic engagement might include everything from 

tutoring an underprivileged child to volunteering at a conservative think tank. In this book, we 

focus in particular on civic engagement that takes the form of     political engagement   —that is, 

citizen actions that are intended to solve public problems through political means. As you read 

this book, you will f nd that a variety of political actions are possible, from boycotting 

and  buycotting  (buying goods produced by companies whose policies you agree with) to running 

for off ce. 

    civic engagement  
 individual and collective actions designed 
to identify and address issues of public 
concern   

political engagement
citizen actions that are intended to solve 
public problems through political means
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 Thinking Critically About  Democracy  

8 C H A P T E R  1  | People, Politics, and Participation

 Does the Youth Vote Matter? 

  The Issue:   During the 2012 presidential election, much empha-

sis was placed on the importance of the youth vote. After President 

Barack Obama received resounding support from young Americans in 

the 2008 campaign, many pollsters and pundits argued that he could 

not sustain this support, particularly given the impact that a strug-

gling economy had on the fi nancial prospects of the youngest voters, 

who were hardest hit by the recession. In 2012, many political scien-

tists believed that turnout among young voters had the potential to 

determine the outcome of that year’s presidential race. 

 To that end, we saw a multitude of individuals, from politicians to 

rappers to clothing designers, urging young people to come out and 

vote. The national political parties took notice, too: Because Ameri-

cans aged 18–29, drawn exclusively from the vast Millennial genera-

tion, constitute a larger cohort than similar age brackets, both parties 

sought to tap the potential of this huge voting bloc in 2012. 

  Yes:   The youth vote did matter in 2012, and it will continue to play 

an important role in future elections. The 2012 presidential election 

saw strong participation by young Americans: About 50 percent of 

those aged 18–29 voted, though participation did dip for the younger 

members of that cohort. Only 41 percent of those under age 25 voted. 

Although that turnout rate is not comparable to that of older seg-

ments of the population (whose turnout rates ranged from 52 per-

cent to 68 percent, depending on age), the overall trend among 

young people indicates that they are increasingly involved in politi-

cal issues. In 2008, a near record turnout rate was magnifi ed by the 

large proportion of young Americans who voted for Barack Obama. 

Fully 66 percent of those aged 18–29 voted for Obama that year, and 

although his support was not as strong among young voters in 2012, a 

generational divide in candidate preference was evident nonetheless. 

This breakdown was the fi rst sign of a new era of generational poli-

tics, and those who came of age politically in the era of Obama will be 

loyal to the Democratic Party for years to come. Because of the size of 

this generation, the impact of their participation is likely to be infl u-

ential in future campaigns. In 2012, voters under age 30 constituted 

25 percent of the electorate; by 2020, nearly 37 percent of American 

voters will be members of the Millennial generation.  

  No:   The turnout of young Americans, though increasing historically, 

will not be the determining factor in future federal elections. The 

low participation rate by young Americans in 2010 and the decline in 

their 2012 participation indicates that the 2008 Obama phenomenon 

was a fl ash-in-the-pan occurrence and that Democrats cannot count 

young Americans among their loyal party supporters. As a candidate 

in 2008, Obama relied on a message and an electronic medium that 

were attractive to young Americans. But those tactics proved diffi cult 

to replicate in the complicated process of governing, and the 2010 

and 2012 turnouts among young people are indicative of young vot-

ers’ disenchantment with both President Obama in particular and 

politics in general.  

  Other Approaches:   Younger voters were attracted to 

Obama’s brand of politics, and they will remain loyal to Democrats 

nationally in years to come. But as the 2010 and 2014 turnout indi-

cated, that support does not translate into support for other Demo-

cratic candidates who are running in non-national contests such as 

congressional races. In smaller-scale elections, there is little chance 

of developing the momentum generated by a national movement 

that relies on technology to mobilize a broad-based constituency. 

Nonetheless, today’s younger voters—Millennial voters—will become 

the determining constituency in federal elections in years to come, 

because of the size of their generation and because of the unique set 

of political viewpoints they bring to the political table as a result of 

being socialized in a post–September 11 world. 

  What do you think? 

1. How did the signifi cance of the youth vote in 2012 compare with 

that of 2008?  

2. What issues motivate young voters to vote? What kinds of candi-

dates motivate younger voters?  

   3. Do the positions of Millennial voters differ from those of older 

voters?      

 We hope that this book not only empowers you by teaching you about the institutions,  policies, 

and processes of government but also inspires you to become civically and politically engaged. 

Today, many students choose to stick their toes into the waters of political activism by using 

the Internet—by following an elected off cial on Twitter, for example. You can take part in your 

democracy by joining a Facebook group advocating for an issue you care about, organizing a 

fund-raising event, signing an e-petition, joining a volunteer group, volunteering for a campaign, 

or even participating in a protest march, to name just a few of the many options available to you. 
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  >One way in which individuals articulate their political views is 
through the products they choose to purchase. In 2014, Nabisco cre-
ated a stir when it featured gay, lesbian, and mixed-race families in 
advertisements for their Honey Maid Graham Crackers using the slo-
gan “this is wholesome.” The ads prompted some protests, but also 
generated much support. Have you ever boycotted or buycotted a 
manufacturer based on your political view? 

 What Government Does 9

Consider which potential volunteer activities pique your interest. 

Think about what might best suit your schedule, lifestyle, and 

personal and professional goals. By taking part, you will ensure 

that your voice is heard, and you will derive the satisfaction of 

knowing that your community and the nation benef t from your 

actions as well.     

  What Government Does 
  In this section, we look at the nature of government and the func-

tions a government performs.     Government    is an institution that 

creates and implements the policy and laws that guide the con-

duct of a nation and its citizens.     Citizens    are those members of a 

political community—town, city, state, or country—who, 

through birth or naturalization, enjoy the rights, privileges, and 

responsibilities attached to membership in a given nation. 

    Naturalization    is the process of becoming a citizen by means 

other than birth, as in the case of immigrants. Although govern-

ments vary widely in how well they perform, most national 

 governments share some common functions. 

 To get a clear sense of the business of government, consider the following key functions 

 performed by government in the United States and many other national governments:

    •  To protect their sovereign territory and their citizenry and to provide national 
defense.  Governments protect their  sovereign territory  (that is, the territory over which 

they have the ultimate governing authority) and their citizens at home and abroad. Usu-

ally they carry out this responsibility by maintaining one or more types of armed ser-

vices, but governments also provide for the national defense through counterterrorism 

efforts. 

    In the United States, the armed services include the Army, Navy, Marines, Air Force, 

and Coast Guard. For the year 2015, the U.S. Department of Defense budget was approxi-

mately $525 billion. Governments also preserve order domestically. In the United States, 

domestic order is preserved through the National Guard and federal, state, and local law 

enforcement agencies.  

   •  To preserve order and stability.  Governments also preserve order by providing emer-

gency services and security in the wake of disasters. Governments also maintain stability 

by providing a political structure that has     legitimacy    :  a quality conferred on government 

by citizens who believe that its exercise of power is right and proper.  12    

   •  To establish and maintain a legal system.  Governments create legal structures by 

enacting and enforcing laws that restrict or ban certain behaviors. In the United States, 

the foundation of this legal structure is the federal Constitution.  13   Governments also pro-

vide the means to implement laws through the actions of local police and other state and 

national law enforcement agencies. By means of the court system, governments adminis-

ter justice and impose penalties.  

   •  To provide services.  Governments distribute a wide variety of services to their citizens. 

In the United States, government agencies provide services ranging from inspecting 

the meat we consume to ensuring the safety of our workplaces. Federal, state, and local 

 governments provide roads, bridges, transportation, education, and health services. They 

facilitate communication, commerce, air travel, and entertainment.    

 Many of the services governments provide are called     public goods    because their benef ts, by 

their nature, cannot be limited to specif c groups or individuals. For example, everyone enjoys 

national defense, equal access to clean air and clean water, airport security, highways, and other 

similar services. Because the value and the benef ts of these goods are extended to everyone, 

government makes them available through revenue collected by taxes. Not all goods that govern-

ment provides are public goods, however; some goods, such as access to subsidized housing, are 

available only to the poor. 

    government  
 the institution that creates and imple-
ments policies and laws that guide the 
conduct of the nation and its citizens   

    citizens  
 members of the polity who, through 
birth or naturalization, enjoy the rights, 
privileges, and responsibilities attached 
to membership in a given nation   

    naturalization  
 the process of becoming a citizen by 
means other than birth, as in the case of 
immigrants   

    legitimacy  
 a quality conferred on government by 
citizens who believe that its exercise of 
power is right and proper   

public goods
goods whose benefi ts cannot be limited 
and that are available to all
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