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T his book has been and continues to be dedicated to developing a satisfactory 
response to the question more and more Americans are asking: Why should 
we be engaged with government and politics? Through the first ten editions, 
we sought to answer this question by making the text directly relevant to 

the lives of the students who would be reading it. As a result, we tried to make 
politics interesting by demonstrating that students’ interests are at stake and that 
they therefore need to take a personal, even selfish, interest in the outcomes of 
government. At the same time, we realized that students needed guidance in how 
to become politically engaged. Beyond providing students with a core of political 
knowledge, we needed to show them how they could apply that knowledge as  
participants in the political process. The “Who Participates?” sections in each  
chapter help achieve that goal.

As events from the last several years have reminded us, “what government does” 
inevitably raises questions about political participation and political equality. The 
size and composition of the electorate, for example, affect who is elected to public 
office and what policy directions the government will pursue. Hence, the issue of 
voter ID laws became important in the 2016 election, with some arguing that these 
laws reduce voter fraud and others contending that they decrease participation by 
poor and minority voters. Other recent events have underscored how Americans 
from different backgrounds experience politics. Arguments about immigration be-
came contentious during the 2016 election as the nation once again debated the 
question of who is entitled to be an American and have a voice in determining 
what the government does. And charges that the police often use excessive vio-
lence against members of minority groups have raised questions about whether the  
government treats all Americans equally. Reflecting all of these trends, this new 
Eleventh Edition shows more than any other book on the market (1) how students  
are connected to government, (2) why students should think critically about  
government and politics, and (3) how Americans from different backgrounds ex-
perience and shape politics. These themes are incorporated in the following ways:

• Chapter introductions focus on “What Government Does and Why It Matters.” 
In recent decades, cynicism about “big government” has dominated the 
political zeitgeist. But critics of government often forget that governments 
do a great deal for citizens. Every year, Americans are the beneficiaries 
of billions of dollars of goods and services from government programs. 
Government “does” a lot, and what it does matters a great deal to every-
one, including college students. At the start of each chapter, this theme is 

preface
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introduced and applied to the chapter’s topic. The goal is to show students 
that government and politics mean something to their daily lives.

• A twenty-first-century perspective on demographic change moves beyond 
the book’s strong coverage of traditional civil rights content with expanded 
coverage of contemporary group politics. 

• “Who Are Americans?” infographics—including several new to the eleventh 
edition—ask students to think critically about how Americans from different 
backgrounds experience politics. These sections use bold, engaging graphics 
to present a statistical snapshot of the nation related to each chapter’s topic. 
Critical-thinking questions are included in each infographic.  

• New “Who Participates?” infographics at the end of every chapter show 
students how different groups of Americans participate in key aspects  
of politics and government. Each concludes with a “What You Can Do”  
section that provides students with specific, realistic steps they can take to 
act on what they’ve learned and get involved in politics. The InQuizitive 
course and Coursepack include accompanying exercises and multiple-
choice questions that encourage students to engage with these features. 

• “America Side by Side” boxes in every chapter use data figures and tables 
to provide a comparative perspective. By comparing political institutions 
and behavior across countries, students gain a better understanding of how 
specific features of the American system shape politics. 

• Up-to-date coverage, with more than 20 pages and numerous graphics on 
the 2016 elections, including a 12-page section devoted to analysis of the 
2016 elections in Chapter 10, as well as updated data, examples, and other 
information throughout the book. 

• “For Critical Analysis” questions are incorporated throughout the text.  
“For Critical Analysis” questions in the margins of every chapter prompt 
students’ own critical thinking about the material in the chapter, encourag-
ing them to engage with the topic.

• “Politics and Your Future” chapter conclusions give students direct, personal 
reasons to care about politics. These sections focus on the political oppor-
tunities and challenges that students will face in their lives as a result of 
emerging social, political, demographic, and technological change. The  
conclusions reprise the important point made in the chapter introductions 
that government matters and prompt students to consider how political 
change will impact their futures.

• This Eleventh Edition is accompanied by InQuizitive, Norton’s award-winning 
formative, adaptive online quizzing program. The InQuizitive course for  
We the People guides students through questions organized around the  
text’s chapter learning objectives to ensure mastery of the core information 
and to help with assessment. More information and a demonstration are 
available at digital.wwnorton.com/wethepeople11.

We continue to hope that our book will itself be accepted as a form of enlight-
ened political action. This Eleventh Edition is another chance. It is an advancement 
toward our goal. We promise to keep trying.



   x x i i i

W e are pleased to acknowledge the many colleagues who had an active role 
in criticism and preparation of the manuscript. Our thanks go to:

acknowledgments

First Edition Reviewers

Sarah Binder, Brookings Institution
Kathleen Gille, Office of Representative David Bonior
Rodney Hero, University of Colorado at Boulder
Robert Katzmann, Brookings Institution
Kathleen Knight, University of Houston
Robin Kolodny, Temple University
Nancy Kral, Tomball College
Robert C. Lieberman, Columbia University
David A. Marcum, University of Wyoming
Laura R. Winsky Mattei, State University of New York at Buffalo
Marilyn S. Mertens, Midwestern State University
Barbara Suhay, Henry Ford Community College
Carolyn Wong, Stanford University
Julian Zelizer, State University of New York at Albany

Second Edition Reviewers

Lydia Andrade, University of North Texas
John Coleman, University of Wisconsin at Madison
Daphne Eastman, Odessa College
Otto Feinstein, Wayne State University
Elizabeth Flores, Delmar College
James Gimpel, University of Maryland at College Park
Jill Glaathar, Southwest Missouri State University
Shaun Herness, University of Florida
William Lyons, University of Tennessee at Knoxville
Andrew Polsky, Hunter College, CUNY
Grant Reeher, Syracuse University
Richard Rich, Virginia Polytechnic
Bartholomew Sparrow, University of Texas at Austin

Third Edition Reviewers

Bruce R. Drury, Lamar University
Andrew I. E. Ewoh, Prairie View A&M University
Amy Jasperson, University of Texas at San Antonio
Loch Johnson, University of Georgia
Mark Kann, University of Southern California
Robert L. Perry, University of Texas of the Permian Basin

Wayne Pryor, Brazosport College
Elizabeth A. Rexford, Wharton County Junior College
Andrea Simpson, University of Washington
Brian Smentkowski, Southeast Missouri State University
Nelson Wikstrom, Virginia Commonwealth University

Fourth Edition Reviewers

M. E. Banks, Virginia Commonwealth University
Lynn Brink, North Lake College
Mark Cichock, University of Texas at Arlington
Del Fields, St. Petersburg College
Nancy Kinney, Washtenaw Community College
William Klein, St. Petersburg College
Dana Morales, Montgomery College
Christopher Muste, Louisiana State University
Larry Norris, South Plains College
David Rankin, State University of New York at Fredonia
Paul Roesler, St. Charles Community College
J. Philip Rogers, San Antonio College
Greg Shaw, Illinois Wesleyan University
Tracy Skopek, Stephen F. Austin State University
Don Smith, University of North Texas
Terri Wright, Cal State, Fullerton

Fifth Edition Reviewers

Annie Benifield, Tomball College
Denise Dutton, Southwest Missouri State University
Rick Kurtz, Central Michigan University
Kelly McDaniel, Three Rivers Community College
Eric Plutzer, Pennsylvania State University
Daniel Smith, Northwest Missouri State University
Dara Strolovitch, University of Minnesota
Dennis Toombs, San Jacinto College–North
Stacy Ulbig, Southwest Missouri State University

Sixth Edition Reviewers

Janet Adamski, University of Mary Hardin–Baylor
Greg Andrews, St. Petersburg College



John Crosby, California State University–Chico
Scott Crosby, Valencia Community College
Courtenay Daum, Colorado State University,  

Fort Collins
Peter Doas, University of Texas–Pan American
John Domino, Sam Houston State University
Doug Dow, University of Texas–Dallas
Jeremy Duff, Midwestern State University
Heather Evans, Sam Houston State University
Hyacinth Ezeamii, Albany State University
Bob Fitrakis, Columbus State Community College
Brian Fletcher, Truckee Meadows Community College
Paul Foote, Eastern Kentucky University
Frank Garrahan, Austin Community College
Jimmy Gleason, Purdue University
Steven Greene, North Carolina State University
Jeannie Grussendorf, Georgia State University
M. Ahad Hayaud-Din, Brookhaven College
Alexander Hogan, Lone Star College–CyFair
Glen Hunt, Austin Community College
Mark Jendrysik, University of North Dakota
Krista Jenkins, Fairleigh Dickinson University
Carlos Juárez, Hawaii Pacific University
Melinda Kovas, Sam Houston State University
Boyd Lanier, Lamar University
Jeff Lazarus, Georgia State University
Jeffrey Lee, Blinn College
Alan Lehmann, Blinn College
Julie Lester, Macon State College
Steven Lichtman, Shippensburg University
Fred Lokken, Truckee Meadows Community College
Shari MacLachlan, Palm Beach Community College
Guy Martin, Winston-Salem State University
Fred Monardi, College of Southern Nevada
Vincent Moscardelli, University of Connecticut
Jason Mycoff, University of Delaware
Sugmaran Narayanan, Midwestern State University
Anthony Nownes, University of Tennessee, Knoxville
Elizabeth Oldmixon, University of North Texas
John Osterman, San Jacinto College–Central
Mark Peplowski, College of Southern Nevada
Maria Victoria Perez-Rios, John Jay College, CUNY
Sara Rinfret, University of Wisconsin, Green Bay
Andre Robinson, Pulaski Technical College
Susan Roomberg, University of Texas at San Antonio
Ryan Rynbrandt, Collin County Community College
Mario Salas, Northwest Vista College
Michael Sanchez, San Antonio College
Mary Schander, Pasadena City College
Laura Schneider, Grand Valley State University
Subash Shah, Winston-Salem State University
Mark Shomaker, Blinn College
Roy Slater, St. Petersburg College
Debra St. John, Collin College
Eric Whitaker, Western Washington University
Clay Wiegand, Cisco College
Walter Wilson, University of Texas at San Antonio

Louis Bolce, Baruch College
Darin Combs, Tulsa Community College
Sean Conroy, University of New Orleans
Paul Cooke, Cy Fair College
Vida Davoudi, Kingwood College
Robert DiClerico, West Virginia University
Corey Ditslear, University of North Texas
Kathy Dolan, University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee
Randy Glean, Midwestern State University
Nancy Kral, Tomball College
Mark Logas, Valencia Community College
Scott MacDougall, Diablo Valley College
David Mann, College of Charleston
Christopher Muste, University of Montana
Richard Pacelle, Georgia Southern University
Sarah Poggione, Florida International University
Richard Rich, Virginia Tech
Thomas Schmeling, Rhode Island College
Scott Spitzer, California State University–Fullerton
Robert Wood, University of North Dakota

Seventh Edition Reviewers

Molly Andolina, DePaul University
Nancy Bednar, Antelope Valley College
Paul Blakelock, Kingwood College
Amy Brandon, San Jacinto College
Jim Cauthen, John Jay College, CUNY
Kevin Davis, North Central Texas College
Louis DeSipio, University of California–Irvine
Brandon Franke, Blinn College
Steve Garrison, Midwestern State University
Joseph Howard, University of Central Arkansas
Aaron Knight, Houston Community College
Paul Labedz, Valencia Community College
Elise Langan, John Jay College, CUNY
Mark Logas, Valencia Community College
Eric Miller, Blinn College
Anthony O’Regan, Los Angeles Valley College
David Putz, Kingwood College
Chis Soper, Pepperdine University
Kevin Wagner, Florida Atlantic University
Laura Wood, Tarrant County College

Eighth Edition Reviewers

Brian Arbour, John Jay College, CUNY
Ellen Baik, University of Texas–Pan American
David Birch, Lone Star College–Tomball
Bill Carroll, Sam Houston State University
Ed Chervenak, University of New Orleans
Gary Church, Mountain View College
Adrian Stefan Clark, Del Mar College
Annie Cole, Los Angeles City College
Greg Combs, University of Texas at Dallas
Cassandra Cookson, Lee College
Brian Cravens, Blinn College

x x i v    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS    x x v

Kevan Yenerall, Clarion University
Rogerio Zapata, South Texas College

Ninth Edition Reviewers

Amy Acord, Lone Star College–CyFair
Milan Andrejevich, Ivy Tech Community College
Steve Anthony, Georgia State University
Phillip Ardoin, Appalachian State University
Gregory Arey, Cape Fear Community College
Joan Babcock, Northwest Vista College
Evelyn Ballard, Houston Community College
Robert Ballinger, South Texas College
Mary Barnes-Tilley, Blinn College
Robert Bartels, Evangel University
Nancy Bednar, Antelope Valley College
Annie Benifield, Lone Star College–Tomball
Donna Bennett, Trinity Valley Community College
Amy Brandon, El Paso Community College
Mark Brewer, The University of Maine
Gary Brown, Lone Star College–Montgomery
Joe Campbell, Johnson County Community College
Dewey Clayton, University of Louisville
Jeff Colbert, Elon University
Amanda Cook-Fesperman, Illinois Valley Community College
Kevin Corder, Western Michigan University
Kevin Davis, North Central Texas College
Paul Davis, Truckee Meadows Community College
Terri Davis, Lamar University
Jennifer De Maio, California State University, Northridge
Christopher Durso, Valencia College
Ryan Emenaker, College of the Redwoods
Leslie Feldman, Hofstra University
Glen Findley, Odessa College
Michael Gattis, Gulf Coast State College
Donna Godwin, Trinity Valley Community College
Precious Hall, Truckee Meadows Community College
Sally Hansen, Daytona State College
Tiffany Harper, Collin College
Todd Hartman, Appalachian State University
Virginia Haysley, Lone Star College–Tomball
David Head, John Tyler Community College
Rick Henderson, Texas State University–San Marcos
Richard Herrera, Arizona State University
Thaddaus Hill, Blinn College
Steven Holmes, Bakersfield College
Kevin Holton, South Texas College
Robin Jacobson, University of Puget Sound
Joseph Jozwiak, Texas A&M–Corpus Christi
Casey Klofstad, University of Miami
Samuel Lingrosso, Los Angeles Valley College
Mark Logas, Valencia College
Christopher Marshall, South Texas College
Larry McElvain, South Texas College
Elizabeth McLane, Wharton County Junior College
Eddie Meaders, University of North Texas
Rob Mellen, Mississippi State University

Jalal Nejad, Northwest Vista College
Adam Newmark, Appalachian State University
Stephen Nicholson, University of California, Merced
Cissie Owen, Lamar University
Suzanne Preston, St. Petersburg College
David Putz, Lone Star College–Kingwood
Auksuole Rubavichute, Mountain View College
Ronnee Schreiber, San Diego State University
Ronald Schurin, University of Connecticut
Jason Seitz, Georgia Perimeter College
Jennifer Seitz, Georgia Perimeter College
Shannon Sinegal, The University of New Orleans
John Sides, George Washington University
Thomas Sowers, Lamar University
Jim Startin, University of Texas at San Antonio
Robert Sterken, University of Texas at Tyler
Bobby Summers, Harper College
John Theis, Lone Star College–Kingwood
John Todd, University of North Texas
Delaina Toothman, The University of Maine
David Trussell, Cisco College
Ronald Vardy, University of Houston
Linda Veazey, Midwestern State University
John Vento, Antelope Valley Community College
Clif Wilkinson, Georgia College
John Wood, Rose State College
Michael Young, Trinity Valley Community College
Tyler Young, Collin College

Tenth Edition Reviewers

Stephen P. Amberg, University of Texas at San Antonio
Juan F. Arzola, College of the Sequoias
Thomas J. Baldino, Wilkes University
Christina Bejarano, University of Kansas
Paul T. Bellinger, Jr., University of Missouri
Melanie J. Blumberg, California University of Pennsylvania
Matthew T. Bradley, Indiana University Kokomo
Jeffrey W. Christiansen, Seminole State College
McKinzie Craig, Marietta College
Christopher Cronin, Methodist University
Jenna Duke, Lehigh Carbon Community College
Francisco Durand, University of Texas at San Antonio
Carrie Eaves, Elon University
Paul M. Flor, El Camino College Compton Center
Adam Fuller, Youngstown State University
Christi Gramling, Charleston Southern University
Sally Hansen, Daytona State College
Mary Jane Hatton, Hawaii Pacific University
David Helpap, University of Wisconsin–Green Bay
Theresa L. Hutchins, Georgia Highlands College
Cryshanna A. Jackson Leftwich, Youngstown State University
Ashlyn Kuersten, Western Michigan University
Kara Lindaman, Winona State University
Timothy Lynch, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee
Larry McElvain, South Texas College
Corinna R. McKoy, Ventura College



Eddie L. Meaders, University of North Texas
Don D. Mirjanian, College of Southern Nevada
R. Shea Mize, Georgia Highlands College
Nicholas Morgan, Collin College
Matthew Murray, Dutchess Community College
Harold “Trey” Orndorff III, Daytona State College
Randall Parish, University of North Georgia
Michelle Pautz, University of Dayton
Michael Pickering, University of New Orleans
Donald Ranish, Antelope Valley College
Glenn W. Richardson, Jr., Kutztown University of Pennsylvania
Jason Robles, Colorado State University
Ionas Aurelian Rus, University of Cincinnati–Blue Ash
Robert Sahr, Oregon State University
Kelly B. Shaw, Iowa State University
Captain Michael Slattery, Campbell University
Michael Smith, Sam Houston State University
Maryam T. Stevenson, University of Indianapolis
Elizabeth Trentanelli, Gulf Coast State College
Ronald W. Vardy, University of Houston
Timothy Weaver, University of Louisville
Christina Wolbrecht, University of Notre Dame

Eleventh Edition Reviewers

Maria J. Albo, University of North Georgia
Andrea Aleman, University of Texas at San Antonio

Juan Arzola, College of the Sequoias
Ross K. Baker, Rutgers University
Daniel Birdsong, University of Dayton
Phil Branyon, University of North Georgia
Sheryl Edwards, University of Michigan–Dearborn 
Lauren Elliott-Dorans, University of Toledo
Heather Evans, Sam Houston State University
William Feagin, Jr., Wharton County Junior College
Glen Findley, Odessa College
Heather Frederick, Slipper Rock University
Jason Ghibesi, Ocean County College
Patrick Gilbert, Lone Star–Tomball
Steven Horn, Everett Community College
Demetra Kasimis, California State University,  

Long Beach 
Eric T. Kasper, University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire
Mary Linder, Grayson County College
Phil McCall, Portland State University
Carolyn Myers, Southwestern Illinois College–Belleville
Gerhard Peters, Citrus College
Michael A. Powell, Frederick Community College
Allen K. Settle, California Polytechnic State University
Laurie Sprankle, Community College of Allegheny County
Ryan Lee Teten, University of Louisiana at Lafayette
Justin Vaughn, Boise State University
John Vento, Antelope Valley College
Aaron Weinschenk, University of Wisconsin–Green Bay
Tyler Young, Collin College

We are also grateful to Melissa Michelson, of Menlo College, who contributed 
to the “Who Are Americans?” and “Who Participates?” infographics for this edition; 
Holley Hansen, of Oklahoma State University, who contributed to the “America 
Side by Side” boxes; and Gabrielle Ellul for research assistance.

Perhaps above all, we thank those at W. W. Norton. For its first five editions, editor 
Steve Dunn helped us shape the book in countless ways. Lisa McKay contributed 
smart ideas and a keen editorial eye to the Tenth Edition. Ann Shin carried on the 
Norton tradition of splendid editorial work on the Sixth through Ninth Editions and 
on the current Eleventh Edition. As associate editor, Emily Stuart brought intelli-
gence and dedication to the development of this Eleventh Edition. For our InQuizi-
tive course, Coursepack, and other instructor resources, Spencer Richardson-Jones 
has been an energetic and visionary editor. Ashley Horna, Michael Jaoui, Shannon 
Jilek, and Ariel Eaton also kept the production of the Eleventh Edition and its ac-
companying resources coherent and in focus. Andrew Pachuta copyedited the manu-
script, and our superb project editor Christine D’Antonio devoted countless hours to 
keeping on top of myriad details. We thank Elyse Rieder for finding new photos and 
our photo editor Catherine Abelman for managing the image program. Finally, we 
thank Roby Harrington, the head of Norton’s college department.

Benjamin Ginsberg
Theodore J. Lowi
Margaret Weir
Caroline J. Tolbert

October 2016

x x v i    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



We the People
AN INTRODUCTION TO AMERICAN POLITICS

E L E V E N T H  E D I T I O N



Most Americans share the core 
political values of liberty, equality, 
and democracy and want their 
government and its policies to refect 
these values. However, people often 
disagree on the meaning of these 
values and what government should 
do to protect them.



1
American 
Political Culture

WHAT GOVERNMENT DOES AND WHY IT MATTERS Americans sometimes appear to believe 

that the government is an institution that does things to them and from which they need protection. 

Students may wonder why they have to fll in long, often complicated forms to apply for fnancial 

assistance. They may frown when they see the payroll tax deducted from their small paycheck. Like 

Americans of all ages, they may resent municipal “red-light” cameras designed to photograph traffc 

violators—and send them tickets.

Although most people complain about something that government does to them, most everyone 

wants the government to do a great deal for them. Some of the services that people expect from 

government are big-ticket items, such as providing national security and keeping the nation safe from 

terrorist attacks. We all know that government pays for and directs the military. Students attending a 

state university know that state and federal public dollars help support their education.

Yet many of the other services that government provides are far less visible, and often it is not 

even clear that government plays a role at all. For example, students grabbing a quick bite to eat 

between classes take it for granted that their hamburger will not contain bacteria that might make 

them sick. Without federal inspection of meat, however, chances of contracting food-borne illnesses 

would be much higher and the everyday task of eating would be much riskier. Driving to school would 

not be possible if not for the tens of billions of dollars spent each year on road construction and 

maintenance by federal, state, and municipal authorities. Like most Americans, young people expect 

to get reliable information about the weather for the week ahead and warnings about dangerous 

3
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events such as hurricanes. The National Weather Service and the National 

Hurricane Center both provide reliable forecasts for such simple calculations 

as whether to bring an umbrella to more signifcant calculations made by air-

lines and air traffc control to get travelers safely where they need to go. These 

daily decisions don’t seem to involve government, but in fact they do. Indeed, 

most Americans would not be here at all if it were not for federal immigration 

policies, which set the terms for entry into the United States and for obtaining 

citizenship.

Government is the term generally used to describe the formal institutions 

through which a land and its people are ruled. As the government seeks to 

help and protect its citizens, it faces the challenge of doing so in ways that 

are true to the key American political values of liberty, equality, and democracy. 

Most Americans fnd it easy to affrm all three values in principle. In practice, 

however, matters are not always so clear; these values mean different things to 

different people, and they often seem to confict. This is where politics comes 

in. Politics refers to conficts and struggles over the leadership, structure, and 

policies of governments. As we will see in this chapter and throughout this 

book, much political confict concerns policies and practices that seem to 

affrm one of the key American political values but may contradict another.

chaptergoals
 Explore Americans’ attitudes toward government (pp. 5–9)

 Describe the role of the citizen in politics (pp. 9–12)

 Define government and forms of government (pp. 12–16)

 Show how the social composition of the American population has 

changed over time (pp. 16–24)

 Analyze whether the U.S. system of government upholds American 

political values (pp. 24–31)

government institutions and 
procedures through which a 
territory and its people are ruled

politics confict over the 
leadership, structure, and policies 
of governments
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 What Americans Think about Government

Since the United States was established as 
a nation, Americans have been reluctant to 
grant government too much power, and they 
have often been suspicious of politicians. 
But over the course of the nation’s history, 
Americans have also turned to government 

for assistance in times of need and have strongly supported the government in 
periods of war. In 1933 the power of the government began to expand to meet the 
crises created by the stock market crash of 1929, the Great Depression, and the run 
on banks of 1933. Congress passed legislation that brought the government into 
the businesses of home mortgages, farm mortgages, credit, and relief of personal 
distress. More recently, when the economy threatened to fall into a deep recession 
in 2008 and 2009, the federal government took action to shore up the financial 
system, oversee the restructuring of the ailing auto companies, and inject hundreds 
of billions of dollars into the faltering economy. Today the national government is 
an enormous institution with programs and policies reaching into every corner of 
American life. It oversees the nation’s economy, it is the nation’s largest employer, 
it provides citizens with a host of services, it controls the world’s most formidable 
military, and it regulates a wide range of social and commercial activities.

Much of what citizens have come to depend on and take for granted as somehow 
part of the natural environment is in fact created by government. Take the example 
of a typical college student’s day, throughout which that student relies on a host of 

Explore Americans’ 

attitudes toward 

government

The federal government 
maintains a large number of 
websites that provide useful 
information to citizens on such 
topics as loans for education, 
civil service job applications, 
the inflation rate, and how the 
weather will affect farming. These 
sites are just one way in which 
the government serves its citizens.
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services and activities organized by national, state, and local government agencies. 
The extent of this dependence on government is illustrated by Table 1.1 on page 7.

Trust in Government

Ironically, even as popular dependence on the government has grown, the American 
public’s view of government has turned more sour. Public trust in government has 
declined, and Americans are now more likely to feel that they can do little to 
influence the government’s actions. The decline in public trust among Americans 
is striking. In the early 1960s, three-quarters of Americans said they trusted gov-
ernment most of the time. By 2015, only 19 percent of Americans expressed trust 
in government; 67 percent stated that they trusted government only some of the 
time1 (see Figure 1.1). Different groups vary somewhat in their levels of trust: 
African Americans and Latinos express slightly more confidence in the federal gov-
ernment than do whites. But even among the most supportive groups, considerably 
more than half only trust the government some of the time.2 These developments 
are important because politically engaged citizens and public confidence in govern-
ment are vital for the health of a democracy.

In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, a number of stud-
ies reported a substantial increase in popular trust in government.3 This view, ex-
pressed during a period of national crisis, may have been indicative less of a renewed 
trust in government to do the right thing than of a fervent hope that it would. And, 
indeed, by 2004, trust in government had fallen to near its pre–September 11 level.4  

FIGURE 1.1

Public Trust in 

Government, 

1958–2015

Participants in these polls were 
asked if they trusted the gov-
ernment to “do the right thing” 
always, most of the time, only 
some of the time, or never.

Since the 1960s, general 
levels of public trust in govern-
ment have declined. What 
factors might help to account 
for changes in the public’s 
trust in government? Why  
has confdence in govern-
ment dropped again since 
September 11, 2001?

SOURCE: The American National  
Election Studies, 1958–2004; Pew 
Research Center, www.people-press 
.org/2015/11/23/beyond-distrust-how 
-americans-view-their-government/ 
(accessed 4/10/16). The Pew data after 
2004 represent a “three survey moving 
average.”
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By 1980, trust in
government had 
dropped to about the
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The government’s response to the 
September 11 terrorist attacks helped
lift popular trust above the 50 percent 
level for the frst time in decades.

In 2015, only 19 percent 
of Americans trusted the 
government.
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TIME OF DAY SCHEDULE

7:00 A.M. Wake up. Standard time set by the national government.

7:10 A.M. Shower. Water courtesy of local government, either a public entity or a regulated private company. Brush 
your teeth with toothpaste whose cavity-fghting claims have been verifed by a federal agency. Dry your 
hair with an electric dryer manufactured according to federal government agency guidelines.

7:30 A.M. Have a bowl of cereal with milk for breakfast. “Nutrition Facts” on food labels are a federal requirement, 
pasteurization of milk required by state law, freshness dating on milk based on state and federal 
standards, recycling the empty cereal box and milk carton enabled by state or local laws.

8:30 A.M. Drive or take public transportation to campus. Air bags and seat belts required by federal and state 
laws. Roads and bridges paid for by state and local governments, speed and traffc laws set by state 
and local governments, public transportation subsidized by all levels of government.

8:45 A.M. Arrive on campus of large public university. Buildings are 70 percent fnanced by state taxpayers.

9:00 A.M. First class: Chemistry 101. Tuition partially paid by a federal loan (more than half the cost of university 
instruction is paid for by taxpayers), chemistry lab paid for with grants from the National Science 
Foundation (a federal agency) and smaller grants from business corporations made possible by federal 
income tax deductions for charitable contributions.

Noon Eat lunch. College cafeteria fnanced by state dormitory authority on land grant from federal Department 
of Agriculture.

12:47 P.M. Felt an earthquake! Check the U.S. Geological Survey at www.usgs.gov to see that it was a 3.9 on the 
Richter scale.

2:00 P.M. Second class: American Government 101 (your favorite class!). You may be taking this class because it 
is required by the state legislature or because it fulflls a university requirement.

4:00 P.M. Third class: Computer Lab. Free computers, software, and Internet access courtesy of state subsidies 
plus grants and discounts from Apple and Microsoft, the costs of which are deducted from their 
corporate income taxes; Internet built in part by federal government. Duplication of software prohibited 
by federal copyright laws.

6:00 P.M. Eat dinner: hamburger and french fries. Meat inspected for bacteria by federal agencies.

7:00 P.M. Work at part-time job at the campus library. Minimum wage set by federal, state, or local government; 
books and journals in library paid for by state taxpayers.

8:15 P.M. Go online to check the status of your application for a federal student loan (FAFSA) on the Department 
of Education’s website at studentaid.ed.gov.

10:00 P.M. Go home. Street lighting paid for by county and city governments, police patrols by city government.

10:15 P.M. Watch TV. Networks regulated by federal government, cable public-access channels required by city law. 
Weather forecast provided to broadcasters by a federal agency.

10:45 P.M. To complete your economics homework, visit the Bureau of Labor Statistics at www.bls.gov to look up 
unemployment levels since 1972.

Midnight Put out the trash before going to bed. Trash collected by city sanitation department, fnanced by  
“user charges.”

TABLE 1.1

The Presence of Government in the Daily Life of a Student at  
“State University”
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Several factors contributed to the decline in trust. Revelations about the faulty  
information that led up to the war in Iraq and ongoing concern about the war  
had increased Americans’ distrust of government. In March 2007, 54 percent of 
those surveyed believed that the Bush administration had deliberately misled the 
American public about whether Iraq had weapons of mass destruction.

The lowest level of trust ever recorded was in October 2011, when, after a bit-
ter congressional battle over raising the national debt limit, one poll showed that 
only 10 percent of Americans trusted government to do the right thing always or 
most of the time.5 By 2013 intense partisan conflict further undermined trust in 
government. The public watched with dismay as political differences over taxing 
and spending led to repeated threats to shut down the federal government. When 
political differences over the Affordable Care Act, the social program supported by 
President Obama to reform the American health care system, led to a government 
shutdown in 2013 and yet another dramatic showdown over raising the national 
debt limit, public trust once again dipped to historically low levels.

Distrust of government greatly influenced the primary elections in 2015 and 
2016, when a number of “outsider” candidates, critical of government, attracted wide 
support. This trend was especially pronounced in the Republican primaries, in which 
candidates known for their strong anti-government rhetoric, such as Ted Cruz, and 
candidates with no government experience, notably Donald Trump, unexpectedly at-
tracted wide support. Support for such outsiders reflected deep distrust in government 
among Republicans, only 11 percent of whom expressed trust in goverment in 2015, 
compared to 26 percent of Democrats.6 Among Democratic primary voters, strong 
support for Bernie Sanders, a democratic socialist, also indicated a desire to depart from 
business as usual in Washington. Sanders vigorously faulted the government for failing 
to take more forceful action against corporate misconduct and growing inequality.

Does it matter if Americans trust their government? For the most part, the answer 
is yes. As we have seen, most Americans rely on government for a wide range of 
services and laws that they simply take for granted. But long-term distrust in govern-
ment can result in public refusal to pay the taxes necessary to support such widely 
approved public activities. Low levels of confidence may also make it difficult for gov-
ernment to attract talented and effective workers to public service.7 The weakening of 
government as a result of prolonged levels of distrust may ultimately harm the United 
States’ capacity to defend its national interest in the world economy and may jeopar-
dize its national security. Likewise, a weak government can do little to assist citizens 
who need help in weathering periods of sharp economic or technological change.

forcriticalanalysis
What recent events have 
affected Americans’ trust in 
government? What might it 
take to restore Americans’ trust 
in the federal government?

In the 2016 presidential 
campaign, the popularity of 
nonestablishment, “outsider” 
candidates, such as businessman 
and reality-TV star Donald 
Trump, pointed to Americans’ 
continued frustration with and 
distrust of the federal government.
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Political Efficacy

Another important trend in American views about government has been a declining 
sense of political effcacy, the belief that ordinary citizens can affect what govern-
ment does, that they can make government listen to them. In 2015, 74 percent of 
Americans said that elected officials don’t care what people like them think; in 
1960, only 25 percent felt so shut out of government.8 Accompanying this sense 
that ordinary people are not heard is a growing belief that government is not run 
for the benefit of all the people. In 2015, 76 percent of the public disagreed with 
the idea that the “government is really run for the benefit of all the people.”9 These 
views are widely shared across the age spectrum.

This widely felt loss of political efficacy is bad news for American democ-
racy. The feeling that you can’t affect government decisions can lead to a self-
perpetuating cycle of apathy, declining political participation, and withdrawal 
from political life. Why bother to participate if you believe it makes no differ-
ence? Yet the belief that you can be effective is the first step needed to influence 
government. Not every effort of ordinary citizens to influence government will 
succeed, but without any such efforts, government decisions will be made by a 
smaller and smaller circle of powerful people. Such loss of broad popular influence 
over government actions undermines the key feature of American democracy—
government by the people.

 Citizenship: Knowledge and Participation

Describe the role of the 

citizen in politics 

The first prerequisite for achieving an in-
creased sense of political efficacy is knowl-
edge. Political indifference is often simply a 
habit that stems from a lack of knowledge 
about how your interests are affected by 

politics and from a sense that you can do nothing to affect politics. But political 
efficacy is a self-fulfilling prophecy: if you think you cannot be effective, chances 
are you will never try. Most research suggests that people active in politics have  
a high sense of their own efficacy. This means they believe they can make a 
difference—even if they do not win all the time. Most people do not want to be 
politically active every day of their lives, but it is essential to American political 
ideals that all citizens be informed and able to act.

Even though the Internet has made it easier than ever to learn about politics, the 
state of political knowledge in the United States today is spotty. Most Americans 
know little about current issues or debates. Numerous surveys indicate that the ma-
jority of Americans have significant gaps in their political knowledge. For example, 
in 2015 only 31 percent of those surveyed could identify all three branches of the 
federal government and in 2014 only 27 percent knew that it takes a two-thirds 
vote in the House and the Senate to override a presidential veto. On the other 
hand, the public is more knowledgeable about politicians and individuals who have 
been prominent in the national media. For example, when shown pictures of public 
figures in 2015, 91 percent could identify Martin Luther King, Jr., and 51 percent 
could identify Senator Elizabeth Warren (see Table 1.2). Rather than dwell on 
the widespread political ignorance of many Americans, we prefer to view this  
as an opportunity for the readers of this book. Those of you who make the effort  
to become more knowledgeable will be much better prepared to influence the 
political system regarding the issues and concerns that you care most about.

political effcacy the ability to 
infuence government and politics


