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Results of Key Presidential Elections  
Since 1840

1860: In an election with four major candidates, Abraham Lincoln becomes 
the first Republican president by carrying most of the free states.

1896: After two decades of close divisions in the popular vote, this 
election marks the beginning of a GOP edge. No Democrat will win a 
majority of the popular vote until 1932. (Woodrow Wilson will twice win 
the electoral vote with less than 50% of the popular vote.)

1932: Franklin Roosevelt’s sweep solidifies the New Deal realignment.  
Democrats will win six of the next eight presidential elections and control 
both chambers of Congress for 44 of the next 48 years.

1968: Richard Nixon wins a narrow popular-vote margin in a three-way 
race. In each of the next nine presidential races, the winner will be a 
Republican or a Southern Democrat.

1980: Ronald Reagan wins the popular and electoral vote by substantial 
margins, besting incumbent Jimmy Carter in his native South. Republicans 
win the Senate for the first time since 1952.

2008:  Barack Obama becomes the first African American president, the 
first Northern Democratic president since JFK, and only the second Northern 
Democrat (besides FDR) to win more than 51% of the popular vote.

© 2012 by the Digital Scholarship Lab, University of Richmond. Used with permission. http://dsl.richmond.edu/voting.
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The basic premise of this textbook is that Americans believe in ideals greater than their own 
self-interests—especially the principles of freedom and equality articulated in the Declara-
tion of Independence—and that as citizens, voters, and public officials, they often act on 
those ideals. When they appraise how government is performing and what they should do 
about it, they do not just think, “What’s in it for me?” They also ask themselves, “What’s 
the right or just thing to do?” or “What’s good for our community or for the country as a 
whole?”

As longtime students of American government and politics and as former government 
staffers in Chicago, Albany, and Washington, DC, we are hardly naive about the power of 
self-interest in government and politics. During breaks in our academic careers, we spent a 
total of 16 years working full-time in public affairs, including a big city prosecutor’s office, 
a mayoral campaign staff, a state legislature, the U.S. Congress, a national party committee, 
and a federal statistics agency. From our study and experience, we well recognize that to 
some degree politics is about “who gets what, when, and how” and that political actors often 
focus their energies on their private interests—what scholars call “maximizing their utility.”

A powerful strain of political science emphasizes self-interest, or “utility maximiza-
tion,” above all else, minimizing the pursuit of justice or the public interest. Scholars in 
this tradition view themselves as realists and dismiss serious consideration of idealism as 
a “goody two-shoes” approach. We believe that this view is short-
sighted and fails to do justice to the range of forces and motives 
that drive American politics. That is why we wrote this text.

As we shall explain in the chapters ahead, there is much 
that self-interest cannot explain. Every day, elected officials 
make decisions that do not directly advance their careers. 
Some take politically risky stands on such emotional issues as abortion and the death 
penalty, while many others spend long hours on issues that may have little electoral pay-
off, such as prison reform. Every day, public servants in uniforms and civilian clothes 
make sacrifices for their fellow Americans. Firefighters, police officers, and members of 
the armed forces put their lives on the line, while teachers and social workers often en-
dure poor working conditions and heartbreaking frustrations. Every day, citizens make 

Preface

In our view, no description of American 
government and politics is complete without 
attention to the pursuit of both self-interest 
and public interest.

87897_fm_ptg01_hr_i-xlii.indd   25 11/9/12   12:42 PM

Copyright 2013 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



# 109826   Cust: Cengage Learning / OH / Wadsworth   Au: Bessette/Pitney  Pg. No. xxvi 
Title: American Government and Politics: Deliberation, Democracy and Citizenship     Server:                  

C / M / Y / K 
Short / Normal

DESIGN SERVICES OF

carlisle
Publishing Services

xxvi      PrEFACE

judgments about how well their government advances justice or the broader public 
interest. In open meetings and in the privacy of the voting booth, they often support poli-
cies or programs whose benefits flow to others. In our view, no description of American 
government and politics is complete without attention to the pursuit of both self-interest 
and public interest.

The concept of “deliberative democracy”—which one of us began writing about three 
decades ago and which we elaborate in the first chapter—captures this sometimes messy 
combination of common good and self-interest, of collective reason and power politics. 
Deliberative democracy holds that democracy works best when people embrace the duties 
of citizenship and when informed citizens and public officials deliberate to identify and 
promote the common good. Citizenship, deliberation, and the relationship between the 
two are the themes of this book and they inform each of the following 18 chapters. We look 
at how public officials and ordinary Americans try to reason on the merits of public policy, 
and how they try to serve the public interest. No current American government textbook 
places as much emphasis on deliberation and citizenship.

We understand citizenship as both a legal status and as an idea that encom-
passes civic virtues. As we detail in Chapter  1, these virtues include self-restraint (or 
law- abidingness), self-reliance, civic knowledge, and civic participation and service. 
President Barack Obama captured this idea eloquently in his 2009 inaugural address. He 
honored men and women in the military “not only because they are the guardians of our 

liberty, but because they embody the spirit of service—a will-
ingness to find meaning in something greater than themselves.” 
Saying that this spirit must inhabit all Americans, he added that 
“there is nothing so satisfying to the spirit, so defining of our 
character than giving our all to a difficult task. This is the price 
and the promise of citizenship.”1

Some argue that American politics is not deliberative enough; 
that much political rhetoric in the United States is little more than partisan sniping and that 
Congress and the president too often fail to identify and promote the public good. Here the 
ideal of deliberative democracy serves as a standard by which to judge the political system. 
After reading this textbook, students will be better able to appraise policies, institutions, 
and public figures. They will be equipped to deliberate on contemporary issues and to meet 
the obligations of citizenship.

orGAnizAtion of the BooK
This book has five parts, each consisting of several chapters. Part I, “Principles and Foun-
dations of American Democracy,” examines basic ideas of the American system. As one 
might expect, it includes a discussion of the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, 
and federalism, in Chapters 1 through 3, respectively. Nevertheless, it differs from other 
textbooks in its breadth of coverage of the principles of the founding and in its emphasis on 
The Federalist and other writings of the founding era.

Part I includes a unique chapter. Chapter 4, “E Pluribus Unum: American Citizenship 
and Civic Culture,” focuses on both the legal status of American citizenship and the deeper 
sense of national unity that ties together a large and diverse population. The chapter links 
citizenship to broader ideas about attachments and duties. It shows, for example, how the 
naturalization process highlights both the rights and obligations of American citizenship. 
The chapter describes the unique set of beliefs that Americans have about their relationship 
to government, their country’s place in the world, and their duties to one another. These 
beliefs show up in distinctively American traditions and include individualism, religion, 
patriotism, and community service. One can find these things in other countries, of course, 
but they have special force in American political life.

Many American government textbooks overlook these subjects, which is unfortu-
nate. Because immigration has risen sharply in recent years, about one out of every eight 

Deliberative democracy holds that democracy 
works best when people embrace the duties 
of citizenship and when informed citizens 
and public officials deliberate to identify and 
promote the common good.
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residents of the United States was born in another country. In some states, the ratio is much 
higher: in California, it is at least one out of four.2 Accordingly, a large number of students 
are not yet citizens or have parents who are not yet citizens. For these students, questions 
surrounding the legal status of citizens and resident aliens are central to their lives, and 
for all people in the United States, whether they were born here or elsewhere, immigra-
tion remains a key public policy issue. Similarly, civic culture both touches students indi-
vidually and shapes the country in which they live. Readers of this text will learn how the  
American tradition of community service has influenced issues ranging from tax law to 
welfare reform.3

Part II, “Rights and Liberties,” includes a chapter each on civil liberties and civil rights. 
Each chapter roots its topic in the founding principles and draws attention to how those 
principles unfolded over time. Chapter  5, “Civil Liberties,” includes an extensive treat-
ment of the tension between civil liberties and the demands of war, with particular atten-
tion to the war on terrorism. Chapter 6, “Civil Rights,” elaborates key debates on major 
contemporary issues and focuses attention on whether the Constitution and laws should 
be “color-blind.”

Part III, “Democratic Politics and Public Deliberation,” looks at the structures that 
enable ordinary Americans to take part in politics. Although the topics are the usual 
ones found in most American government texts, as the titles of Chapters  7 through 11 
suggest—“Public Opinion and Political Participation,” “Interest Groups,” “Political Parties,” 
“Elections and Campaigns,” and “Mass Media”—the treatment is strongly tied to our par-
ticular themes of civic responsibility and deliberation.

Part IV, “Governing Institutions,” has chapters on Congress, the presidency, the 
bureaucracy, and the courts. These chapters give special attention to deliberative processes, 
showing how presidents, bureaucrats, lawmakers, and judges reason on the merits of law 
and public policy. More often than many people acknowledge, the decisions of public 
officials are the product of reasoned judgments about the public interest, not simply the 
result of political pressures.

Part V, “The Issues of American Politics,” looks at public policy in the fields of so-
cial welfare, economics, and national security. Responsible citizenship requires knowledge 
of the content of American public policy and the issues at stake in major policy debates. 
In American deliberative democracy, public opinion about social welfare, economic regu-
lation, and national security both informs and constrains deliberation by the governing 
institutions. As Abraham Lincoln once wrote, “In this and like communities, public 
sentiment is everything. With public sentiment, nothing can fail; without it, nothing can 
succeed.”4

instruCtionAl feAtures
Most chapters have the following boxed features:

Myths and Misinformation examines beliefs—often widely shared—that turn out not 
to be true. Deliberation hinges on good information and accurate history, and these boxes 
try to sweep away some of the misconceptions that get in the way. For example, we examine 
legends about what political candidates are supposed to have said of claimed (Chapter 10) 
and protests against nonexistent legislation (Chapter 12).

International Perspectives compares the United States with other nations and con-
sider the viewpoints of people across the globe. In some respects, there are similari-
ties; but the boxes show many ways in which this country differs from the rest of the 
world. For instance, we consider how other countries look at the influence of religion in 
the United States (Chapter 5) and the role of political parties in parliamentary systems 
(Chapter 10).

The Impact of Social Media and Communications Technology is new to this edition 
and provides students with examples of how media sources influence politics, policy de-
cisions, political parties, individuals, and day-to-day government activities. This boxed 
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feature addresses topics such the impact of Facebook on voter mobilization (Chapter 7) 
and the potential impact of the massive Wikileaks document release on national security 
(Chapter 18).

Each chapter also includes the following features:

•	 Chapter outline
•	 Chapter learning objectives
•	 Critical thinking questions called “Major Issues” at the beginning of each section that 

frame the material
•	 Chapter summary
•	 “Test Your Knowledge” quiz
•	 Glossary of key terms
•	 Suggestions for further reading
•	 Web sources

uPDAteD ChAPters: whAt’s new  
in the seConD eDition
American Government and Politics: Deliberation, Democracy, and Citizenship gives special 
attention to political developments since 2010. To include descriptions and analyses of re-
cent events and policy changes, we have updated the narrative. Topics given special atten-
tion include, by chapter:

chapter 1: deliberation and citizenship in service of freedom and democracy

•	 Coverage of the “Arab Spring” of 2011 and the prospects that freedom and democracy 
will spread in North Africa and the Middle East.

•	 An assessment of the ways in which social media empower citizens in tyrannical re-
gimes and can contribute to democratic revolutions.

chapter 2: the american constitution

•	 Streamlined treatment of the events leading up to the Constitutional Convention and 
the debates that occurred there, with a sharpened contrast of the differences between 
the three major plans presented to the delegates.

•	 An overall reduction in the length of the chapter to highlight the key information and 
issues.

•	 A new focus on the importance of written media—newspapers and pamphlets—in 
the ratification debate to encourage thinking about how the forms of communications 
technology affect political deliberation.

chapter 3: federalism

•	 Analysis of the federalism implications of the Affordable Care Act of 2010 and the 
subsequent 2012 decision of the Supreme Court.

•	 Discussion of developments in issues such as gun control, same-sex marriage, and 
higher education.

chapter 4: citizenship and civic culture

•	 Demographic information from the 2010 census.
•	 Examination of recent action on immigration, including the controversial Arizona law 

and the Supreme Court decision striking down some of its provisions.
•	 New survey results on religion, patriotism, and other aspects of American civic culture.
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chapter 5: civil liberties

•	 Coverage of new Supreme Court cases on religious groups at public universities, the 
right of religious organizations to hire and fire ministers, demonstrations at mili-
tary funerals, student protest activities at school-sponsored events, videos depicting 
animal cruelty, violent video games, and the placement by police of GPS devices on 
automobiles to track criminal suspects.

•	 Treatment of the religious freedom issues raised by regulations of the Obama adminis-
tration on mandatory health insurance coverage of birth control drugs and sterilization 
operations.

•	 A new section on the right to keep and bear arms.
•	 Updated coverage of civil liberties issues raised by Obama administration actions in 

the war against al Qaeda.

chapter 6: civil rights

•	 Updated information on EEOC actions to enforce laws that prohibit discrimination 
against the elderly and the disabled.

•	 New material on how federal laws require schools to accommodate the needs of 
students with disabilities.

•	 Updated information on the legal status of same-sex marriage in the United States and 
on the opening of military service to openly gay men and women.

chapter 7: Public opinion and Political Participation

•	 New public opinion data on economic, environmental, and other issues.
•	 Discussion of an innovative “deliberative poll” in California.
•	 Analysis of the role of social media in political mobilization.

chapter 8: interest Groups

•	 Discussion of American Crossroads and Crossroads GPS, outside-spending groups 
that Karl Rove helped organize.

•	 A look at the Internet both as a medium of interest group pressure and an object of 
government regulation.

chapter 9: Political Parties

•	 New data on generational changes in party identification.
•	 Discussion of recent legal changes affecting the role of parties in candidate selection.
•	 Examination of how parties use the Internet and how they raise money in the 

post–Citizens United world.

chapter 10: elections and campaigns

•	 Discussion of Super PACs and other outside spending groups.
•	 Analysis of new election procedures such as instant-runoff voting.
•	 A look at the early stages of the 2012 campaign.

chapter 11: Mass Media

•	 Explanation of how a major news organization botched early coverage of the Supreme 
Court decision on health care.

•	 Analysis of how the new media continue to reshape the news business.
•	 Fresh data on media ownership and audiences.
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chapter 12: congress

•	 Discussion of impact of the 2010 GOP takeover of the House.
•	 The effect of the 2012 congressional elections on leadership positions in the House and 

Senate.
•	 Analysis of how technology increases transparency in Congress.
•	 New information on the great variety of occupations represented by the members of 

Congress.

chapter 13: Presidency

•	 Examination of the impact of divided government in the second half of President 
Obama’s 2009–2013 term.

•	 Expanded analysis of President Obama’s use of signing statements, executive orders, 
recess appointments, executive privilege, and other tools of presidential power.

chapter 14: Bureaucracy and the administrative state

•	 Discussion of recent scandals and their implications for control and oversight of 
administration.

•	 A look at the role of public employee unions in policymaking.

chapter 15: Judiciary

•	 Coverage of the importance of the Supreme Court’s 2012 decision on the Affordable 
Care Act.

•	 Updated information on the Supreme Court workload.
•	 Treatment of the impact of social media on how the Supreme Court is covered and 

whether justices themselves should use social media to educate the public about the 
workings of the Court.

chapter 16: social Policy and the Welfare state

•	 Updated information on the nature and extent of social welfare programs in the United 
States.

•	 Major new section on the passage of the Affordable Care Act of 2010 and the continu-
ing controversy over its implementation.

•	 New material on how American civic values affect social programs in the United States.
•	 Updated coverage on the expansion of school-choice programs.

chapter 17: economic Policy

•	 Expanded analysis of how the federal government is coping with economic stagnation 
and mounting debt.

•	 Updated discussion of the tax burden and its relationship to income inequality.

chapter 18: national security and foreign Policy

•	 A look at Obama administration policies in Libya, Afghanistan, and Iraq.
•	 Recent data on global attitudes toward the United States and American attitudes 

toward international relations.

new to the seConD eDition
Statistics and citations throughout have been carefully updated, and dozens of new photo-
graphs have been added. All the graphs and tables present the most current data available. 
In addition, Chapters  4 and 5 from the first edition have been combined, reducing the 
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overall length of the book. New material on important developments of the past two years 
includes the following: the connection between the “Arab Spring” of 2011 and the principles 
of freedom and democracy that inspired the American founders (Chapter 1); the impact of 
the Supreme Court’s decision on the Affordable Care Act, known to many as “Obamacare,” 
on American federalism (Chapter 3); demographic data from the 2010 census and how it 
connects to immigration, citizenship, and assimilation, as well as new survey results on 
religion, patriotism, and other aspects of American civic culture (Chapter 4); coverage of 
new Supreme Court cases on a range of important civil liberties issues, including freedom 
of religion, freedom of speech, and police behavior (Chapter 5); updated information on 
the legal status of same-sex marriage in the United States and on the opening of military 
service to openly gay men and women (Chapter 6); coverage of innovative “deliberative 
polls” to promote citizens’ deliberation on public issues (Chapter 7); discussion of the im-
portance of new Super PACS in American politics (Chapter 8); examination of how po-
litical parties now use the Internet to get out their message and raise money (Chapter 9); 
analysis of new election procedures such as instant-runoff voting (Chapter 10); analysis of 
the growing influence of social media in American politics (Chapter 11); discussion of the 
impact of the 2012 GOP takeover of the House and of how technology is increasing the 
transparency of Congress (Chapter 12); analysis of the controversy over President Obama’s 
assertion of independent presidential power through military actions, signing statements, 
executive orders, recess appointments, and assertions of executive privilege (Chapter 13); 
the growing impact of public employee unions in policymaking (Chapter  14); cover-
age of the importance of the Supreme Court’s 2012 decision on the Affordable Care Act 
(Chapter 15); extensive treatment of the passage of the Affordable Care Act by Congress 
in 2010 and the continuing controversy over its implementation (Chapter 16); expanded 
analysis of how the federal government is coping with economic stagnation and mounting 
debt (Chapter 17); and coverage of Obama administration policies in Libya, Afghanistan, 
and Iraq (Chapter 18).

suPPleMents for instruCtors
instructor’s edition for Bessette & Pitney’s American Government  
and Politics, 2e
ISBN-13: 9781133940234

Powerlecture DvD with examview® and Joinin® for Bessette & Pitney’s 
American Government and Politics, 2e
ISBN-13: 9781133940180

An all-in-one multimedia resource for class preparation, presentation, and testing, this 
DVD includes Microsoft® PowerPoint® slides, a Test Bank in both Microsoft® Word and 
ExamView® formats, online polling and JoinIn™ clicker questions, an Instructor’s Manual, 
and a Resource Integration Guide. The book-specific slides of lecture outlines, as well as 
photos, figures, and tables from the text, make it easy for you to assemble lectures for your 
course; the media-enhanced slides help bring your lecture to life with audio and video 
clips, with animated learning modules illustrating key concepts, tables, statistical charts, 
graphs, and photos from the book as well as outside sources. The Test Bank, offered in 
Microsoft Word® and ExamView® formats, includes 601 multiple-choice questions with 
answers and page references along with 10 essay questions for each chapter. ExamView® 
features a user-friendly testing environment that allows you to not only publish traditional 
paper and computer-based tests, but also Web-deliverable exams. The Instructor’s Man-
ual includes learning objectives, chapter outlines, summaries, discussion questions, class 
activities and lecture-launching suggestions, key terms and definitions, and suggested 
readings and Web resources. JoinIn™ offers “clicker” questions covering key concepts, en-
abling instructors to incorporate student response systems into their classroom lectures. 
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A Resource Integration Guide provides a chapter-by-chapter outline of all available 
resources to supplement and optimize learning. Contact your Cengage representative to 
receive a copy upon adoption.

Companion web site for Bessette & Pitney’s American Government  
and Politics, 2e
ISBN-13: 9781133939023

This password-protected Web site for instructors features all of the free student assets plus 
an instructor’s manual, book-specific PowerPoint® presentations, JoinIn™ “clicker” ques-
tions, Resource Integration Guide, and a Test Bank. Access your resources by logging into 
your account at www.cengage.com/login.

Political science CourseMate for Bessette & Pitney’s  
American Government and Politics, 2e
ISBN-13: 9781285475974 PAC (Text plus Printed Access card)
ISBN-13: 9781133944874 IAC (Instant Access card)
ISBN-13: 9781133944973 SSO (Single Sign On: Access this resource by logging on to your 
account at: www.cengage.com/login.)

Cengage Learning’s Political Science CourseMate brings course concepts to life with inter-
active learning, study tools, and exam preparation tools that support the printed textbook. 
Use Engagement Tracker to assess student preparation and engagement in the course, and 
watch student comprehension soar as your class works with the textbook-specific Web site. 
An interactive eBook allows students to take notes, highlight, search, and interact with 
embedded media. Other resources include video activities, animated learning modules, 
simulations, case studies, interactive quizzes, and timelines. The American Government 
NewsWatch is a real-time news and information resource, updated daily, that includes in-
teractive maps, videos, podcasts, and hundreds of articles from leading journals, magazines, 
and newspapers from the United States and the world. Also included is the KnowNow! 
American Government Blog, which highlights three current events stories per week and 
consists of a succinct analysis of the story, multimedia, and discussion-starter questions. 
Access your course via www.cengage.com/login.

Coursereader: American Government 0-30 selections
ISBN-13: 9781111479954 PAC (Printed Access Card)
ISBN-13: 9781111479978 IAC (Instant Access Card)

CourseReader: American Government allows you to create your reader, your way, in 
just minutes. This affordable, fully customizable online reader provides access to thou-
sands of permissions-cleared readings, articles, primary sources, and audio and video 
selections from the regularly updated Gale Research Library database. This easy-to-
use solution allows you to search for and select just the material you want for your 
courses. Each selection opens with a descriptive introduction to provide context, and 
concludes with critical-thinking and multiple-choice questions to reinforce key points. 
CourseReader: American Government is loaded with convenient tools like highlight-
ing, printing, note-taking, and downloadable MP3 audio files for each reading. Cours-
eReader: American Government is the perfect complement to any Political Science 
course. It can be bundled with your current textbook, sold alone, or integrated into 
your learning management system. CourseReader: American Government 0-30 allows 
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access to up to 30 selections in the reader. Please contact your Cengage sales represen-
tative for details.

election 2012: An American Government supplement
ISBN-13: 9781285090931 (Printed Access card; available in bundle)
ISBN-13: 9781285420080 (Instant Access card)
ISBN-13: 9781285090924 (Single Sign On)

Written by John Clark and Brian Schaffner, this booklet addresses the 2012  congressional 
and presidential races, with real-time analysis and references. Access your course via 
www.cengage.com/login

Custom enrichment Module: latino-American Politics supplement
ISBN-13: 9781285184296

This revised and updated thirty-two-page supplement uses real examples to detail poli-
tics related to Latino Americans and can be added to your text via our custom publishing 
solutions.

the wadsworth news DvD for American Government 2014
ISBN-13: 9781285053455

This collection of two- to five-minute video clips on relevant political issues serves as a great 
lecture or discussion launcher.

suPPleMents for stuDents, if reQuesteD  
By your instruCtor
Access your online American Government study tools by going directly to 
www.cengagebrain.com.

Political science CourseMate for Bessette & Pitney’s  
American Government and Politics, 2e
ISBN-13: 9781133944874 IAC (Instant Access card)

The more you study, the better the results. Make the most of your study time by accessing 
everything you need to succeed in one place. Read your textbook, take notes, watch videos, 
read case studies, take practice quizzes, and more—online with CourseMate. CourseMate 
also gives you access to the American Government NewsWatch Web site—a real-time news 
and information resource updated daily, and KnowNow!—the go-to blog about current 
events in American Government.

Companion web site for Bessette & Pitney’s  
American Government and Politics, 2e
Access chapter-specific interactive learning tools, including flashcards, quizzes, and more 
in your companion Web site, accessed through www.CengageBrain.com.
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1
OUTLINE
Introduction
Democracy
Freedom and American 
Democracy
Democracy and Freedom  
in the Modern World
Citizenship and Deliberative 
Democracy
Summary

OBJECTIVES
After reading this chapter, you should be able to

•	 Explain	the	difference	between	a	“deliberative”	democracy	and	one	based	
entirely on self-interest.

•	 Define	democracy and	describe	the	various	forms	it	can	take.

•	 Analyze	the	Declaration	of	Independence	by	identifying	and	describing	its	key	
principles.

•	 Describe	how	the	principles	of	the	Declaration	have	influenced	American	history.

•	 Identify	the	major	characteristics	of	liberal	democracies	and	contrast	liberal	
democracies	to	other	kinds	of	political	systems	in	the	modern	world.

•	 Explain	the	knowledge	that	citizens	should	have	to	be	able	to	contribute	to	
decisions	about	the	common	good	in	the	United	States.

Millions of Americans have signed 
up for military service, even knowing 
that they could end up here in 
Arlington National Cemetery. 

Deliberation and Citizenship 
in Service of Freedom 
and Democracy
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INTRODUCTION
Political scientists typically view politics as the balancing of interests. One famous defini-
tion of politics is: “Who gets what, when, how.”1 According to this image, people and groups 
participate in politics to get something for themselves:

•	 Citizens ask their elected representatives for money for local projects (often called “pork”).
•	 Interest groups vie for grants and tax breaks.
•	 Politicians seek reelection and power.

The resulting picture is a vast web of bargains and games, where the players weigh costs 
against benefits and then make their moves accordingly. When they speak of higher prin-
ciples, such as justice or the common good, they are just trying to trick others or cover their 
own tracks.

As political scientists, we have spent many years studying the literature of the “who 
gets what” tradition. As former government staffers in Chicago, Albany, and Washington, 
DC, we have touched the grubbier edges of practical politics, and because of this study and 
experience, we think that self-interest explains a good deal about political life. But we have 
also learned that it does not explain everything.

Lawmakers regularly make decisions that do not directly advance their careers, such as 
voting on obscure bills that have no effect on reelection. Executive officials often work long 
hours to advance the public interest, even when no personal benefits result. Federal judges 
work hard to get the law right in dozens, perhaps hundreds, of cases each year, even though 
such diligence has no effect on salary or tenure, since all serve life terms.

Americans—public officials and citizens—believe in more than their own self- interests, 
and they often act on those beliefs. They believe in and often seek to promote a broader 
“public interest,” which includes principles of justice, the rights of others, and the good of 
the larger community (often called the “common good”). Yes, people disagree about the 
public interest, and self-interest often colors their disagreements, but unless you stretch 
the idea of “self-interest” beyond all sensible meaning, it fails to account for the ideals and 
passions that drive so much of American politics. As two military analysts write of the 
self-interest assumption: “The refusal of some theorists to acknowledge the possibility that 
people might act on the basis of motivations such as duty, honor, or community spirit flies 
in the face of history and, perhaps, personal experience. Those who have committed them-
selves to serve their communities or to defend their country in war may be entitled to find 
this proposition offensive.”2

The pursuit of the public interest, or common good, works in several different ways. 
First, it affects all kinds of direct political activity from voting to high-level decision making. 
When judging candidates for national office, a voter will often consider how they will serve 
the entire nation. In his book Profiles in Courage, John F. Kennedy wrote of politicians who 
defied public opinion for the sake of principle: “Some were ultimately vindicated by a return 
to popularity; many were not.”3 Later, in his inaugural address, Kennedy famously said, “Ask 
not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.” If Americans 
cared only about self-interest, they would have found that passage incomprehensible, not 
inspiring. A few weeks later, Kennedy established the Peace Corps by executive order, and 
thousands followed his call to serve a good greater than themselves.

Second, public policy depends on voluntary compliance with the law. Enforcement is 
necessary, and compliance is imperfect, as a few minutes on the roads will remind us. But 
studies show that fear of punishment is not the main reason for law-abiding behavior.4 Amer-
icans generally stay close to the law’s boundaries because they think it is the right thing to do.

Third, a successful and healthy political community requires voluntary activity beyond 
compliance. Government social services would fail without the private safety net of charity 
and voluntarism. For most of American history, the military has relied on voluntary enlist-
ment. That reliance is remarkable, because joining the military means a willingness to lay 
down one’s life on a battlefield. Nobody has a rational self-interest in violent, painful death. 
In fact, the United States came into being as an independent nation because thousands of 
young men voluntarily risked life and limb (25,000 died) between 1775 and 1781.
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So while this book will address the “low politics” of self-interest and bargaining, it will 
keep returning to the “high politics” of citizenship and deliberation. These and related terms 
deserve some discussion.

Citizenship and Deliberation
Citizenship is a legal status that accords full membership in a political community, but it 
is also an idea that encompasses civic virtues. These virtues are essential elements of good 
citizenship and include the following:

•	 Self-restraint, the control of selfish impulses for the sake of the law or the public good
•	 Self-reliance, the achievement of goals through the efforts of individuals, families, and 

voluntary associations
•	 Civic knowledge, an understanding of government processes, public issues, and social 

conditions
•	 Civic participation and service, activity for the public good, ranging from voting to 

enlisting in the armed forces

Underlying these specific virtues is patriotism, both an emotional and a rational attach-
ment to the nation. Some writers equate patriotism with mindless approval of government 
policies. Here we use it in a different sense, denoting a public spirit strong enough to inspire 
sacrifice. As we shall see in subsequent chapters, patriotism in the United States is grounded 
on beliefs about natural rights, human equality, and self-government. It is a key element of 
American civic culture.

Deliberation consists of reasoning on the merits of public policy, searching for the 
public interest or common good. Citizenship and deliberation have an intimate connec-
tion. Long ago Aristotle defined a citizen as anyone “who has the power to take part in the 
deliberative or judicial administration of any state.”5 Most Americans would likely agree 
that citizens in a democracy have an obligation, a civic duty, to contribute to deliberations 
about the common good. Such contributions can range from informal postings on Internet 
message boards to formal testimony before congressional committees.

Americans also expect their governing institutions to deliberate about the public inter-
est on their behalf. They expect the members of the House of Representatives and Senate 
to reason together in committees, during floor debate, and informally to fashion laws that 
promote the nation’s well-being. They expect the president and his advisers to think long 
and hard about how to secure the nation’s interests in a dangerous world. And they expect 
the nine members of the Supreme Court to deliberate together about the meaning of the 
nation’s Constitution and laws, free from personal interest or bias.

Nevertheless, some argue that American politics is not deliberative enough. Critics 
fault Congress for taking legislative shortcuts at the expense of policy discussion. Political 
rhetoric in Congress and elsewhere sometimes seems to be little more than name-calling 
and partisan sniping. In televised campaign debates, candidates often recite prepared sound 
bites instead of exchanging views. Campaign ads often cast more heat than light.

Although genuine reasoning on the merits of public policy sometimes seems lacking, 
deliberation is common enough and consequential enough that we can describe American 
government as a deliberative democracy, however imperfect. As we will show, those who 
built America’s governing institutions sought to promote rule by reasoned and informed 
majorities operating through representative institutions. When American democracy does 
not work as well as it should, the ideal of deliberative democracy provides a standard for 
judging the political system.

Theories of American Democracy
The study of American government as a deliberative democracy is a relatively new ap-
proach within political science. Until the middle of the twentieth century, political scien-
tists emphasized constitutions and laws when analyzing government. They gave short shrift 
to actual political behavior. But the decades after World War II ushered in a “behavioral 

Citizenship—a legal status that 
accords full membership in a political 
community.

Civic virtue—a virtue that is an 
essential element of good citizenship, 
including self-restraint, self-
reliance, civic knowledge, and civic 
participation and service.

Deliberation—reasoning on the 
merits of public policy, searching for 
the public interest or common good.

Civic duty—any obligation that 
citizens owe to the broader political 
community.

Deliberative democracy—a 
democracy whose institutions are 
designed to promote the rule of 
reasoned and informed majorities, 
usually through representative 
institutions.
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revolution” within political science. New studies appeared that measured public opinion 
and voting behavior and linked them to broader theories of American democracy. Scholars 
examined why men and women sought to serve in government and how they behaved once 
they got there. Political scientists especially highlighted the power of organized interest 
groups in influencing legislators and bureaucrats.

The leading interpretations of Congress at the time reduced lawmaking to bargaining 
among groups, with legislators trading support for each other’s proposals (a practice called 
logrolling). As one of the leading works on American politics noted, “The very essence 
of the legislative process is the willingness to accept trading as a means.”6 Interest groups 
were the fundamental elements of American politics, and vote trading was the only way to 
accommodate their competing desires. In the end, there was no public interest, just group 
interests: “In developing a group interpretation of politics, therefore, we do not need to ac-
count for a totally inclusive interest, because one does not exist.”7

Not all political scientists accepted the accuracy of the group theory of politics, also 
called the pluralist theory of American democracy. Some believed that the decisive influ-
ences in American politics were not interest groups, which often gave voice to the desires 
of large numbers of Americans, but rather a relative handful of elites in government, busi-
ness, the professions, and the media. These elites often thought alike and worked together 
to promote their mutual interests. Some scholars developed an elite theory of politics as an 
alternative to pluralist theory. More recently, many social scientists, adopting methods used 
in the study of economics, have focused on how voters and public officials act rationally to 
achieve their interests. Citizens, legislators, and executive officials are all presumed to be 
“rational actors” who use government and politics to “maximize their utility.” Thus, this 
approach is called rational choice theory.

Under this view, citizens vote for candidates whom they believe will directly benefit 
them (usually economically); and individuals seek office for the salary, perquisites, distinc-
tion, or personal power, but not from a desire to serve the public. Once elected, legislators 
focus their efforts on getting reelected and discover that the best way to do this is to “bring 
home the bacon” from Washington or to help constituents deal with the bureaucracy. Con-
sequently, the members of Congress “display only a modest interest in what goes into bills 
or what their passage accomplishes.”8 Another scholar concluded that “the general, long-
term welfare of the United States is no more than an incidental by-product of the system.”9

When applied to political executives, such as the president of the United States, rational 
choice theory emphasizes gaining, keeping, and wielding power, often with little regard for 
whether or how this benefits the broader political community.

The deliberative democracy approach to American government and politics does not 
reject the insights of these earlier theories but denies that they tell the whole story.10 Here is 
a capsule summary of the theme of this book—a theme that we will use to shed light on the 
topics covered in the following chapters:

Americans believe in more than their own self-interests. They often act politi-
cally on those beliefs by exhibiting the civic virtues of self-restraint, self-reliance, 
civic knowledge, and civic participation. Through their own efforts and those of 
their elected leaders, they often search for the public interest, or common good, 
by reasoning on the merits of public policy. Here the public interest includes ide-
als such as justice and rights. We present this approach as part of what happens 
in  American government and politics every day. Another part of politics is not so 
lofty: citizens, groups, and politicians use politics to promote their narrow self-
interests.  American politics is a messy combination of common good and self-
interest, of collective reason and power politics. We believe that democracy works 
best when the people embrace the duties of citizenship (obligations that one owes 
to other citizens or the community as a whole) and when informed citizens and 
public officials deliberate to identify and promote the common good.

Consider, for example, the effort by the Congress and executive branch to fashion 
a national response to the growing economic crisis in the first weeks of Barack Obama’s 
presidency in 2009. Strong opinions divided Democrats from Republicans, members of the 

Logrolling—when legislators (or 
others) trade support for one 
another’s proposals.

Group theory—the view that a large 
number of diverse groups control 
government and politics and promote 
policies to serve their particular 
interests. (Also called “pluralist 
theory.”)

Pluralist theory—the view that 
a large number of diverse groups 
control government and politics 
and promote policies to serve their 
particular interests. (Also called group 
theory.)theory.)theory

Elite theory—the view that 
government is controlled by a relative 
handful of elites in government, 
business, the professions, and the 
media who often think alike and work 
together to promote their mutual 
interests.

Rational choice theory—a theory 
of politics based on the premise 
that citizens and public officials act 
rationally to serve their personal 
interests.

Logrolling

Duties of citizenship—the 
obligations that citizens owe to one 
another or the community as a whole, 
such as obeying the law.

FOCUS

QUESTION
Does the concept of a “public 

interest,” or “common good,” 

have real meaning; or are these 

just terms that people use to 

justify political preferences that 

serve their personal interests?
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House from those in the Senate, and legislators from executive officials. Yet only a hard-
ened cynic would say that the key players had no concern for the nation’s well-being and 
sought only to advance their private interests. At the same time, many charged that Con-
gress rushed ahead with massive new spending without detailed and careful deliberation. 
Indeed, some legislators complained that they did not even have time to read through the 
final version of the bill before they had to vote. Similarly, when Democrats and Republicans 
split over the president’s ambitious health care proposal, which passed in 2010 with no Re-
publican votes, few doubted that the partisan split reflected genuine differences of view as to 
how best to promote the health and well-being of Americans (see Chapter 16).

Consider also the Obama administration’s decisions regarding how to fight the war 
on terror inherited from the George W. Bush administration. Within a few weeks of tak-
ing office, the new president took steps to revise or undo several Bush policies. Through 
executive orders and other actions, the president suspended military trials of suspected 
terrorists (though these were later reinstated), prohibited waterboarding and other coer-
cive interrogation techniques, ordered the CIA to close secret detention facilities abroad, 
announced that the American detention facility at Guantánamo Bay in Cuba would close 
within a year (which congressional opposition eventually prevented), decided that most 
American troops would be removed from Iraq within 18 months, and authorized that an 
additional 17,000 troops be sent to Afghanistan.

Although Presidents Obama and Bush (and their advisers) reached some different 
judgments about how best to fight the war on terror, few would argue that self-interest ex-
plains their decisions. The American people expect their presidents to be the custodians of 
the nation’s security and would be appalled to learn that a president had made key security 
decisions to promote his personal or political advantage.

By analyzing American government as a deliberative democracy, we are able to rec-
ognize the role that reasoning about the public interest plays in national policy making, to 
spot deficiencies in the deliberative process, and to evaluate how well our governing institu-
tions meet their high responsibilities.

In this book, we will examine the core concepts, principles, practices, and institutions 
that constitute American government and politics, paying close attention to the role of the 
individual citizen and the processes of deliberation that influence public policy. In this chapter, 
we will lay the groundwork for that discussion by explaining the concepts of democracy and 
freedom, by showing how they inspired and guided the founding of the United States, by elab-
orating the founding principles as set forth in the Declaration of Independence, and by placing 
American democracy within the broader context of liberal democracies in the modern world. 
We conclude by detailing the kinds of civic knowledge we seek to convey in this book.

DEMOCRACY
MAJOR ISSUES

• What does “democracy” mean, and what different forms can it take?
• What kind of democracy did the founding generation choose for the United States?
• What institutional and political arrangements does every genuine democracy 

require?

This book is about American democracy. Democracy means simply “rule by the people.” 
The term comes from the ancient Greek city-states of about 2,500 years ago, in which the 
free adult male citizens met periodically in the “assembly” to debate and vote on such mat-
ters as taxes, domestic legislation, choice of public officials, foreign alliances, and even war 
and peace. In Athens, the largest of the city-states, up to 10,000 or more would gather. 
The major alternative to democracy was oligarchy, which usually took the form of rule by 
wealthy families. (The box below lists other forms of political rule in the ancient world.) 
Outside the Greek city-states, monarchy was common.

Democracy—a form of government 
in which the people rule themselves 
either directly or through freely 
elected representatives.
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When the people directly make the key decisions, we call this direct democracy. 
The alternative, which is much more common in the modern world, is representative 
democracy, where the people elect officials to make the laws and other important decisions 
on their behalf.

The Democratic Tradition in the United States
The principles and practices of democracy did not spring forth suddenly at the nation’s 
birth in 1776. When the British settled the American colonies, they brought with them 
democratic ideals and practices. Particularly in New England, the citizens governed them-
selves to a considerable degree from the very beginning. The Mayflower Compact of 1620, 
through which the Pilgrims formally organized themselves into a political society, was the 
beginning of self-government in New England:

We whose names are underwritten . . . having undertaken for the glory of God, 
and advancement of the Christian faith, and the honor of our king and country a 
voyage to plant the first colony in the northern parts of Virginia, do by these pres-
ents solemnly and mutually, in the presence of God and one another, covenant and 
combine ourselves together into a civil body politic, for our better ordering and 
preservation, and furtherance of the ends aforesaid; and by virtue hereof, do en-
act, constitute, and frame such just and equal laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions, 
and officers, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for 
the general good of the colony, unto which we promise all due submission and 
obedience.11

Although the settlers had emigrated from a land where the king and lords wielded 
enormous power, they assumed the right to govern themselves in their new local communi-
ties. This principle of local self-government spread throughout the colonies.

In New England, the adult male citizens met periodically in “town meetings” to de-
bate and vote on common concerns. (This form of direct democracy, now open to all adult 
residents, still exists in some small New England towns.) Nineteenth-century philoso-
pher and poet Ralph Waldo Emerson celebrated this type of government in 1835, on the 
200th anniversary of Concord, Massachusetts. Emerson praised “this open democracy” in 
which “every opinion had utterance.” Here, citizens learned to govern themselves by laying 
taxes, choosing their deputies to the state legislature, disposing of town lands, establishing 
schools, and providing for the poor. The success of these governments, Emerson believed, 
gave “assurance of man’s capacity for self-government.”12

Whatever the virtues of direct democracy at the local level, it was not possible for the 
people throughout a colony to assemble and pass laws. Instead, they elected representatives 
to an assembly, which in most of the colonies shared power with a governor appointed by 
the king. These assemblies imposed taxes, fashioned the criminal code, adopted policies 

Aristocracy Technically, rule by “the best,” but usually understood to mean rule by the nobility

Democracy Rule by the people

Monarchy Rule by one, such as a king

Oligarchy Rule by the few, usually wealthy families

Plutocracy Rule by the wealthy

Theocracy Rule by religious leaders who seek to enforce the will of God

Timocracy Rule based on principles of honor or ownership of property

Tyranny Selfish rule by a single individual or small group with absolute power, 
unrestrained by the law or other institutions

Types of Rule in the Ancient World

Direct democracy—a form of 
government, originally found in 
ancient Greece, in which the people 
directly pass laws and make other key 
decisions.

Representative democracy—a 
form of government in which the 
people choose their leaders through 
free elections in which candidates 
and political parties compete for 
popular support and in which elected 
officials are held accountable for their 
conduct.
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toward religion, and addressed many other matters. Often, the assemblies clashed with the 
royal governors for control of policy.

These early efforts at self-government in the colonies were not full-fledged democra-
cies in the modern sense of the term. All the colonies restricted the vote to men who owned 
some specified amount of property, either in real estate or the cash equivalent. In some 
colonies, free black men could vote along with whites, but in others they could not. John 
Adams, one of the most influential of the American founders, expressed a common view 
when he wrote that those without any property would be “too dependent on other men to 
have a will of their own . . . [and would] vote as they are directed by some man of property.”13

Because all voting at this time was done publicly—secret ballots were not common in the 
United States until the 1880s—the wealthy could intimidate those dependent on them for 
their livelihood to vote as they wished. Nonetheless, property qualifications for voting were 
modest enough that the percentage of free males who could vote ranged from a low of 50% 
in some colonies to as high as 80% in others.14 (We return to the issue of voting qualifica-
tions later in the chapter.)

Despite these restrictions on voting, by 1776 democratic principles and practices were 
deeply rooted in the American colonies.

Why the Framers Chose Representative Democracy
From its inception, American national government has been exclusively a representative 
democracy. Unlike the ancient Athenians, Americans cannot make their own national laws, 
decide whether to go to war, choose military leaders, or form alliances with other countries. 
Of course, in 1787, when the Constitution was written, there was no real choice: direct 
democracy at the national level was not an option because the nation was too large and 
transportation too primitive for the citizens to gather together to debate and vote. Citizens 
would have to go through representatives to make their views known. The American found-
ers called this kind of government a republic, where the people rule themselves through 
elected representatives, and distinguished it from a “pure democracy,” where the people 
“assemble and administer the government in person.”15

The founders believed that direct, or pure, democracy was not only impractical for the 
new nation but also dangerous. James Madison, the Virginian who is sometimes called the 
“Father of the Constitution,” explained why in The Federalist Papers (also called The Federal-
ist), essays he coauthored urging the ratification of the Constitution in 1787 and 1788. “In 
the ancient republics,” Madison wrote, “where the whole body of the people assembled in 
person, a single orator, or an artful statesman, was generally seen to rule with as complete a 
sway as if a scepter had been placed in his single hand.”16 Although ultimate power resided 
with the people, too often skilled orators were able to manipulate public opinion to their 
own views.

Another problem was that majorities in the Greek democracies sometimes used their 
political power to oppress minorities and violate their rights. Madison called this the prob-
lem of majority faction. As he explained in his famous tenth essay in The Federalist, a 
faction is a group of citizens “who are united and actuated by some common impulse of 
passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and ag-
gregate interests of the community.”17 Direct democracies cannot solve the problem of fac-
tion because majorities can easily have their way. History shows that such democracies have 
been “spectacles of turbulence and contention” and “incompatible with personal security or 
the rights of property.”18

Madison argued that representative democracy, or republican government, had two 
great advantages over direct democracy. First, if properly designed, it could “refine and 
enlarge the public views, by passing them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens, 
whose wisdom may best discern the true interest of their country and whose patriotism 
and love of justice will be least likely to sacrifice it to temporary or partial considerations.”19

Elected representatives should neither defer to public opinion nor simply replace public 
views with their own judgments. Instead, they should “refine and enlarge” public opinion 
with their own wisdom, patriotism, and love of justice.

Republic—as the American founders 
used the term, equivalent to a 
representative democracy.

Majority faction—defined by James 
Madison in Federalist 10 as a majority 
of the people brought together by a 
common passion or interest adverse 
to the rights of other citizens or to the 
permanent and aggregate interests of 
the community.
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In effect, representatives would deliberate for their constituents, giving voice to “the cool 
and deliberate sense of the community” that ought to rule in free governments.20 “[I]t may well 
happen,” Madison explained, “that the public voice, pronounced by the representatives of the 
people, will be more consonant to the public good than if pronounced by the people them-
selves, convened for the purpose.”21 A properly designed representative body of elected and 
accountable officials would generally make sounder judgments about the public good, while 
remaining true to underlying public desires, than would the people themselves acting directly.

Another advantage of a representative democracy is that it can extend over a much 
larger territory than can a direct democracy. Consequently, it can include “a greater variety 
of parties and interests,” making it less likely that a majority will come together to oppress 
a minority.22 Madison believed that a majority would seldom come together in such a large 
country, except on principles “of justice and the general good.”23 Contrary to some modern 
interpretations, those who designed American democracy did not reduce politics to the 
mere clash of interests.

To achieve justice and the general good, political leaders would sometimes have to defend 
the people “against their own temporary errors and delusions.”24 Alexander Hamilton, coau-
thor of The Federalist Papers and Madison’s close ally in the ratification struggle, wrote that al-
though “the people commonly intend the public good,” they do not “always reason right about 
the means of promoting it.” At these times, public officials have a “duty . . . to withstand the 
temporary delusion in order to give [the people] time and opportunity for more cool and se-
date reflection.”25 Note that Madison and Hamilton were advocating a temporary resistance to 
unwise public desires, not long-standing opposition. They wanted the leaders to give the peo-
ple a chance to deliberate more fully, to engage in “more cool and sedate reflection.”26 Ideally, 
“reason, justice, and truth” would eventually “regain their authority over the public mind.”27

Direct Democracy in Modern American Politics
Despite the complete absence of direct democracy from American national government, 
some kinds of direct democracy exist today in the United States. As noted earlier, in some 
small New England towns, citizens still gather to debate and decide such matters as the 
town budget, property tax rates, public school financing, police and fire protection, and 
street repair.

A more common form of direct democracy is the use of initiatives and referenda, 
 allowed in about half of the states, mostly in the West. Through these devices, citizens make 
their own laws. Although the terms are often used interchangeably, an initiative allows the 
citizens to draft a proposed law or constitutional amendment and place it on the ballot if 
enough registered voters sign petitions requesting it. A referendum is a proposed law or 
constitutional amendment, usually written by legislators, that is sent to the people for a 
vote. For both initiatives and referenda, the measure becomes law if a majority of voters 
 approve. (A few states require supermajorities, such as three-fifths or two-thirds, to pass 
some measures, such as tax increases.) Between 1898, when South Dakota became the first 
state to allow its citizens to make laws directly, and 2007, citizens placed 2,236 initiatives on 
the ballot in 24 states and passed 908 (41%).28

These devices of direct democracy owe their origin to the progressive movement of 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that attacked political corruption and the 
failure of government to address social ills. Progressives sought to empower citizens to 
combat “political machines” and unresponsive government. Many of their proposals were 
never enacted, but initiatives and referenda remain their lasting legacy.

Applying the Definition: Rule by the People
Not every nation that calls itself a democracy allows the people to rule. A striking example 
is North Korea, whose official name is the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Yet, as 
one of the few remaining Communist countries in the world, North Korea bars opposition 
parties, free elections, or any kind of public opposition to the regime. To isolate its people, 
the government prohibits them from owning cell phones, accessing the Internet, or even 

FOCUS

QUESTION
Can a representative democracy 

be a genuine democracy? Can 

the people truly rule themselves 

if the governing power is held 

not by them directly but by 

elected officials?

Initiative—a proposed state law 
or constitutional amendment that 
appears on the ballot for a popular 
vote if enough registered voters sign 
petitions so requesting. (See also 
Referendum.)

Referendum—a proposed law or 
constitutional amendment, usually 
written by legislators, that is sent 
to the people for a vote. (See also 
Initiative.)

Progressive movement—a political 
reform movement of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries that attacked political 
corruption and the failure of 
government to address social ills.
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listening to foreign radio stations.29 How, then, 
can the leaders of North Korea possibly con-
sider it a democracy? They do so because they 
claim that the government serves the true in-
terests of the people—even though the people 
have no say in the decision-making process.

This understanding of democracy is a far 
cry from what is perhaps the best short defini-
tion, penned by Abraham Lincoln at the end of 
his Gettysburg Address of 1863: “government 
of the people, by the people, for the  people.” 
Democracy requires more than that some rul-
ing elite govern for the people.  Democratic 
government must also emerge out of the peo-
ple and be exercised by the people.

This is the principle of popular 
 sovereignty: that all political power derives 
from the people. The United States was the 
first modern nation to embrace it. As the 
Declaration of Independence famously states, 
“Governments are instituted among Men,  
deriving their just Powers from the Consent 
of the Governed.” And, as the Preamble to the 
Constitution announced in 1787, “We, the 
people of the United States . . . do ordain and 
establish this Constitution for the United States of America.” Today, many nations in the 
world ground their governing institutions on the principle of popular sovereignty, and oth-
ers give it at least lip service.

Free Elections and Democratic Accountability
In a genuine democracy, the people can form political parties to advance their goals, try to 
persuade their fellow citizens through a free press and media, and vote for candidates of 
their choice without fear or intimidation. No government that denies these freedoms is a 
true democracy, even if it carries out elections of some sort. If government bans opposition 
parties or denies them access to the airwaves to spread their message, it undermines true 
self-government.

Also, democratic peoples use open communications and free elections to hold their 
officials accountable for their actions. “Every magistrate,” Hamilton wrote, “ought to be 
personally responsible for his behavior in office.”30 Elected officials are directly accountable 
when they present themselves for reelection. Top appointed officials are indirectly account-
able to the people through their elected superiors.

Democracies can face danger from elected leaders who subvert the system to prolong 
their power. An infamous case is Adolf Hitler, who democratically gained power in  Germany 
in the 1930s but then made himself an all-powerful “Führer” and dictator. More recently, 
a U.S. State Department official warned of “those who would use the democratic process 
to come to power, only to destroy that very process in order to retain power and political 
dominance. While we believe in the principle ‘one person, one vote,’ we do not support 
‘one person, one vote, one time.’ ”31 It is not enough to elect leaders one time.  Democracy 
requires a process of ongoing accountability to the people.

Democracy, then, refers broadly to the means, or mechanisms, of government by which 
the people rule themselves. It requires free elections in which candidates and political par-
ties compete for popular support and in which public officials are held accountable for their 
conduct. The term democracy does not, itself, specify the ends or purposes of government. 
These can differ from one democracy to another, and they can change over time. We begin 
with the goals of American democracy and then examine democracies elsewhere.

the words of Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, delivered on November 19, 
1863, are etched on the wall of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC. the 
speech contains perhaps the best-known short definition of democracy: government 
of the people, by the people, for the people. 
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Popular sovereignty—the principle 
that all political power derives from 
the people.
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