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In 2012, American voters
reelected President
Barack Obama, a Democrat. In 2014, voters elected 
Republican majorities to both the House and the Senate. 
You may be puzzled about why voters divide political 
power in Washington. And you might also wonder why 
our political system permits, and even encourages, such 
mixed verdicts. We have found that election results like 
these lead many students to conclude that government in 
America is incredibly complex and hard to make sense of. 
We are not going to make false promises and tell you that 
American government is easy to understand. However, we 
do intend to provide you with a clear roadmap to under-
standing our complex political system.

The framers of our Constitution could have designed 
a much simpler system, but they purposely built in com-
plexities as insurance against the concentration of power. 
Despite these complexities, many of the founders, such as 
Jefferson, were confident that the American people would 
be able to navigate their constitutional system and effec-
tively govern themselves within it. In writing this book, we 
are similarly confident that young adults in the twenty-
first century can participate effectively in our democracy.

The major message that we convey in this book is that 
politics and government matter to everyone. Government 
in America explains how policy choices make a difference 
and shape the kind of country in which we live. We will 
show you how these choices affect the taxes we pay, the 
wars we fight, the quality of our environment, and many 
other critical aspects of our lives.

Students often ask us whether we are trying to convey 
a liberal or conservative message in this book. The answer 
is that our goal is to explain the major viewpoints, how 
they differ, and how such differences matter. We wish to 
give you the tools to understand American politics and 
government. Once you have these tools, you can make 
your own judgment about policy choices and become a 
well-informed participant in our democratic process. In 
the twenty-first century, it is often said that “knowledge is 
power.” We sincerely hope that the knowledge conveyed in 
this book will help you exercise your fair share of political 
power in the years to come.
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In 2008, the United States
elected Barack Obama as
president in the hope of making progress on a host of issues, including the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the worst economic crisis since the Great 
Depression, immigration, climate change, and health care. Some changes did 
occur: health care reform expanded health insurance coverage to millions of 
Americans and protected millions of others against abuses by insurance com-
panies; new regulations on Wall Street were put in place in the wake of the 
financial crisis of 2008; and immigration policy limited the deportation of 
young illegal immigrants.

More generally, however, the nation faced gridlock, especially follow-
ing the substantial Republican gains in the 2010 congressional elections. The 
national government even came close to defaulting on its debt. Democrats and 
Republicans have been further apart in their thinking about the role of gov-
ernment than at any time since Reconstruction, and Republicans have pledged 
to undo the Democrats’ health care reform.

The 2014 Elections and Updates Edition of Government in America 
explains the reasons we have such a difficult time resolving differences over 
public policy and the stakes we all have in finding solutions to the challenges 
facing our nation. We frame its content with a public policy approach to 
government in the United States and continually ask—and answer—the ques-
tion, “What difference does politics make to the policies that governments 
produce?” It is one thing to describe the Madisonian system of checks and bal-
ances and separation of powers or the elaborate and unusual federal system of 
government in the United States; it is something else to ask how these features 
of our constitutional structure affect the policies that governments generate.

The essence of our approach to American government and politics is that 
politics matters. The national government provides important services, ranging 
from retirement security and health care to recreation facilities and weather 
forecasts. The government may also send us to war or negotiate peace with 
our adversaries, expand or restrict our freedom, raise or lower our taxes, and 
increase or decrease aid to education. In the twenty-first century, decision mak-
ers of both political parties are facing difficult questions regarding American 
democracy and the scope of our government. Students need a framework for 
understanding these questions.

We do not discuss policy at the expense of politics, however. We provide exten-
sive coverage of four core subject areas: constitutional foundations, patterns 
of political behavior, political institutions, and public policy outputs; but we 
try to do so in a more analytically significant—and interesting—manner. 
We take special pride in introducing students to relevant work from current 
political scientists, for example, on the role of PACs and SuperPACs or the 
impact of divided party government—something we have found instructors 
to appreciate.
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New to This Update
Government in America, 2014 Elections and Updates Edition, has been revised 
and updated to reflect recent changes—often of a historic magnitude—
in politics, policy, and participation. The revisions focus on updates in the 
following areas:

•	 The 2014 congressional elections
•	 Recent Supreme Court decisions, ranging from searches and seizures to 

same-sex marriage.
•	 The Obama administration
•	 Current policies, including health care reform and conflict in the Middle East
•	 Recent events with significant political implications 
•	 The 2012 presidential election, incorporating additional data and the 

most recent scholarly studies

Naturally, we have full up-to-the-minute coverage of the 2014 congres-
sional elections and of the latest Supreme Court decisions on civil liberties, 
civil rights, federalism, and congressional and presidential powers. The updat-
ing of Supreme Court decisions includes recent key decisions such as those 
on the conflict between religious views and insurance mandates, searches and 
seizures, and same-sex marriage.

In addition, we have devoted attention to recent events with significant 
political implications such as Edward Snowden and leaked national security 
documents; changes in the rules on women in combat, the Senate filibuster, 
and on campaign contributions; and the clash over the legalization of mari-
juana. The historic struggles over the budget and national debt, health care 
reform, economic policy, and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan also receive 
significant coverage.

In our chapter on the presidency and throughout the book, we have broad 
coverage of the Obama administration and current policies, in areas ranging 
from budgetary policy and relations with Congress in this era of polarization to 
foreign policy challenges such as the upheaval in the Middle East. The entire chap-
ter on the core issue of the budget has been thoroughly updated to reflect the 
central importance of taxing and spending in American government and the core 
issues of the fiscal and debt crises. We have the latest on all the policies we cover, 
from health care reform and Medicare to the war in Afghanistan and relations 
with Iran.

All of the figures and tables reflect the latest available data. Since the 
last edition, we have been able to incorporate updated data related to the 2012 
presidential election, and the most recent scholarly studies. We take pride in 
continuously improving our graphical presentations of this data.

REVEL™
Educational technology designed for the way 
today’s students read, think, and learn
When students are engaged deeply, they learn more effectively and perform 
better in their courses. This simple fact inspired the creation of REVEL: an 
immersive learning experience designed for the way today’s students read, 
think, and learn. Built in collaboration with educators and students nation-
wide, REVEL is the newest, fully digital way to deliver respected Pearson 
content.
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REVEL enlivens course content with media interactives and assessments—
integrated directly within the authors’ narrative—that provide opportunities 
for students to read about and practice course material in tandem. This immer-
sive educational technology boosts student engagement, which leads to better 
understanding of concepts and improved performance throughout the course.
Learn more about REVEL <http://www.pearsonhighered.com/revel/>

Themes and Features
Government in America follows two central themes. The first great question 
central to governing, a question every nation must answer, is, How should we 
govern? In the United States, our answer is “by democracy.” Yet democracy is 
an evolving and somewhat ambiguous concept. The first theme, then, is the 
nature of our democracy. In Chapter 1, we define democracy as a means of 
selecting policymakers and of organizing government so that policy represents 
and responds to citizens’ preferences. As with previous editions, we incor-
porate theoretical issues in our discussions of different models of American 
democracy. We try to encourage students to think analytically about the theo-
ries and to develop independent assessments of how well the American system 
lives up to citizens’ expectations of democratic government. To help them do 
this, in every chapter we raise questions about democracy. For example, does 
Congress give the American people the policies they want? Is a strong presi-
dency good for democracy? Does our mass media make us more democratic? 
Are powerful courts that make policy decisions compatible with democracy?

The second theme, the scope of government, focuses on another great 
question of governing: What should government do? Here we discuss alternative 
views concerning the proper role and size for American government and how 
the workings of institutions and politics influence this scope. The government’s 
scope is the core question around which politics revolves in contemporary 
America, pervading many crucial issues: To what degree should Washington 
impose national standards for health care or speed limits on state policies? 
How high should taxes be? Do elections encourage politicians to promise more 
governmental services? Questions about the scope of government are policy 
questions and thus obviously directly related to our policy approach. Since the 
scope of government is the pervasive question in American politics today, stu-
dents will have little problem finding it relevant to their lives and interests.

Each chapter begins with a preview of the relevancy of our two themes to 
the chapter’s subject matter, refers to the themes at points within the chapter, 
and ends with an “Understanding” section that discusses how the themes illu-
minate that subject matter.

Our coverage of American government and politics is comprehensive. 
First, we present an introductory chapter that lays out the dimensions of our 
policymaking system and introduces our themes of democracy and the scope 
of government. Next, we provide four chapters on the constitutional founda-
tions of American government, including the Constitution, federalism, civil 
liberties, and civil rights. We then offer five chapters focusing on influences 
on government, including public opinion, the media, interest groups, political 
parties, and elections and voting behavior.

Our next five chapters focus on the workings of the national government. 
These chapters include Congress, the president, budgeting (at the core of 
many issues before policymakers), the federal courts, and the federal bureau-
cracy. Finally, we present three chapters on the decisions policymakers take 
and the issues they face. First are economic and social welfare policies, then 

http://www.pearsonhighered.com/revel/


come health care, environmental protection, and energy policies, and finally, 
we focus on national security policy.

Our features support our fundamental idea that politics matters and 
engage students in important political and policy issues.

•	 Chapter-opening vignettes make the subject matter of each chapter as 
relevant as possible to current concerns and pique student interest. From 
the first chapter, we emphasize the significance of government to young 
people and the importance of their participation.

•	 The classic You Are the Policymaker asks students to read arguments 
on both sides of a current issue—such as whether we should prohibit 
PACs—and then to make a policy decision. In Chapters 4 and 5 (Civil 
Liberties and Civil Rights), this feature is titled You Are the Judge and 
presents the student with an actual court case.

•	 The America in Perspective feature examines how the United States 
compares to other countries on topics such as tax rates, voter turnout, and 
the delivery of public services. By reading these boxes and comparing the 
United States to other nations, students can obtain a better perspective on 
the size of our government and the nature of democracy. Instructors report 
that this feature provides them with especially useful teaching points.

•	 Several times in each chapter, Why It Matters to You insets encourage 
students to think critically about an aspect of government, politics, or 
policy and to consider the repercussions—including for themselves—if 
things worked differently. Each Why It Matters to You feature extends the 
book’s policy emphasis to situate it directly within the context of students’ 
daily lives.

•	 The popular Young People & Politics feature illustrates how policies 
specifically impact young adults, how their political behavior patterns are 
unique and important, and how public officials are meeting or ignoring 
their particular policy desires.

Every chapter includes a marginal glossary to support students’ understand-
ing of new and important concepts at first encounter. For easy reference, key 
terms from the marginal glossary are repeated at the end of each chapter and 
in the end-of-book glossary. Unique to Government in America, we also include 
a key term glossary in Spanish.

We hope that students—long after reading Government in America—will 
employ these perennial questions about the nature of our democracy and the 
scope of our government when they examine political events. The specifics 
of policy issues will change, but questions about whether the government is 
responsive to the people or whether it should expand or contract its scope will 
always be with us.
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1968 they had the chance to “send a message” to Washington—a message of support 
for tougher law and order measures, which is still being felt to this day. Ross Perot used 
his saturation of the TV airwaves in 1992 to ensure that the issue of the federal de  cit 
was not ignored in the campaign. And in 2000, Green Party candidate Ralph Nader 
forced more attention on environmental issues and ultimately cost Gore the presidency 
by drawing away a small percentage of liberal votes. 

  Despite the regular appearance of third parties, the two-party system is   rmly 
entrenched in American politics. Would it make a di� erence if America had a multi-
party system, as so many European countries have? � e answer is clearly yes. � e most 
obvious consequence of two-party governance is the moderation of political con� ict. If 
America had many parties, each would have to make a special appeal in order to stand 
out from the crowd. It is not hard to imagine what a multiparty system might look like in 
the United States. Quite possibly, African American groups would form their own party, 
pressing vigorously for racial equality. Environmentalists could constitute another party, 
vowing to clean up the rivers, oppose nuclear power, and save the wilderness. America 
could have religious parties, union-based parties, farmers’ parties, and all sorts of others. 
As in some European countries, there could be half a dozen or more parties represented 
in Congress (see “America in Perspective: Multiparty Systems in Other Countries”).   

  winner-take-all system 
  An electoral system in which legis-
lative seats are awarded only to the 
candidates who come in first in their 
constituencies.   

  proportional representation 
  An electoral system used throughout 
most of Europe that awards legisla-
tive seats to political parties in propor-
tion to the number of votes won in an 
election.   

  coalition government 
  When two or more parties join 
together to form a majority in a 
national legislature. This form of gov-
ernment is quite common in the mul-
tiparty systems of Europe.   

 Multiparty Systems in Other Countries 

 One of the major reasons why the United States 
has only two parties represented in government 

is structural. America has a  winner-take-all system , 
in which whoever gets the most votes wins the elec-
tion. There are no prizes awarded for second or third 
place. Suppose there are three parties: one receives 
45 percent of the vote, another 40 percent, and the third 
15 percent. Although it got less than a majority, the party 
that finished first is declared the winner. The others are 
left out in the cold. In this way, the American system dis-
courages small parties. Unless a party wins, there is no 
reward for the votes it gets. Thus, it makes more sense 
for a small party to merge with one of the major parties 
than to struggle on its own with little hope. In this exam-
ple, the second- and third-place parties might merge (if 
they can reach an agreement on policy) to challenge the 
governing party in the next election.   

  I n  a  sys tem tha t  emp loys   proport iona l 
 representation , however, such a merger would not be 
necessary. Under this system, which is used in most 
European countries, legislative seats are allocated 
according to each party’s percentage of the nationwide 
vote. If a party wins 15 percent of the vote, then it 
receives 15 percent of the seats. Even a small party can 
use its voice in Parliament to be a thorn in the side of 
the government, standing up strongly for its principles. 
Such has often been the role of the Greens in Germany, 
who are ardent environmentalists. After the 2002 
German election they formed a  coalition  government  
along with Germany’s Social Democratic Party. Together 
the coalition controlled over half the seats in the 
German parliament for three years. Coalition govern-
ments are common in Europe. Italy has regularly been 
ruled by coalition governments since the end of World 
War II, for example.     

   Even with proportional representation, not every 
party gets represented in the legislature. To be awarded 
seats, a party must exceed a certain minimal percent-
age of votes, which varies from country to country. 
Israel has one of the lowest thresholds at 2 percent. 
This explains why there are always so many parties 
represented in the Israeli Knesset—12 as of 2012. The 
founders of Israel’s system wanted to make sure that 
all points of view were represented, but sometimes this 
has turned into a nightmare, with small extremist par-
ties holding the balance of power. 

 Parties have to develop their own unique identities 
to appeal to voters in a multiparty system. This requires 
strong stands on the issues, but after the election 
 compromises must be made to form a coalition govern-
ment. If an agreement cannot be reached on the major 
issues, the coalition is in trouble. Sometimes a new 
coalition can be formed; other times the result is the 
calling of a new election. In either case, it is clear that 
proportional representation systems are more fluid than 
the two-party system in the United States. 

  CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS 
1. If the United States adopted a form of pro-

portional representation, what new parties 
do you think would be formed and would 
become important players?   

2. Do you think your political views would end 
up being better represented if we had pro-
portional representation and there were more 
viable parties to choose from on Election Day? 
If so, how?    

 America in Perspective 



Supplements
Make more time for your students with instructor resources that offer effec-
tive learning assessments and classroom engagement. Pearson’s partnership 
with educators does not end with the delivery of course materials; Pearson is 
there with you on the first day of class and beyond. A dedicated team of local 
Pearson representatives will work with you to not only choose course materials 
but also integrate them into your class and assess their effectiveness. Our goal 
is your goal—to improve instruction with each semester.

Pearson is pleased to offer the following resources to qualified adopters of 
Government in America. Several of these supplements are available to instantly 
download on the Instructor Resource Center (IRC); please visit the IRC at 
www.pearsonhighered.com/irc to register for access.

TEST BANK. Evaluate learning at every level. Reviewed for clarity and 
accuracy, the Test Bank measures this book’s learning objectives with 
multiple choice, true/false, fill-in-the-blank, short answer, and essay ques-
tions. You can easily customize the assessment to work in any major learning 
management system and to match what is covered in your course. Word, 
Blackboard, and WebCT versions available on the IRC and Respondus 
versions available upon request from www.respondus.com.

PEARSON MYTEST. This powerful assessment generation program includes 
all of the questions in the Test Bank. Quizzes and exams can be easily 
authored and saved online and then printed for classroom use, giving you 
ultimate flexibility to manage assessments anytime and anywhere. To learn 
more, visit www.pearsonhighered.com/mytest.

INSTRUCTOR’S MANUAL. Create a comprehensive roadmap for teach-
ing classroom, online, or hybrid courses. Designed for new and experienced 
instructors, the Instructor’s Manual includes a sample syllabus, lecture and 
discussion suggestions, activities for in or out of class and essays on teaching 
American Government. Available on the IRC.

POWERPOINT PRESENTATION WITH CLASSROOM RESPONSE 
SYSTEM (CRS). Make lectures more enriching for students. The PowerPoint 
Presentation includes a full lecture script, discussion questions, and photos 
and figures from the book. With integrated clicker questions, get immediate 
feedback on what your students are learning during a lecture. Available on 
the IRC.
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1.2
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government, 
p. 10.
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can have 
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policy and 
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1.4

Identify the 
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democracy 
faces today, 
p. 14.

1.5

Outline the 
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arguments of 
the debate in 
America over 
the proper 
scope of 
government, 
p. 23.

OLITICS AND GOVERNMENT MATTER—that is the single most important 
message of this book. Consider, for example, the following list of ways that 
government and politics may have already impacted your life:

•	Chances are pretty good that you or someone in your family has recently  
    been the recipient of one of the 80 million payments made to individuals by 

the federal government every month. In 2014, nearly 20 percent of the money that went into 
Americans’ wallets was from government payments like jobless benefits, food stamps, Social 
Security payments, veterans’ benefits, and so on.

•	 Any public schools you attended were prohibited by the federal government from 
discriminating against females and minorities and from holding prayer sessions led by school 
officials. Municipal school boards regulated your education, and the state certified and paid 
your teachers.

•	 The ages at which you could get your driver’s license, drink alcohol, and vote were all 
determined by state and federal governments.

•	 Before you could get a job, the federal government had to issue you a Social Security 
number, and you have been paying Social Security taxes every month that you have been 
employed. If you worked at a low-paying job, your starting wages were likely determined by 
state and federal minimum-wage laws.

P



Our political leaders play a symbolic role in representing our nation—
one that transcends partisan affiliation. Here, Democrats Barack Obama 
and Hillary Clinton and Republicans George W. and Laura Bush are 
shown arriving in South Africa to represent the United States at Nelson 
Mandela’s funeral in December 2013.
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•	 As a college student, you may be drawing student loans financed by the government. 
The government even dictates certain school holidays.

•	 Even though gasoline prices have risen substantially in recent years, federal policy 
continues to make it possible for you to drive long distances relatively cheaply 
compared to citizens in most other countries. In many other advanced industrialized 
nations, such as England and Japan, gasoline is twice as expensive as in the United 
States because of the high taxes their governments impose on fuel.

•	 If you apply to rent an apartment, by federal law landlords cannot discriminate against 
you because of your race or religion.

This list could, of course, be greatly extended. And it helps explain the importance 
of politics and government. As Barack Obama said when he first ran for public office in 
1993, “Politics does matter. It can make the difference in terms of a benefits check. It can 
make the difference in terms of school funding. Citizens can’t just remove themselves 
from that process. They actually have to engage themselves and not just leave it to the 
professionals.”1

More than any other recent presidential campaign, Obama’s 2008 run for the White 
House was widely viewed as having turned many young Americans on to politics. Time mag-
azine even labeled 2008 as the “Year of the Youth Vote,” noting that Obama was “tapping into 
a broad audience of energized young voters hungry for change.”2 And young people did more 
than display enthusiasm at massive rallies for Obama. By supporting Obama by a two-to-one 
margin, they provided him with a key edge in the election. Many observers proclaimed that 
the stereotype of politically apathetic American youth should finally be put to rest.

Stereotypes can be outdated or even off the mark; unfortunately, the perception that 
young Americans are less engaged in politics than older people has been and continues 
to be supported by solid evidence. Whether because they think that politicians don’t lis-
ten to them, that they can’t make a difference, that the political system is corrupt, or they 
just don’t care, many young Americans are clearly apathetic about public affairs. And while 
political apathy isn’t restricted to young people, a tremendous gap has opened up between 
young adults and the elderly on measures of political interest, knowledge, and participation. 
It cannot be emphasized enough that such a gap has not always existed. Consider some 
data from the National Election Study, a nationally representative survey conducted each 
presidential election year since 1952.

In 2012, when the National Election Study asked a nationwide sample of people about 
their general level of interest in politics, roughly half of Americans under the age of 30 
said  they paid infrequent attention to politics and elections compared to just 17 percent 
among those over the age of 65. One might think that this is a normal pattern, with young 
people always expressing less interest in politics than older people. But notice in Figure 1.1 
that in the 1970s there was no generation gap in political interest. Something has happened 
in the years since that has resulted in young adults being substantially less interested in 
politics than the elderly.

Lack of interest often leads to lack of information. The National Election Study asks a 
number of political knowledge questions. Figure 1.2 shows the average percentage of cor-
rect answers for age groups in 1972 and 2012. In 2012 young people were correct only 37 
percent of the time, whereas people over 65 were correct 57 percent of the time. Whether 
the question concerned identifying partisan control of the House and Senate, or accurately 
estimating the unemployment rate, or identifying prominent politicians, the result was the 
same in 2012: Young people were less knowledgeable than the elderly. This pattern of age 
differences in political knowledge has been found time and time again in surveys in recent 
years.3 By contrast, Figure 1.2 shows that in 1972 there was virtually no pattern by age, with 
those under 30 scoring 4 percent higher than those over 65.4

Thomas Jefferson once said that there has never been, nor ever will be, a people who 
are politically ignorant and free. If this is indeed the case, write Stephen Bennett and Eric 
Rademacher, then “we can legitimately wonder what the future holds” if young people 
“remain as uninformed as they are about government and public affairs.”5 While this may 
well be an overreaction, there definitely are important consequences when citizens lack 
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political information. In What Americans Know About Politics and Why It Matters, Michael 
Delli Carpini and Scott Keeter make a strong case for the importance of staying informed 
about public affairs. Political knowledge, they argue, (1) fosters civic virtues, such as politi-
cal tolerance; (2) helps citizens to identify what policies would truly benefit them and then 
incorporate this information in their voting behavior; and (3) promotes active participation 
in politics.6 If you’ve been reading about the debate on immigration reform, for example, 
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F igure 1 .1   Political Apathy Among Young and Old Americans, 1972–2012
In every presidential election from 1972 to 2012, the American National Election Studies has 
asked a cross-section of the public how often they follow what’s going on in government and 
public affairs. Below we have graphed the percentage who said they followed politics on an 
infrequent basis. Lack of political interest among young people hit a record high during the 2000 
campaign between Bush and Gore, when over two-thirds said they rarely followed public affairs. 
Since then, political interest among young people has recovered somewhat; however, compared 
to senior citizens, they are still much more likely to report low political interest.

Source: Authors’ analysis of 1972–2012 American National Election Studies data.
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F igure 1 .2   Age and Political Knowledge, 1972 and 2012
This figure shows the percentage of correct answers to five questions in 1972 and twelve 
questions in 2012 by age group. In 1972, the relationship between age and political knowledge 
was basically flat: each age group displayed roughly the same level of information about basic 
political facts, such as which party currently had more seats in the House of Representatives. 
By 2012, the picture had changed quite dramatically, with young people being substantially less 
likely to know the answer to such questions than older people.

Source: Authors’ analysis of 1972 and 2012 National Election Studies data.
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you’ll be able to understand the proposed legislation, and that knowledge will then help you 
identify and vote for candidates whose views agree with yours.

As you will see throughout this book, those who participate in the political process are 
more likely to benefit from government programs and policies. Young people often com-
plain that the elderly have far more political clout than they do—turnout statistics make 
clear why this is the case. As shown in Figure 1.3, in recent decades the voter turnout rate 
for people under 25 has consistently been much lower than that for senior citizens, particu-
larly for midterm elections. Whereas turnout rates for the young have generally been going 
down, turnout among people over 65 years of age has actually gone up slightly since 1972. 
Political scientists used to write that the frailties of old age led to a decline in turnout after 
age 60; now such a decline occurs only after 80 years of age. Greater access to medical 
care because of the passage of Medicare in 1965 must surely be given some of the credit 
for this change. Who says politics doesn’t make a difference?

More than any other age group, the elderly know that they have much at stake in every 
election, with much of the federal budget now devoted to programs that help them, such as 
Medicare and Social Security. In recent decades these programs have consumed more and 
more of the federal domestic (non-military) budget as the population has aged and the costs 
of medical care have skyrocketed. Furthermore, they are projected to continue to grow as the 
baby boom generation retires. In contrast, the share of domestic federal spending that bene-
fits children, though substantial, has generally declined. Julia Isaacs et al. estimate that in 2020 
spending on Social Security benefits and health care for the elderly will make up 51 percent of 
domestic federal spending, as compared to just 11 percent for programs that benefit children.7
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F igure 1 .3   Election Turnout Rates of Young and Old Americans, 
1972–2012
This graph shows the turnout gap between young and old Americans in all presidential and 
midterm elections from 1972 through 2012. The sawtooth pattern of both lines illustrates how 
turnout always drops off between a presidential election and a midterm congressional election 
(e.g., from 2008 to 2010). The ups and downs in the graph are much more evident among young 
people because they are less interested in politics and hence less likely to be regular voters. In 
2008, turnout among young people rose to the highest level since 1972, spurred by a surge of 
participation by minority youth. Record rates of turnout were set by young African Americans, 
who for the first time had a higher turnout rate than young whites, and by young Hispanics and 
Asian Americans. The 2010 election, however, saw a sharp drop-off in youth turnout. Some, but 
not all, of these young voters came back to the polls in 2012. If the normal pattern holds, young 
people’s turnout in 2014 will be quite low—probably only about 20 percent—whereas turnout 
among senior citizens is likely to be roughly three times that high.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Surveys.
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Of course, today’s youth have not had any policy impact them in the way that, say, the 
introduction of Medicare or the military draft and the Vietnam War affected previous genera-
tions. However, the causes of young people’s political apathy probably run deeper. Today’s 
young adults have grown up in an environment in which news about political events has 
been increasingly more avoidable than in the past. When CBS, NBC, and ABC dominated 
the airwaves, in the 1960s and 1970s, their extensive coverage of presidential speeches, 
political conventions, and presidential debates frequently left little else to watch on TV. As 
channels proliferated over subsequent decades, it became much easier to avoid exposure 
to politics by switching the channel—and of course the Internet has exponentially broad-
ened the choices. Major political events were once shared national experiences. But for 
many young adults today, September 11, 2001, represents the only time that they closely 
followed a major national event along with everyone else.

Consider some contrasting statistics about audiences for presidential speeches. Presidents 
Nixon, Ford, and Carter all got an average Nielsen rating of 50 for their televised addresses, 
meaning that half the population was watching. In contrast, President Obama averaged only 
about 23 for his nationally televised appearances from 2009 to 2014, despite the public’s anxi-
ety about the economy.8 Political conventions, which once received more TV coverage than 
the Summer Olympics, have been relegated to an hour per night and draw abysmal ratings. 
The 2008 and 2012 presidential debates averaged a respectable Nielsen rating of 37, but this 
was only about three-fifths of the size of the typical audience from 1960 to 1980.

In sum, young people today have never known a time when most citizens paid attention 
to major political events. As a result, most of them have yet to get into the habit of follow-
ing and participating in politics. In a 2012 Pew Research Center survey, 24 percent of young 
adults said they enjoyed keeping up with the news, compared to 58 percent of senior 
citizens. And young people have grown up in a fragmented media environment in which 
hundreds of TV channels and millions of Internet sites have provided them with a rich and 
varied socialization experience but have also enabled them to easily avoid political events. 
It has become particularly difficult to convince a generation that has channel and Internet 
surfed all their lives that politics really does matter.

How will further expansion of channels and, especially, blogs and other Web sites, affect 
youth interest in and knowledge of politics? Political scientists see both opportunities and 

The narrow 537-vote margin by which George W. Bush carried the state of Florida in 2000 
proved the old adage that “every vote counts.” Here, an election official strains to figure out 
how to interpret a voter’s punch in the tedious process of recounting ballots by hand.
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1.1

1.4

1.2

1.3

1.5

1.1

Government

government
The institutions through which public 
policies are made for a society.

he institutions that make public policy decisions for a society are collectively 
known as government. In the case of our own national government, these 
institutions are Congress, the president, the courts, and federal administra-
tive agencies (“the bureaucracy”). Thousands of state and local governments 

also decide on policies that influence our lives. There are about 500,000 elected officials 
in the United States. Thus, policies that affect you are being made almost constantly.

Identify the key functions of government and explain why they matter.1.1

T

challenges. Some optimistic observers see these developments as offering “the prospect of 
a revitalized democracy characterized by a more active and informed citizenry.”9 Political junk-
ies will certainly find more political information available than ever before, and electronic com-
munications will make it easier for people to express their political views in various forums 
and directly to public officials. However, with so many media choices for so many specific 
interests, it will also be easy to avoid the subject of public affairs. It may also be easier to 
avoid a range of opinions. Political scientist Jeremy Mayer argues that “if we all get to select 
exactly how much campaign news we will receive, and the depth of that coverage, it may 
be that too many Americans will choose shallow, biased sources of news on the Internet.”10

Groups that are concerned about low youth turnout are focusing on innovative ways 
of reaching out to young people via new technologies, such as social networking sites like 
Facebook, to make them more aware of politics. In doing so, they are encouraged and spurred 
by the fact that young people are far from inactive in American society and in recent years 
have been doing volunteer community service at record rates. As Harvard students Ganesh 
Sitaraman and Previn Warren write in Invisible Citizens: Youth Politics After September 11, 
“Young people are some of the most active members of their communities and are devoting 
increasing amounts of their time to direct service work and volunteerism.”11 It is only when 
it comes to politics that young people seem to express indifference about getting involved.

It is our hope that after reading this book, you will be persuaded that paying attention to 
politics and government is important. Government has a substantial impact on all our lives. 
But it is also true that we have the opportunity to have a substantial impact on government. 
Involvement in public affairs can take many forms, ranging from simply becoming better 
informed by browsing through political Web sites to running for elected office. In between 
are countless opportunities for everyone to make a difference.

When elections result in a change of party control, power is transferred peacefully in 
the United States. In 2011, the outgoing Speaker of the House, Democrat Nancy Pelosi, 
symbolically passed the gavel to the incoming Speaker, Republican John Boehner.
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1.4

1.2

1.5

1.3

Because government shapes how we live, it is important to understand the process 
by which decisions are made as well as what is actually decided. Two fundamental 
questions about governing will serve as themes throughout this book:

•	 How should we govern? Americans take great pride in calling their government 
democratic. This chapter examines the workings of democratic government; the 
chapters that follow will evaluate the way American government actually works 
compared to the standards of an “ideal” democracy. We will continually ask, “Who 
holds power and who influences the policies adopted by government?”

•	 What should government do? This text explores the relationship between how 
American government works and what it does. In other words, it addresses the 
question, “Does our government do what we want it to do?” Debates over the 
scope of governmental power are among the most important in American political 
life today. Some people would like to see the government take on more responsi-
bilities; others believe it already takes on too much.

While citizens often disagree about what their government should do for them, all 
governments have certain functions in common. National governments throughout the 
world perform the following functions:

•	 Maintain a national defense. A government protects its national sovereignty, 
usually by maintaining armed forces. In the nuclear age, some governments pos-
sess awesome power to make war through highly sophisticated weapons. The 
United States currently spends over $600 billion a year on national defense. Since 
September 11, 2001, the defense budget has been substantially increased in order 
to cope with the threat of terrorism on U.S. soil.

•	 Provide public goods and services. Governments in this country spend billions of 
dollars on schools, libraries, hospitals, highways, and many other public goods 

Governments provide a wide range of public services, including providing a national defense. 
Because of the threat from Al Qaeda, U.S. troops have been in Afghanistan since 2001. Here, 
an Afghan farmer walks by while U.S. troops work to secure the road against improvised 
explosive devices planted by Taliban insurgents.

1.1




