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American 
Political 
Culture

010101

WHAT GOVERNMENT DOES AND WHY 
IT MATTERS Meet two of the nation’s young-

est elected offcials. Saira Blair became the young-

est member of West Virginia’s House of Delegates 

when she won election as an 18-year-old college 

freshman. The day after her victory party in Novem-

ber 2014, she was back in class at West Virginia 

University. In May 2017, Prairie View A&M senior 

Kendric D. Jones similarly achieved electoral victory, 

becoming the youngest city council member in the 

state of Texas. What got Blair and Jones involved 

in politics? Both had sources of political inspira-

tion. Blair followed in the footsteps of her father, a 

West Virginia state senator, who she had accompa-

nied at political events since childhood. Jones was  

inspired by the long history of activism at Prairie 

View, which was founded in 1876 during Reconstruc-

tion by some of the frst African American members 

of the Texas state legislature. A further spur to action  

was President Obama’s call in his 2017 farewell  

address to “grab a clipboard, get some signatures, 

and run for offce yourself.” Both also had strong 

commitments to issues. Saira Blair believes in limited 

government, lower taxes, and Second Amendment  

gun rights. Kendric Jones has a long history of work-

ing in the community, serving in student government, 



While Americans share a belief in the values 
of liberty, equality, and democracy, debates 
rage about how to live up to those values. 
To advocate for their beliefs, Republican 
Saira Blair (left) and Democrat Kendric Jones 
(right)—both college students—ran for 
offce and won. What is the citizen’s role in 
America’s democratic system?

and founding a mentoring program for middle-school 

boys. Many Prairie View students also have concerns 

about police relations. Sandra Bland, the 28-year-old 

who hanged herself in jail after being arrested in a  

traffc stop, was an alumna of Prairie View.

Both Blair and Jones also believe deeply in  

political participation, especially that of young peo-

ple. As Jones said, “The students of Prairie View 

A&M University’s voices have not been heard. Since 

I have been here, the city has been stagnant and 

has not made any progression—outside of the uni-

versity. I feel as though a young, innovative mind can 

push this city forward.” After participating in a mock  

government program in high school, Blair saw that 

young people were just as capable as lawmak-

ers decades older: “When I saw how capable the  

students were of creating . . . legislation and really 

getting work done, it really made me realize that we 

really didn’t need to wait.”1 

Saira Blair’s and Kendric Jones’s experiences 

show that citizens are at the center of democratic 

government. They ran for offce because they care 

about public issues and want to have a hand in shap-

ing policy outcomes. What are you passionate about? 

How does government affect your everyday life and 

that of your family, friends, and community? And how 
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are differences in political views adjudicated in the political realm? There 

are some core values that Americans hold dear, including liberty, equality,  

and democracy. But there are also disagreements about what those values 

mean and what the role of government should be. Not everyone has to run for 

political offce as Blair and Jones did. But all of us are affected by government 

in ways small and large every day. The purpose of this book is to show what 

government does, how, and why—and what you can do about it.

� Define government and forms of government (pp. 5–10)

� Describe the role of the citizen in politics (pp. 10–13)

� Show how the social composition of the American population has 

changed over time (pp. 13–22)

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

political values (pp. 22–29)

� Explore Americans’ attitudes toward government (pp. 29–33)
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Government
Government

e not been difcult to establish. Ter
e been thousands of them. Te har

e difcult is dev

ost Americans fnd it easy to afrm these thr
difer difer

to confict. Tis is wher Politics efers to conficts and str

oughout this book, much political confict concerns policies 
and practices that seem to afrm one of the key American political v

IS GOVERNMENT NEEDED?

es. Tomas Jeferson famously 

es. Tese might include 

e of social justice. Tese are goods that beneft ev
wn can afor

vided. Te pr

Te extent of this dependence on go

FORMS OF GOVERNMENT

difer: 

Define government and forms of 

government

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

politics confict over the 
leadership, structure, and  
policies of governments

5GOVERNMENT



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 Science 101. 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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ple. Tis state of afairs is called autocracy
y ofcers, or the w

oligarchy.
democracy

constitutional governments

eal limits. Te go

authoritarian

. Tese go

totalitarian 

y sufcient lev
fed as living in a constitutional democracy

Te av

autocracy a form of government in 
which a single individual—a king, 
queen, or dictator—rules

oligarchy a form of government in 
which a small group—landowners, 
military offcers, or wealthy 
merchants—controls most of the 
governing decisions

democracy a system of 
rule that permits citizens to 
play a signifcant part in the 
governmental process, usually 
through the election of key public 
offcials

constitutional government a 
system of rule in which formal 
and effective limits are placed on 
the powers of the government

authoritarian government a 
system of rule in which the 
government recognizes no formal 
limits but may nevertheless be 
restrained by the power of other 
social institutions

totalitarian government a system 
of rule in which the government 
recognizes no formal limits on 
its power and seeks to absorb or 
eliminate other social institutions 
that might challenge it

FIGURE 1.1

Forms of 
Government

One person

Small group (e.g., landowners, military
offcers, or wealthy merchants)

Many people

Who governs Type of government

Type of governmentLimits on government

Constitutional

Authoritarian

Totalitarian

Autocracy

Oligarchy

Democracy

Codifed, legal substantive and
procedural limits on what government 
can or cannot do

Few legal limits; some limits 
imposed by social groups

No limits
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oice in public afairs—thr
ernment and the expansion of popular infuence w

Chapter 2, was fer

LIMITING GOVERNMENT

Te key for

institutions. Te bourgeoisie embraced parliaments as means b

anced many of the principles that would defne the central 

Te wor

w it. Tey w

e established, it was difcult 

ACCESS TO GOVERNMENT:  
THE EXPANSION OF PARTICIPATION

Te expansion of par

allies against the bourgeoisie. Tus, in nineteenth

America’s Founders were infuenced 
by the English thinker John Locke 
(1632–1704). Locke argued that 
governments need the consent of 
the people.

John Stuart Mill (1806–73)  
presented a ringing defense of 
individual freedom in his famous 
treatise On Liberty. Mill’s work  
infuenced Americans’ evolving  
ideas about the relationship 
between government and the 
individual.
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Te gradual expansion of v

s sufrage because they believ

INFLUENCING THE GOVERNMENT THROUGH 
PARTICIPATION: POLITICS

conficts o

efer only to conficts and str
ernments. Te goal of politics, as we defne it, is 

power or infuence.

ernment ofcials, v

ernment ofcials is usually called a
representative democracy   republic

direct democracy

ofcials but do not v
enda. Tese

ements, and campaign fnance. I
edicaid under the Afor

frst state to

ticipate in politics. Teir political 
infuence 

public opinion. Te pattern of str
pluralism

ws and compete for infuence in the 

power infuence over a 
government’s leadership, 
organization, or policies

representative democracy 
(republic) a system of 
government in which the populace 
selects representatives, who play 
a signifcant role in governmental 
decision-making

direct democracy a system of 
rule that permits citizens to vote 
directly on laws and policies

pluralism the theory that all 
interests are and should be free 
to compete for infuence in the 
government; the outcome of this 
competition is compromise and 
moderation
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