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x letter to the instrUctor

Letter to the Instructor

dear introduction to american Government instructor:
as teachers and scholars of american government, we have come together to write a textbook 

that engages students in both the process and the policy outcomes of U.s. government. We present an 
updated lens through which we can examine the theoretical and structural foundations of american 
democracy and the resulting political process that demands an active and informed citizenry. to help 
students understand american democracy and see how they can be involved in their government, we 
peel back the layers of the political system to expose its inner workings and to examine how competing 
interests can both facilitate and block the people’s will. in doing so, we use the conceptual framework 
of gateways. We contend that there are gates—formal and informal—that present obstacles to par-
ticipation and empowerment. but there are also gateways that give students a chance to influence 
the process and to overcome the obstacles. the gateways framework helps students conceptualize 
participation and civic engagement—even democracy itself. our book is both realistic and optimistic, 
contending that the american system can be open to the influence of students and responsive to their 
hopes and dreams—if they have information about how the system works. but we avoid cheerleading 
by also pointing out the many gates that undermine the workings of government. although the size 
and complexity of the american constitutional system is daunting, it is imperative to prepare for the 
demands of democratic citizenship. this has never been truer than today, when we have a rapidly 
changing demographic balance within our population. today groups that were formerly underrepre-
sented in american politics and society, such as second- and third-generation latinos, are a powerful 
force in our government. it is our hope that this textbook can awaken students and motivate them not 
only to learn about politics but to also participate actively throughout every stage of their lives. 

in keeping with the theme of gates and gateways in american politics, we also open each chapter 
with a vignette that tells the story of an individual who has successfully navigated his or her own way in 
politics. the important role of the vignette for the instructor is to show the students how people like them 
have made a difference in american political and social life; our vignette subjects vary by historical era, 
career choice, gender, race, ethnicity, and party affiliation. We also include landmark Supreme Court cases 
related to every chapter’s subject to show students the continuous and vital role it plays in both upholding 
and knocking down gates to policy implementation and political participation. We include policy features 
in each chapter to illustrate how the chapter’s core content operates on a real-time, real-life basis. We also 
have an Election 2016 feature in each chapter. to prepare students to evaluate the vast amounts of data 
present in today’s political discourse, we include a political analytics feature in each chapter, which asks 
students to look closely at visual representations of data and to think critically about what they see.

new to this edition
 ● a dedicated focus on diversity and participation that reflects the changing demographic infrastructure 

in america today
 ● expanded information about the tea Party, donald trump’s presidential campaign, and factions in the 

republican Party
 ● coverage of hillary clinton’s quest to become the first female U.s. president
 ● an expanded section on protest politics, including the black lives Matter movement
 ● discussion of how the supreme court has changed and may lean differently after Justice antonin 

scalia’s passing
 ● new information about recent supreme court cases and their ramifications, such as Obergefell v. 

Hodges (2015) and same-sex marriage
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xi

 ● new opening chapter vignettes featuring oregon Governor kate brown, author ta-nehisi coates, Utah 
representative Mia love, former President barack obama, los angeles city administrative officer 
Miguel santana, and iowa pollster J. ann selzer

 ● explanatory text to accompany all figures to help students interpret data.

mindtap

as an instructor, Mindtap is here to simplify your workload, organize and immediately grade your students’ 
assignments, and allow you to customize your course as you see fit. through deep-seated integration with 
your learning Management system, grades are easily exported, and analytics are pulled with the click of 
a button. Mindtap provides you with a platform to easily add in current events videos and rss feeds from 
national or local news sources. looking to include more currency in the course? add in our knownow 
american Government blog link for weekly updated news coverage and pedagogy.

teaching american government remains a vitally important but constantly challenging task for all of 
us. We know that there are many books to choose from to use in your course. We believe that Gateways to 
Democracy has an innovative approach in reaching and engaging students across a range of backgrounds 
and enables instructors to more easily achieve their pedagogical goals in american government courses. 
We have seen it work for our students, and we know it will work for yours.

sincerely,

John G. Geer, john.g.geer@vanderbilt.edu
richard herrera, richard.herrera@asu.edu
Wendy J. schiller, Wendy_schiller@brown.edu
Jeffrey a. segal, jeffrey.segal@stonybrook.edu

letter to the instrUctor

97734_fm_ptg01.indd   11 17/11/16   6:52 PM

Copyright 2018 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



xii letter to the stUdent

Letter to the Student

dear student:
our book begins with a simple question: how does anyone exert political influence in a country of 

more than 325 million people? students in american government classrooms across the country are grap-
pling with this question as they develop an appreciation of their role in american public life. in our own 
classrooms, students ask us: What is my responsibility? can i make a difference? does my participation 
matter? how can i get my opinions represented? these are gateway questions that probe the opportunities 
and limits on citizen involvement in a democracy. for that reason, we not only provide you with essential 
information about the american political system but also show you how to become a more powerful advo-
cate for yourself within that system. it is not enough to know what you want your government and society 
to be—you must learn how to make it happen. this course shows you how people from all walks of life have 
opened gates to influence public policy, and it shows you the relevance of government in your life. it is our 
hope that this information motivates you not only to learn about politics but also to participate actively 
throughout every stage of your life. 

in keeping with the theme of gates and gateways in american politics, we open each chapter with a 
vignette that tells the story of someone who has successfully navigated his or her way in politics. these 
are people like you who have different gender, ethnic, racial, and partisan backgrounds and who have made 
a difference in american political and social life. We also include other features focusing on the supreme 
court, public policy, the 2016 election, and data analysis that show you how politics plays out in the United 
states. all of these special features are designed to relate specifically to you—the student—to give you a 
blueprint with which to navigate the political system. What makes Gateways to Democracy different?

 ● streamlined learning objectives and outcomes help you better understand the material and prepare 
for the graded assignments in the course. We have key terms and guide questions throughout each 
chapter. 

 ● a focus on diversity reflects the changing demographic infrastructure in america, especially among 
young people, by providing new coverage of the politics and issues affecting all americans in every 
chapter. 

 ● Updated accounts are included of people who are changing american politics today. 
 ● current policy case studies are included on issues such as voter id laws, fracking, drone warfare, and 

government surveillance of citizens’ communications.

as a student, the benefits of using Mindtap with this material are endless. With automatically graded 
practice quizzes and activities, an easily navigated learning path, and an interactive ebook, you will be able 
to test yourself inside and outside the classroom with ease. the accessibility of current events coupled with 
interactive media makes the content fun and engaging. on your computer, phone, or tablet, Mindtap is 
there when you need it, giving you easy access to flashcards, quizzes, readings, and assignments. 

as teachers, our main goal both in this book and in the classroom is to empower you as active partic-
ipants in american democracy. We know that you balance a lot of competing demands for your time, from 
other classes, to work, to family responsibilities. this book provides you with the core information you need 
to succeed in your american government classes, and just as important, to knock open the gates that may 
stand in your way to achieve your goals within the political system.

sincerely,

John G. Geer, john.g.geer@vanderbilt.edu
richard herrera, richard.herrera@asu.edu
Wendy J. schiller, Wendy_schiller@brown.edu
Jeffrey a. segal, jeffrey.segal@stonybrook.edu
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But the right way to go about it isn’t always so obvious. Go digital to 
get the grades. MindTap’s customizable study tools and eTextbook  
give you everything you need all in one place.
 
Engage with your course content, enjoy the flexibility of  
studying anytime and anywhere, stay connected to assignment due  
dates and instructor notifications with the MindTap Mobile app...

and most of all…EARN BETTER GRADES.

TO GET STARTED VISIT 
WWW.CENGAGE.COM/STUDENTS/MINDTAP

Want to turn your 
C into an A?Obviously, right?
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Resources for Instructors

MindTap for  
Gateways to Democracy, 4e
Instant Access Code: 978-1-337-09869-4
Printed Access Code: 978-1-337-09867-0

Mindtap for American Government is a fully online, personalized learning experience built upon cengage 
Learning content. Mindtap combines student learning tools—readings, multimedia, activities, and 
assessments—into a singular Learning Path that guides students through their course. through a wealth of 
activities written to learning outcomes, it provides students with ample opportunities to check themselves 
for understanding, while also providing faculty and students alike with a clear way to measure and assess 
student progress. faculty can use Mindtap as a turnkey solution or customize it by adding Youtube videos, 
Rss feeds, or their own documents directly within the eBook or within each chapter’s learning path. the 
product can be used fully online with its interactive eBook for Gateways to Democracy or in conjunction with 
the printed text.

Instructor Companion Website for Gateways to Democracy, 4e
ISBN: 978-1-337-09873-1

this Instructor companion website is an all-in-one multimedia online resource for class preparation, 
presentation, and testing. Accessible through cengage.com/login with your faculty account, you 
will find available for download: book-specific Microsoft® PowerPoint® presentations, a test bank 
compatible with multiple Learning Management systems, an Instructor’s Manual, Microsoft® 
PowerPoint® Image slides, and a JPeG Image Library.

the test bank, offered in Blackboard, Moodle, Desire2Learn, canvas, and Angel formats, con-
tains learning objective-specific multiple-choice, short answer, and essay questions for each chapter. 
Import the test bank into your Learning Management system to edit and manage questions, as well 
as to create tests. 

Access your Gateways to Democracy, 4e, resources via
www.cengage.com/login.

Log in using your cengage Learning single sign-on user name and password, or create a new instructor 
account by clicking on “new faculty user” and following the instructions.

Gateways to Democracy, 4e—Text Only Edition
ISBN: 978-1-337-09773-4

this copy of the book does not come bundled with Mindtap. 
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xvresoUrces for instrUctors

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

the Microsoft® PowerPoint® presentations are ready-to-use visual outlines of each chapter. 
these presentations are easily customized for your lectures and offered along with chapter-specific 
Microsoft® PowerPoint® image slides and JPeG image libraries. access the instructor companion 
Website at www.cengage.com/login.

cognero for Gateways to Democracy, 4e
iSBn: 978-1-337-09891-5

cengage learning testing Powered by cognero is a flexible, online system that allows you to author, 
edit, and manage test bank content from multiple cengage learning solutions, create multiple test 
versions in an instant, and deliver tests from your learning Management system, your classroom, 
or wherever you want. the test bank for Gateways to Democracy contains learning objective-specific 
multiple-choice, short answer, and essay questions for each chapter.
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xix

Introduction
one of the most important decisions a student has to make is the choice of a major; many consider future job 
possibilities when making that call. a political science degree is useful for a successful career in many different 
fields, from lawyer to policy advocate, pollster to humanitarian worker. employer surveys reveal that the skills 
that most employers value in successful employees—critical thinking, analytical reasoning, and clarity of ver-
bal and written communication—are precisely the tools that political science courses should be helping you 
develop. this guide is intended to spark ideas about careers you might pursue with a political science degree 
and the types of activities you can engage in now to help you secure one of those positions after graduation.

careers in Political Science

LaW and CriMinaL JUStiCE

do you find that your favorite parts of your political science classes are those that deal with the consti-
tution, the legal system, and the courts? then a career in law and criminal justice might be right for you. 
traditional jobs in the field range from lawyer or judge to police or parole officer. in the past decade, there 
has also been tremendous growth in the area of homeland security, including jobs in mission support, 
immigration, travel security, and prevention and response. a former political science student of at least 
one of the authors is now an fbi agent.

pUBLiC adMiniStration

the many offices of the federal government combined represent one of the largest employers in the United 
states. flip to the bureaucracy chapter and consider that each federal department, agency, and bureau you see 
looks to political science majors as future employees. a partial list of such agencies would include the department 
of education, the department of health and human services, and the federal trade commission. this does not 
even begin to account for the multitude of similar jobs in state and local governments that you might consider.

CaMpaiGnS, ELECtionS, poLLinG, and ELECtEd oFFiCE

are campaigns and elections the most exciting part of political science for you? then you might consider a 
career in the growing industry based around political campaigns. from volunteering and interning to consulting, 
marketing, and fundraising, there are many opportunities for those who enjoy the competitive and high-stakes 
electoral arena. for those looking for careers that combine political knowledge with statistical skills, there are 
careers in public opinion polling. Pollsters work for independent national organizations such as Gallup and 
youGov or as part of news operations and campaigns. for those who are interested in survey methodology, 
there are also a wide variety of non-political career opportunities in marketing and survey design. you might also 
consider running for public office yourself, as did democratic political scientist Woodrow Wilson (who eventually 
became president) and republican political scientist dick cheney (who eventually became vice president).

intErESt GroUpS and intErnationaL  
and nonGoVErnMEntaL orGanizationS

is there a cause that you are especially passionate about? at least one interest group is likely working 
to see progress made on that issue. Many of the positions that one might find in for-profit companies 
also exist in their non-profit interest group and nongovernmental organization counterparts, including 
lobbying and high-level strategizing. don’t forget that there are also major international organizations—
such as the United nations, the World health organization, and the international Monetary fund—where 
a degree in political science could be put to good use. While competition for those jobs tends to be fierce, 
interest in and knowledge about politics and policy will give you an advantage.

Career Opportunities: 
Political Science

career oPPortUnities: Political science
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xx

ForEiGn SErViCE

does a career in diplomacy and foreign affairs, complete with the opportunity to live and work abroad, 
sound exciting to you? tens of thousands of people work for the state department, both in Washington, 
d.c., and in consulates throughout the world. they represent the diplomatic interests of the United 
states abroad. entrance into the foreign service follows a process, starting with the foreign service 
officers test—an exam given three times a year that includes sections on american government, history, 
economics, and world affairs. being a political science major is a significant help in taking the fsot.

JoUrnaLiSM

Much of the content of online, newspaper, and television news concerns politics. expert knowledge in the 
world of politics plus the ability to write well can land students in journalism positions where they can 
make a difference. famous examples are Washington Post journalists bob Woodward and carl bernstein, 
who uncovered the Watergate scandal, and Boston Globe reporters robby robinson, Michael rezendes, 
and sacha Pfeiffer, who helped uncover the priest child-abuse scandal in boston. Public speaking ability 
can then make radio or television careers more likely.

GradUatE SChooL

While not a career, graduate school may be the next step for you after completing your undergraduate 
degree. earning a Phd or master’s degree in political science could open additional doors to a career in 
academia as well as many of the professions mentioned here. if a career as a researcher in political science 
interests you, you should speak with your advisors about continuing your education.

Preparing While Still on campus

intErnShipS

one of the most useful steps you can take while still on campus is to visit your college’s career center in 
regards to an internship in your field of interest. not only does it give you a chance to experience life in the 
political science realm, it can lead to job opportunities later down the road and add experience to your résumé.

SKiLLS

in addition to your political science classes, these skills will prove useful as a complement to your degree:

Writing: like anything else, writing improves with practice. Writing is one of those skills that is appli-
cable regardless of where your career might take you. Virtually every occupation relies on an ability 
to write cleanly, concisely, and persuasively.

public Speaking: Presenting your ideas clearly and effectively is a vital skill in the modern economy. you can 
practice this skill in a formal class setting or through extracurricular activities that get you in front of a group. 

Quantitative analysis: as massive amounts of information are collected digitally, the nation is fac-
ing a drastic shortage of people with basic statistical skills to interpret and use this data. a political 
science degree can go hand in hand with courses in introductory statistics. 

Foreign Language: one skill that often helps a student or future employee stand out in a crowded 
job market is the ability to communicate in a language other than english. solidify or set the founda-
tion for your verbal and written foreign language communication skills while in school.

StUdEnt LEadErShip

one attribute that many employers look for is “leadership potential,” which can be tricky to indicate on a 
résumé or cover letter. What can help is a demonstrated record of involvement in clubs and organizations, 
preferably in a leadership role. While many people think immediately of student government, most 
student clubs allow you the opportunity to demonstrate leadership skills.

conclusion
We hope that reading this has sparked some ideas about potential future careers. as a next step, visit 
your college’s career placement office to further explore what you have read here. you might also visit 
your college’s alumni office to connect with graduates who are working in your field of interest. Political 
science opens the door to a lot of exciting careers—have fun exploring the possibilities!

career oPPortUnities: Political science
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2 chapter 1: GateWaYS tO aMerIcaN DeMOcracY2
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Need to Know
1.1 Identify the successes we have 

achieved and the obstacles we 
face in establishing a “more 
perfect union”

1.2 Analyze how the constitutional 
system balances liberty and 
order

1.3 Describe the political values 
and ideologies Americans 
share

1.4 Evaluate American democracy 
in terms of responsiveness and 
equality

1.5 List the responsibilities of 
individuals in a democracy

Gateways to American 
Democracy1
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3 3

“Change will not come if we wait for some other person, or if we wait 
for some other time. We are the ones we’ve been waiting for. We are 

the change that we seek.” 1

BARACK OBAMA
Columbia College 

It is an American story. Barack Obama 
was not born into wealth or privilege, yet he secured 
fame and success. there are not many countries where 
it is possible for someone of humble origins to rise to the 

pinnacle of power and influence in the world. But in america 
it is possible because of the many gateways open to citizens.

Obama’s life was not just one of modest beginnings 
but one defined by diversity—an ever-increasing aspect of 
american life in the twenty-first century. Obama is mul-
tiracial, with a white mother and a black father. he spent 
his formative years in Indonesia following the divorce of 
his parents and his mother’s remarriage. at age 10, Obama 
went to live with his grandparents in hawaii, where he 
experienced many different cultures.    

Obama faced his share of hardships growing up. Not 
having his father around was difficult, and the moves he 
made to Indonesia and hawaii were inevitably unsettling. 
But his family focused on securing him a good education, 
which was part of the motivation for his moving back to the 
United States in the early 1970s.  

In 1979, Obama enrolled at Occidental college in Los 
angeles. During this time he became active in student orga-
nizations opposing South africa’s practice of apartheid—his 
first effort at using a gateway to influence public policy. 
after his sophomore year, Obama transferred to columbia 
University in New York, completing a bachelor’s degree in 
political science. his interest in politics and the pursuit of 
gateways of influence continued. after graduating, Obama 
moved to chicago to work as a community organizer in  
chicago’s largely poor and black South Side. 

eventually, Obama enrolled in harvard Law School, 
where he became the first african american president of the 
harvard Law review. this recognition drew national media 
attention and a contract from random house to write a book 
about race relations, ultimately titled Dreams from My Father: 
A Story of Race and Inheritance. this memoir touched on 
themes of race and racial identity. It was also during Obama’s 
stint at harvard that he met Michelle robinson, a chicago 
South Side native and fellow lawyer who worked for the firm 
where he completed a summer internship. they married in 
1992 and decided to live in chicago to raise their family. 

Obama immersed himself in the african american 
community in chicago. he directed the Illinois Vote project, 

which increased black turnout in the 1992 election and reg-
istered hundreds of thousands of people to vote. Obama 
continued to pursue the gateway offered by elections. In 
1996, Obama ran for and won an Illinois state senate seat, 
representing the 13th District of Illinois.

During his time as a state senator, Obama worked 
with both republicans and Democrats. he helped to pass 
substantial amounts of legislation on issues ranging from 
health care and welfare reform to a bipartisan effort to 
monitor racial profiling in police activity. 

Obama decided to run for U.S. congress against chi-
cago alderman and incumbent congressman Bobby rush in 
the 2000 Democratic primary. But Obama was not nearly 
as well known as rush, and he lost by 30 percentage points 
in the Democratic primary. It was stinging defeat, yet it did 
not deter Obama. Four years later, he ran for an even bigger 
prize—the U.S. Senate. this time the well-known and poten-
tially well-financed Democrats chose not to run, making it 
possible for him to win the primary. Obama’s luck continued 
when the GOp nominee, Jack ryan, faced a scandal involv-
ing his ex-wife and sex clubs, forcing him out of the race. 
that development opened wide a gate for Obama to win 
the Senate seat.  

as he ran for Senate in 2004, he continued to gain 
national attention, so much so that he was invited to deliver 
the keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National con-
vention. On this huge stage, he gave an inspirational speech 
that propelled him to the top ranks of possible presidential 
candidates in 2008. he made the most of that opportunity, 
running a successful campaign that beat the formidable 
 hillary clinton in the primary and then went on to defeat the 
republican nominee and war hero, Senator John Mccain.  

holding aside one’s personal beliefs about president 
Obama, his story is compelling, speaking directly to how the 
U.S. political system can work. You can be born into modest 
circumstances and yet, with grit, determination, and resil-
ience, have a chance to do great things. Not everyone will 
become president, but everyone can make a real difference 
by getting involved just as Obama did. Obama’s career is 
proof that the steps you take as a student to be involved in 
your community can take you places you cannot even imag-
ine right now. the key is to start by walking through one of 
the many gateways of american politics. 
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4 chapter 1: GateWaYS tO aMerIcaN DeMOcracY

this text, Gateways to Democracy, explains how citizen involvement has expanded american 

democracy and how each of you can also influence the political system. We call the avenues 

of influence “gateways.” this text serves as a handbook for democratic citizenship by peel-

ing back the layers of american government to reveal the ways you can get involved and to 

explain the reasons you should do so. the american political system is complicated, large, 

and sometimes frustrating. as the term gateways implies, there are also gates—obstacles to 

influence, institutional controls that limit access, and powerful interests that seem to block 

the people’s will. We describe these as well because to be a productive and influential mem-

ber of american society, you need to understand how the hurdles and portals of american 

politics work.

through citizen involvement, american democracy has achieved many successes:

 ● Our institutions are amazingly stable. 
 ● the government has weathered many severe crises, yet it has peaceful transitions of power. 
 ● citizens are able to protest those policies they oppose. 
 ● americans enjoy substantial freedom. 
 ● american society has offered a gateway to millions of immigrants.
 ● americans exhibit more commitment to civic duty than do citizens in nearly all other 

major democracies.2

 ● americans show more tolerance of different political views than do citizens in other 

major democracies.3

 ● americans’ support of marriage equality has surged over the past few years, underscor-

ing a broadening commitment to civil rights.

these successes do not mean that there are not problems: 

 ● Government does not always respond to public opinion. 
 ● racial tensions persist across the country. 
 ● there is growing poverty in the country.4

 ● the public’s trust in the institutions of government has never been so low.5

 ● the rate of turnout in elections is among the lowest of the major democracies. 
 ● Distrust of some religious minorities, such as Muslims and Mormons, remains.6

 ● america has sought at times to erect gates to keep certain groups out. 
 ● political polarization is on the rise.7

 ● the U.S. national debt in 2016 is approaching $20 trillion.8

Gateways: Evaluating the American 
Political System

Identify the successes we have achieved and the obstacles we face in establishing a 
“more perfect union”

1.1

Key Questions
Have you encountered any 
political gates or gateways?
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5GateWaYS: eVaLUatING the aMerIcaN pOLItIcaL SYSteM

to solve these and other problems and achieve 

the “more perfect Union” promised in the consti-

tution, the nation’s citizens must be vigilant and 

engaged. We have framed our text with the goal of 

demonstrating the demands and rewards of demo-

cratic citizenship. as we explore the american 

political system, we place special emphasis on the 

multiple and varied connections among citizenship, 

participation, institutions, and public policy. Our 

focus is on the following gateway questions: 

 ● how can you get yourself and your opinions 

represented in government?
 ● how can you make government more respon-

sive, and responsible, to citizens?
 ● how can you make american democracy 

better?

the laws that regulate the american economy, social issues, and even political partici-

pation are examples of public policy—the actions by government to achieve a goal. In the 

arena of public policy, we determine who gets what, when, and how, and with what result. In 

each chapter of this book, we will examine a major public policy issue related to the topic. 

You will find that the public policy process is often divided into five stages: 

1. Identifying the problem 

2. placing the problem on the agenda of policy makers 

3. Formulating a solution 

4. enacting and implementing the solution 

5. evaluating the effectiveness of the solution. 

these stages combine to form an ideal model 

of the process; however, this process does not 

always unfold so neatly. You will also find that 

individuals, organizations, and political institutions 

all work together to determine public policies: 

congress, the president, the executive branch 

agency that deals with the issue, the courts, politi-

cal parties, interest groups, and interested citizens. 

In each chapter, you will learn about an important 

public policy, analyze who the stakeholders are and 

how the policy is formed, evaluate the policy, and, 

finally, construct your own solution (see public 

policy and Gateways to Democracy).

iMAge 1.2  The United States has great wealth, but far too many 
citizens face poverty and homelessness. 
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Key Questions
Should government be 
responsive to all citizens 
or only to those who 
participate in politics in 
ways such as voting? What 
are some specific examples 
of public policy that might 
affect you as a college 
student?

iMAge 1.1  The current generation of college students is very 
interested in giving back to the community, as shown in this picture of a 
Habitat for Humanity project.
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6 chapter 1: GateWaYS tO aMerIcaN DeMOcracY

today democracy is presumed to be a good form of government, and most would say it is 

the best form. Democracy is the type of government to which many nations aspire, but it 

has not always been true. Only in the past two centuries—partly through the example of the 

United States—has democracy gained favor. Let us sketch some of the fundamental aspects 

of american democracy.

Liberty and Order
Literally and most simply, democracy is rule by the people, or self-government. In a 

democracy, the citizens hold political authority, and they develop the means to gov-

ern themselves. In practice, that means rule by the majority, and in the years before 

american independence, majority rule had little appeal. In 1644 John cotton, a lead-

ing clergyman of the colonial period, declared democracy “the meanest and worst of 

all forms of government.”9 even after american independence, edmund Burke, a British 

political philosopher and politician, wrote that a “perfect democracy is . . . the most 

shameless thing in the world.”10 at the time democracy was associated with mob rule, 

and mobs were large, fanatical, ignorant, and dangerous. If the mob ruled, the people 

would suffer. there would be no liberty or safety; there would be no order. eighteenth-

century mobs destroyed private property, burned effigies of leaders they detested, 

tarred and feathered their enemies, and threatened people who disagreed with them. In 

fact, such events occurred in the protests against British rule in the american colonies, 

and they were fresh in the minds of those who wrote the Declaration of Independence 

and the constitution.

John adams, a signer of the Declaration of Independence and later the nation’s second 

president (1797–1801), was not a champion of this kind of democracy. “Democracy,” he 

wrote, “is more bloody than either aristocracy or monarchy. remember, democracy never 

lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself. there is never a democracy that did 

not commit suicide.”11 adams knew about mobs and their effects firsthand. as a young law-

yer before the revolution, he agreed to defend British soldiers who had been charged with 

murder for firing on protesters in the streets of Boston. the soldiers’ cause was unpopular, 

for the people of Boston detested the British military presence. But adams believed that, 

following British law, the soldiers had a right to counsel (a lawyer to defend them) and to a 

fair trial. In later years, he considered his defense of these British soldiers “one of the best 

pieces of service I ever rendered my country.”12 

Why? In defending the soldiers, adams was standing up for the rule of law, the prin-

ciple that could prevent mob rule and keep a political or popular majority under control 

so it could not trample on minority rights. an ancient British legal principle, the rule of 

law holds that all people are equal before the law, all are subject to the law, and no one 

Democracy and the American 
Constitutional System

Analyze how the constitutional system balances liberty and order

1.2
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7Democracy anD the american constitutional system

is above it. adams and the others who wrote 

america’s founding documents believed in a 

 constitutional system in which the people set 

up and agree on the basic rules and procedures 

that will govern them. a constitutional system 

is a government of laws, not of men. Without 

a constitution and rule of law, an unchecked 

majority could act to promote the welfare of 

some over the welfare of others, and society 

would be torn apart.

the american constitutional system, there-

fore, serves to protect both liberty and order. 

the constitution sets up a governmental struc-

ture with built-in constraints on power (gates) 

and multiple points of access to power (gate-

ways). it also has a built-in means for altering 

the basic rules and procedures of governance 

through amendments. as you might expect, the 

procedure for passing amendments comes with 

its own set of gates and gateways.

The Constitution as 
Gatekeeper
“if men were angels,” wrote James madison, 

a leading author of the constitution and later 

the nation’s fourth president (1809–17), “no 

government would be necessary. . . . in framing 

a government which is to be administered by men over men,” he continued, “the great dif-

ficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the 

next place oblige it to control itself” (see Federalist 51 in the appendix). madison and the 

other Framers of the constitution recognized that the government they were designing had 

to be strong enough to rule but not strong enough to take away the people’s rights. in other 

words, the constitution had to serve as a gatekeeper, both allowing and limiting access to 

power at the same time.

James madison, thomas Jefferson, John adams, and the other Founders had read 

many of the great political theorists. they drew, for example, on the ideas of the British 

political philosophers thomas hobbes and John locke in perceiving the relationship 

between government and the governed as a social contract. if people lived in what 

these philosophers called a state of nature, without the rule of law, conflict would be 

unending, and the strong would destroy the weak. to secure order and safety, individu-

als come together to form a government and agree to live by its rules. in return, the 

government agrees to protect life, liberty, and property. life, liberty, and property, said 

locke, are natural (unalienable) rights—rights so fundamental that government can-

not take them away. 

imaGe 1.3  Paul Revere printed this famous engraving of the Boston 
Massacre in 1770. Emphasizing the shedding of innocent blood—five 
colonists died—it rallied Bostonians to resist British tyranny. Evidence at 
the trial of the soldiers indicated that they were provoked by the mob with 
taunts, clubs, and stones. Lawyer John Adams argued for the defense.
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Key Questions
According to political 
philosophers, people 
agree to social contracts in 
forming a government like 
ours. What do you agree 
to do as part of our social 
contract?
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Public Policy and Gateways 
to democracy

The Gap Between Minimum Wage and Living Wage

the first federal minimum wage requirement was signed 

into law by president Franklin Delano roosevelt in 1938 

as part of the Fair Labor Standards act; it set the mini-

mum wage at 25 cents per hour and established a 44-hour 

workweek. States could mandate pay levels above the 

federal minimum wage, but they could not go below it. 

While he was lobbying congress and the public on behalf 

of the bill, president roosevelt said that the United States 

should give “all our able-bodied working men and women 

a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work.”13 Others have also 

argued that individuals, families, and communities must 

be able to earn a living wage in order to rise above the 

poverty level, which would in turn give them more time 

and energy to participate in the democratic process.

today the federal minimum wage is set at $7.25, 

although more than twenty states require employers to 

pay more than that wage.14 Still, even at that wage, work-

ing full time leaves these workers still well below what is 

State Wage Gap
Living Wage 
(1 adult)

Minimum 
Wage State Wage Gap

Living Wage 
(1 adult)

Minimum 
Wage

hI $6.49 $13.74 $7.25 MS $2.70 $9.95 $7.25
MD $5.82 $13.07 $7.25 cO $2.69 $10.69 $8.00
Dc $5.34 $14.84 $9.50 Ia $2.68 $9.93 $7.25
Va $5.11 $12.36 $7.25 WY $2.68 $9.93 $7.25
NY $4.75 $12.75 $8.00 MN $2.65 $10.65 $8.00
Ma $4.60 $12.60 $8.00 WV $2.65 $9.90 $7.25
NJ $4.26 $12.51 $8.25 NM $2.63 $10.13 $7.50
Nh $4.18 $11.43 $7.25 aZ $2.57 $10.47 $7.90
De $3.93 $11.68 $7.75 KS $2.57 $9.82 $7.25
Ga $3.44 $10.69 $7.25 ND $2.54 $9.79 $7.25
aK $3.42 $11.17 $7.75 IN $2.49 $9.74 $7.25
ca $3.34 $12.34 $9.00 KY $2.46 $9.71 $7.25
Nc $3.28 $10.53 $7.25 NV $2.41 $10.66 $8.25
ct $3.27 $11.97 $8.70 Vt $2.40 $11.13 $8.73
Sc $3.24 $10.49 $7.25 ID $2.34 $9.59 $7.25
La $3.22 $10.47 $7.25 ar $2.31 $9.56 $7.25
pa $3.15 $10.40 $7.25 OK $2.24 $9.49 $7.25
Me $3.11 $10.61 $7.50 Ne $2.23 $9.48 $7.25
Ut $3.04 $10.29 $7.25 SD $2.23 $9.48 $7.25
FL $3.01 $10.94 $7.93 MO $2.14 $9.64 $7.50
rI $3.01 $11.01 $8.00 MI $1.83 $9.98 $8.15
tN $3.01 $10.26 $7.25 Mt $1.82 $9.72 $7.90
tX $2.95 $10.20 $7.25 Or $1.58 $10.68 $9.10
aL $2.92 $10.17 $7.25 Oh $1.44 $9.39 $7.95
WI $2.88 $10.13 $7.25 Wa $1.02 $10.34 $9.32
IL $2.83 $11.08 $8.25

TaBLe 1.1    Minimum Wage vs. Living Wage by State

Source: amy K. Glasmeier, “Living Wage calculator,” Massachusetts Institute of technology. accessed February 25, 2016, at http://livingwage.mit.edu.
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9DeMOcracY aND the aMerIcaN cONStItUtIONaL SYSteM

called a “living wage.” In other words, many workers are well 

below the poverty level. table 1.1 shows the gap between 

the minimum wage in that state and the “living wage.” In all 

fifty states, the formal minimum wage is below a wage that 

would allow these workers to climb out of poverty. In cases 

like the state of Washington, the gap is about $1 (which is 

still about $2,000 a year). In Virginia, the gap is $5.11, which 

yields an income difference of just over $10,000. these kinds 

of data underscore why there have been numerous calls for 

increasing the minimum wage. the case becomes even more 

compelling when you consider these data are only address-

ing workers as supporting themselves. If they are supporting 

a family, the gap grows considerably.

even with the data from table 1.1, there are reasons not to 

raise the minimum wage. the central argument of opponents 

of raising the minimum wage is that most of these jobs are 

located in small businesses that cannot afford to pay the higher 

wages. employers may not hire more workers at a higher rate, 

and they may even fire existing workers, in order to keep their 

businesses profitable. those who oppose raising the minimum 

wage also argue that open trade policies have given an unfair 

advantage to foreign manufacturers that can hire workers at 

very low wages, and so produce and sell goods for less. 

It is difficult, however, to assess the impact of raising the 

minimum wage on job growth or trade imbalances because 

there are so many other factors that affect the economy. 

For example, the last raise in the federal minimum wage 

occurred in 2009 in the midst of a major recession caused by 

a crash in the housing market. how many jobs were lost due 

to the recession, and how many resulted from the hike in the 

minimum wage? It is possible that the increased minimum 

wage contributed to a decline in jobs, but it is also possible 

that the increase had no effect at all in the larger context of 

an economic downturn. economists and other experts have 

not reached a consensus on this question.

In making a policy choice, you must judge what president 

Franklin roosevelt called a “fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work.” 

In the context of the american democracy, the minimum 

wage debate raises fundamental questions about the govern-

ment’s role in guaranteeing equality of economic opportunity.

1. Using the table, determine the wage gap in your state. Do you think the minimum 
wage should be increased? If you wanted to change the minimum wage laws in your 
area, what level of government would you have to lobby—local, state, federal, or a 
combination?

2. construct a minimum wage policy that takes into account a worker’s age, education, 
and family circumstance.

Construct Your Own Policy 

But these ideas about government as a social contract were untested theories when 

Madison and others began to write the constitution. there were no working examples in 

other nations. the only model for self-government was ancient athens, where the people 

had governed themselves in a direct democracy. In athens, citizens met together to debate 

and to vote. that was possible because only property-owning males were citizens, and they 

were few in number and had similar interests and concerns.15 

But the new United States was nothing like the old city-state of athens. It was an alli-

ance of thirteen states—former colonies—with nearly 4 million people spread across some 

360,000 square miles. Direct democracy was impractical for such a large and diverse coun-

try, so those who wrote the constitution created a representative democracy in which the 

people elect representatives who govern in their name. Some observers, including the Fram-

ers, call this arrangement a republic, a form of government in which power derives from the 

citizens, but their representatives make policy and govern according to existing law.
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