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American Government: Roots, Context, and Culture
 Chapter Overview
Politics and government matter—that is the single most important message of this book. By emphasizing the historical continuity in U.S. politics, O’Connor’s text helps students see beyond the headlines and contemporary debates to understand what is really happening in politics. To that end, Chapter 1 establishes the foundation for the balance of the text by introducing questions fundamental to the study of politics and government. We begin by tracing the historical origins of American government. We then place the U.S. political system in a global context by considering alternative forms of government from around the world. We also consider the unique nature of American political culture and its importance in understanding contemporary U.S. politics. We conclude by considering Americans’ expectations of their government. 
 Lecture Suggestions

 Trace the origins of American government.

LECTURE 1: The notion of the social contract, an agreement between a government and its citizens under which citizens cede certain freedoms to the state in exchange for the protection of others, is deeply rooted in American political thought. The Framers drew their understanding of the nature, function, and limits of government from Enlightenment social contract theorists like Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Indeed, the Constitution is often read as a social contract document. 
· Explain what is meant by the social contract, contrasting the three perspectives offered by Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. 
· Explain how the social contract theories of the Enlightenment were codified in the U.S. Constitution and how they continue to affect our lives today. 
LECTURE 2: The idea of democracy was first articulated by early Greek philosophers, who understood democracy as “rule by the many.” Critics (perhaps including Thomas Jefferson) have quipped that democracy is nothing more than “mob rule.”
· Outline the major principles inherent in democracy, including protection of individual rights, equal protection before the law, opportunities for political participation, and majority rule based on the principle of one person, one vote. 
· Be sure to consider the reasons why the Framers considered and rejected Athenian notions of direct democracy, based precisely on their concern over “mob rule.”
LECTURE 3: In Federalist Paper No. 10, James Madison warned of the dangers of “pure democracy,” noting that such a system “can admit of no cure for the mischiefs of faction.” For Madison, in other words, the danger of direct democracy was that it provided no guarantees against abuse of the minority by the majority. 
· Explain the specific ways in which the Framers sought to check the unlimited power of majority rule in direct democracy.
· Focus in particular on the specific manifestations of limited government expressed in the Constitution and Bill of Rights, including
· the First Amendment (free speech, freedom of religion, freedom of the press), 
· the Fourth Amendment (protection from unreasonable search and seizure), and 
· the Fifth Amendment (due process protections).
LECTURE 4: The Preamble to the U.S. Constitution begins with the phrase “We the People.” But who are “the People”? Trace the evolution of the notion of “the people” from the earliest inhabitants of the Americas, the indigenous peoples who likely crossed the Bering Strait more than 30,000 years ago, to the first colonists who arrived from Europe in the early seventeenth century, to the expansion of the franchise in the twentieth century. Along the way, pay particular attention to who was excluded from “the People.”
LECTURE 5: Explain how the early experience of the colonists affected the nature of the American political system. How did the experience of the escaping political and religious oppression in Europe, the fighting of a war for liberation from England, and the experience of the American frontier shape both American political culture and the U.S. political system?
1. Evaluate the different types of governments countries may employ.

LECTURE 1: While students are often comfortable with the idea that the United States is a democracy, they often have more difficulty understanding the forms democracy may take. 
· Begin by outlining the central features of American democracy: principles of political equality, majority rule and minority rights, and equality before the law. 
· Contrast this with authoritarian and totalitarian systems, in which such principles are not in place. 
· Contrast direct and representative democracies as competing forms of democratic government. 
· Consider why the Framers established representative democracy rather than direct democracy in the United States, as seen in the Congress (particularly the election of the U.S. Senate prior to the passage of the Seventeenth Amendment in 1913 and the use of the Electoral College to select the president). 
LECTURE 2: Some countries, like the former Soviet Union, claim to be representative democracies. They even hold regular elections boasting near universal voter turnout and resounding victories for the ruling party. Obviously, representative democracy requires more than just holding occasional elections. 
· Outline the major features of representative democracy, including the requirements that candidates be selected by the voters, that elections are open to competition from candidates and parties with competing ideologies, that candidates and voters have the freedom to express their own views, and that representatives are subject to regular reelection. 
· Differentiate such democratic systems with political systems that attempt to legitimate themselves through claims of democracy while masking authoritarian and antidemocratic features.
LECTURE 3: Government is the institution charged with making authoritative decisions that extend to all of society. While other institutions may make decisions that apply to specific groups, only government can make wide-ranging decisions that affect everyone. However, the ability of the state to make binding decisions depends on the legitimacy enjoyed by the state. The source of legitimacy has been a central question of interest to political scientists since the days of Machiavelli, who famously asked if it is better for a prince to be feared or loved. Differentiate between the three sources of authority outlined by Max Weber:
· Charismatic authority, based on the personal qualities of the individual. Examples might include Adolph Hitler or Mohandas Gandhi.
· Traditional authority, in which legitimacy is established by belief in the sanctimony of immemorial traditions. Most monarchs claim traditional authority, as does the pope.
· Legal-rational authority, which is based on the consistent performance of impersonal rules through institutions. Most contemporary democracies, and indeed the very notion of the rule of law, are rooted in legal-rational authority.

 Explain the functions of American government.

LECTURE 1: Government comprises those institutions that make authoritative public policies for society as a whole. In the United States, four key institutions operate at the national level to make such decisions: Congress, the president, the courts, and the federal administrative agencies (the bureaucracy). 

Lecture on the fundamental questions arising about government from Harold Laswell’s famous definition of politics as “who gets what, when, and how.” How should we govern? What should the government do? Include specific examples in your discussion. 
LECTURE 2: Perhaps the least controversial element of government policy centers on the provision of public goods—things that everyone can share, such as clean air or national defense. Because of their nonexcludability, there is little incentive for people to pay for public goods. Consequently, the nature of public goods makes them difficult for the private sector to provide. Instead, they are often provided by the government and paid for through tax revenues. 

In recent years, however, a number of alternative mechanisms have been developed to shift public goods into private goods to be provided through the market. The creation of carbon markets, for example, attempts to privatize negative externalities associated with pollution to create a cleaner environment. Similarly, the widespread use of private military contractors changes the historical role of the government in the maintenance of national defense. 

Discuss the nature of public goods and the historical role of the government in providing them. Then consider alternative mechanisms for the provision of public goods. 
LECTURE 3: One of the primary responsibilities of the government is to enforce laws. But what happens when the people no longer believe the government is able or willing to perform its basic functions? In recent years, the perceived failure of government in protecting the southern borders of the United States has led some groups and citizens to take the law into their own hands to prevent illegal immigrants from entering the country.
· Identify the key functions of government. Then identify ways in which government fails to live up to the expectations of some citizens in those areas. 
· Ask students to consider what they believe are appropriate actions for citizens to take when they feel as though government is not providing essential services. You can also accomplish this with a small breakout discussion during lecture. 
· Conclude your lecture with a discussion of the ways in which expectations placed by citizens on the government may change over time.
LECTURE 4: Start by asking students to describe their typical daily schedule. For instance, they wake at 6:00 a.m., have breakfast, get ready for school, check their e-mail, and leave the house by 7:30. They drive to school and attend classes from 8:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. After lunch, they work from 1:30 p.m. until 6:30 p.m., have dinner, and then do homework. 
· Put a good generic schedule in place. 
· Ask students to identify all the ways in which the government has an impact on the activities in which they engage every day. For example, they can identify how the government ensures our food is safe to consume, regulates (and in many cases directly provides for) the delivery of water to our households, establishes the rules that govern who can drive, builds and maintains the roads, provides student loans and other financial aid programs that help pay for education, and establishes minimum wage and worker protection laws (OSHA) that ensure safe workplaces and fair treatment.

Although students sometimes require prompting, once they get rolling they are often surprised by the vast number of ways we interact, often in very hidden ways, with the government every day.
1. Describe American political culture, and identify the basic tenets of American democracy.

LECTURE 1: American students are not always able to place the United States in the context of other countries around the world. Yet we can learn a great deal about how politics in the United States functions when we contrast U.S. politics with the politics of other countries. 
· Explain that the United States is certainly not the only country to have a population of great ethnic diversity. However, it is unusual in the fact that despite the existence of conflicts, so far the diversity in the United States has not been the source of deep cleavages that threaten to fracture society and polity. (That is, such a threat has not existed since the Civil War.) In fact, public officials of every stripe, at least publicly, bask in the glory of diversity, and both political parties make some effort to capture the major ethnic voting blocs, although with varying degrees of success.
· Discuss how most of the other democracies in the world have had much more homogeneous populations, and their governments have not had to deal with ethnic conflict. The examples of most of Western Europe and Japan are most notable. 


When diversity has grown in some of these countries, governments have had great difficulties in dealing with the social conflict between the dominant group and small but growing minorities. Again, the examples of Western Europe—the presence of Asians and West Indians in Britain, North African Arabs in France, “guest workers” from southern Europe and Turkey in Germany—come to mind. 


Each of these countries has had official policies of tolerance but has had occasional outbreaks of violent group conflict. Nationalist parties dedicated to the cause of limiting immigration have attracted portions of the vote, especially in France and Germany.
· Point out that other countries in Europe that are not as ethnically homogeneous have had serious problems, at times threatening territorial unity. Belgium is split between the French-speaking Walloons and the Dutch-speaking Flemish. Spain has an active, sometimes violent, separatist movement in the Basque-speaking areas of the North and a more peaceful but still serious movement in Catalonia (the regional government of which placed advertisements in U.S. media during the 1992 Barcelona Olympics calling Catalonia “a separate country in Spain”).
· Describe how in Eastern Europe—which is only recently, and still not totally, democratic—a lid was placed on ethnic conflict by the old authoritarian communist governments. With the collapse of the old order, the conflicts have surfaced and become, in some areas, very hot. 

Czechoslovakia voted peacefully to split into two separate countries, one Czech, the other Slovak. Of course, the recent examples of the breakup of the old Soviet Union and Yugoslavia show the extreme cases of ethnic conflict, resulting in violent confrontations and fragmentation. The tragedy that befell Kosovo in 1999 speaks for itself.

In fact, only a few other democratic countries can point to both ethnic diversity and reasonably well-functioning polities. Australia and Switzerland readily come to mind, as do, to lesser degrees, Brazil (only recently democratic) and Canada (certainly democratic and with major success in handling its diversity in all cases except one—Quebec).

Conclude the lecture with those qualities seemingly common to the democratic countries that have handled racial and ethnic diversity well. A culture of tolerance and a system of government allowing substantial decentralization in policy making and administration are the two most obvious qualities. Other qualities are present in some, but not all, of the countries that have had some success.
LECTURE 2: Compare and contrast elitist and pluralist approaches to the study of American politics. Elitism makes the empirical argument that only a few people are involved in government and often also makes the normative argument that this is a good thing. It does not necessarily mean that leaders exploit the rest of society. 

In fact, a strong case can be made that the Framers were elitists, as witnessed by their distrust of mechanisms of direct democracy. Yet despite this, many Americans express a preference for the idea of pluralism, that democracy is achieved through competition and negotiation among organized groups operating on behalf of specific interests or members. 
· Outline each approach. 
· Ask students to express—by a show of hands—their empirical assessment (which approach they think more accurately describes how American government functions) and their normative preference (which approach they think the United States should use). 
· Discuss the results.
LECTURE 3: Explain how the American commitments to liberty and equality were operationalized in the U.S. Constitution. Then contrast how the conception of liberty and equality expressed by the Framers (largely as negative liberty, or freedom from government intervention) has evolved into more positive notions of liberty as freedom, meaning guarantees of particular social protections. You may wish to consider the development of the Fourteenth Amendment as a particular manifestation of this general trend. 
LECTURE 4: Consider in greater detail the tension between liberty and equality. In what ways might the two be at odds? Do recent trends toward greater economic inequality in the United States undermine the exercise of political equality? Why or why not?

 
 Analyze the changing characteristics of the American public.
LECTURE 1: Democracy requires the active participation of citizens in making public policy. People in the United States have multiple avenues for political participation in order to try to influence policy. These include the following:
· Electoral politics: people can vote, demonstrate and gather support for candidates, provide campaign funding and other campaign support, or run for office.
· Lobbying: people can present information or persuasive arguments to government officials.
· Judicial action: people can initiate litigation to pursue their goals.
· Cultural change: this form of action involves large-scale changes in public opinion as a result of changes in contemporary values and visions.
· Grassroots mobilization: people can encourage and mobilize other citizens to support their goals and can form groups to show widespread support for their cause.

Two other themes to consider: first, the diversity of the American public has played an important role in defining issues and determining their outcomes. Second, the long-term stability of the American political system is due to several factors, including the existence of pathways to bring about peaceful change and a shared political culture. 
LECTURE 2: Describe the evolution of the American population from the early days of the republic, when just a few hundred thousand people were spread out over a relatively large area, to the current population of more than 300 million. 

Consider in particular how the changing demographics of the United States have affected its political system. A particularly powerful example is the original constitutional mandate that set the number of members of the House of Representative at 1 per 30,000 people. Thus, the original House of Representatives had just 65 members. 

Today, there are 435 members in the House of Representatives, or 1 for every 720,000 people in the country. If the original formula were still in place, the House would have more than 10,000 members!
LECTURE 3: The United States is often described as a nation of immigrants. Successive waves of immigration have greatly influenced the shape and character of American politics, from Western Europeans fleeing religious persecution in the 1600s, to slaves brought from Africa in the 1700s, to Chinese laborers arriving following the California Gold Rush in 1848, to Irish Catholics escaping the Great Potato Famine in the 1850s, to immigration from Northern and Eastern Europeans in the 1880s, to the immigration of South and Southeast Asians and Latin Americans today. 

Discuss the ways in which immigrants have been greeted historically in the United States. Also, consider how U.S. politics has evolved over time in response to such immigration. You may also wish to visit the U.S. Census website (www.census.gov) and consider how demographic shifts in the United States today are likely to affect U.S. politics moving forward. 
LECTURE 4: U.S. politics is often regionally divided. As recent electoral maps demonstrate, Republicans tend to garner their greatest level of support from the southern United States and from rural areas in the Midwest. Democrats, by contrast, tend to secure their support from the Northeast and the Pacific West, as well as from large urban centers. 

Describe for students the geographical divisions of U.S. politics. Consider how immigration and internal migration in the United States (for example, from the Rust Belt to the South and West) is changing the regional dynamics of U.S. politics. 
LECTURE 5: The results of the 2010 census can form the basis of a lecture that draws on the social and economic statistics to show the changes in population characteristics from 2000. Themes that could be developed include the following:
· The aging of America: the increased median age; the large percentage of the population in the older age cohorts
· The growth in minority population: this has several aspects, one of which is the increase in African Americans, rising to 13 percent of the total population; the percentage of African Americans in the young population (age cohorts of under 30 years) is even higher
· The growth in the Hispanic population, due both to immigration from Mexico and other parts of Latin America and the natural population increase of the existing Hispanic population
· The increase in immigration rates generally over the past decade and the patterns in countries of origin (now a much larger percentage from Latin America and substantial increases in the percentages from Asia and Africa)
· Patterns in the geographic distribution of the population: one aspect being the relative decline of central cities and the growth of suburbs and exurbs (on the fringe of metro areas) and the decline of rural areas not in commuting proximity to metro areas
· The growth of the Sun Belt and the relative decline of the Frost Belt (but it should be noted that these patterns are generalizations and hide the facts that some northern areas, such as New Hampshire and Maine, are growing and that growth in the Sun Belt is largely in Florida, Texas, and the metro areas of Georgia, North Carolina, and Virginia)

More specific detailed trends might be identified from the report of the U.S. Census, available online at the U.S. Census website (www.census.gov).
1. Assess the role of political ideology in shaping American politics.

LECTURE 1: Traditional democratic theory rests on several principles that specify how a democratic government makes its decisions. Democratic theorist Robert Dahl refers to five criteria essential for an ideal democratic process: equality in voting (i.e., one person, one vote), effective participation and representation, a free press and the right of free speech, a collective right to control the government’s policy agenda, and an inclusive citizenship.

In addition, democracies must include the principle of majority rule accompanied by protection of minority rights. Students often intuitively grasp these elements of a democratic polis without necessarily being able to specify why they are necessary for democracy. 
· Outline how Dahl’s five criteria play out in the United States. 
· Differentiate between pluralist theories of politics, which argue that many centers of influence compete for power and control in the United States, and elite theories of politics, which argue that despite the prevalence of mechanisms for participation, government remains controlled in practice by a relatively small group of ruling elites. 
LECTURE 2: Notions of conservatism and liberalism vary greatly between countries and have changed greatly in the United States over time. Indeed, at different times both Jeb Bush, the former Republican governor of Florida, and President Barack Obama, a Democrat, argued that beloved conservative icon Ronald Reagan would not be able to win the Republican presidential primary in 2012 because of the party’s stance on social issues. 
· Explain how conservatism and liberalism vary between countries. For example, in countries like the United Kingdom and Canada, the national health insurance system is embraced by the left and right alike. 
· Explain how notions of conservatism and liberalism have changed over time in the United States. 
· Differentiate between the (often confusing) meaning of liberalism used in the United States to describe someone on the left end of the political spectrum and the classical meaning of liberalism as one who embraces individual freedom and liberty. 
· Ask students to continue their exploration of the topic by having them find “conservative” and “liberal” websites after class and identify the factors that define them as such.
LECTURE 3: The idea of a “culture war” has gained influence in recent years, culminating in several books published on the topic. For example, James Q. Wilson contends that the United States is more polarized now than at any time in its history. 

The polarization of the United States is usually characterized as the division of the country into red and blue states, corresponding to Republican/conservative (red) and Democratic/liberal (blue). Maps displaying the results of the Electoral College are often colored this way. 

However, so-called “purple states,” states in which neither party dominates, are also exceedingly common. In an effort to reduce partisan division, in his 2004 address to the Democratic National Convention, then senator Barack Obama famously asserted, “There are no red states or blue states, just the United States.” 
· Explain the idea of the culture war and arguments for and against its existence. 
· Ask students to consider the degree to which the idea of a culture war has influenced American politics over the past decade.
LECTURE 4: Political ideology refers to the coherent set of values and beliefs people hold about politics and the role and scope of government. Usually, it is divided into a political spectrum, from left to right or liberal to conservative. 
· Outline the basic tenets of American liberalism and American conservatism. 
· Explain the four roles of political ideologies in the study of politics—namely, explanation, evaluation, orientation, and political program. Be sure to provide a breakdown of the U.S. electorate (including moderates) as well. 
Characterize changes in Americans’ attitudes toward and expectations of government.
LECTURE 1: Contemporary politics often centers on the appropriate role and size of government in American society. The media usually characterize Republicans as favoring a smaller government and Democrats as favoring a larger one. However, such a picture is often overly simplistic, as Republicans and Democrats both favor a government that performs specific functions corresponding to their party’s platform and worldview.
· Engage in a lecture and discussion centering on the appropriate role of government in the United States and cover the following questions and information:
· Is the scope of government currently too broad or too narrow? What does government being “too big” mean? Do students think the U.S. government is currently “too big”? Why? 
· By what criteria might we measure the size of government? By some measures government today is much smaller than it has been historically. In 1988, the year President Ronald Reagan left office, there were 3.054 million employees of the federal government. By 2010, that number had fallen to 2.776 million. (See the U.S. Office of Personnel Management at www.opm.gov/feddata/historicaltables/totalgovernmentsince1962.asp for historical figures since 1962.) 
· By other measures, the size of the government has remained relatively stable. Federal spending was 18.2 percent of gross domestic product in 1988. By 2011, it had fallen to 15.4 percent. (See the Presidency Project at the University of California Santa Barbara at www.presidency.ucsb.edu/data/budget.php for historical figures from 1930 through today.) 
· Why despite evidence to the contrary do Americans hold the view that the size of the federal government has grown beyond control? 
LECTURE 2: Is it ever morally justified to break a law? Democratic governments usually enjoy strong legitimacy because their right to rule is based on the consent of the governed, regularly upheld through popular elections. People who oppose a particular course of action by the state can protest, lobby their elected officials, organize a political campaign or initiative, and take other measures to affect political change.

A democratic system, in other words, provides many avenues to effect change from within the system. Yet sometimes political change can only come about through more direct and confrontational action. The civil rights movement, for example, relied heavily on civil disobedience, breaking laws perceived to be unjust. 
· Start a lecture and discussion organized around the role of civil disobedience in a democratic political system.
· Draw historical examples from the women’s suffrage movement of the early twentieth century and from the African American civil rights movement of the mid-twentieth century.
· You could also bring such examples into the more contemporary era by exploring mechanisms for political change employed by those supporting gay rights, rights for the disabled, or the rights of immigrants to the United States.
LECTURE 3: While democratic ideals of individual equality, popular participation, and majority rule have always been strong in the United States, actual participation has declined over time. The Pew Center (http://pewresearch.org) has collected outstanding public survey results that illustrate the relatively low levels of political engagement. 
· Differentiate among conventional forms of political engagement (such as voting and petitioning), unconventional forms of participation (such as marches and civil disobedience) and unacceptable forms of participation (such as rioting and terrorism). 
· Explain how each fits into the idea of American democracy.
LECTURE 4: When he proposed the $77 billion economic stimulus package in 2009, President Barack Obama said, “It is true that we cannot depend on government alone to create jobs or long-term growth, but at this particular moment, only government can provide the short-term boost necessary to lift us from a recession this deep and severe.” Conservatives opposed the measure, arguing that government intervention in the economy resulted in less freedom and prosperity overall. Yet Americans frequently place strong demands on the government. 
· Provide students with a graph showing the breakdown of spending in the most recent federal budget. A simple pie chart like the one below, which is based on the 2011 federal budget, will do.


[image: image1.png]Federal Spending Fiscal Year 2011

$227,6%

$465,13% W Medicare and Medicaid
W Social Security

M Defense

W Discretionary

W Other Mandatory

W NetInterest





· Total federal spending in 2011 was $3,598 billion (against revenue of $2,303 billion). Briefly explain each category. 
· Ask students to consider if this is too much. Are we asking our government to do too many things? What should we not ask our government to do? Where should we make cuts? Who, if anyone, would provide those services instead?
 Class Activities 
CLASS ACTIVITY 1: What are the strengths and weaknesses of democracy in the contemporary era? What can we do about the American political system’s weaknesses that will not undermine our strengths? This could also be used for a reading and writing connection; ask students to keep a journal or blog that focuses on these questions throughout the semester.


This activity provides a good way to introduce the key themes addressed in the remainder of the course, focusing in particular on the nature of American democracy. 

CLASS ACTIVITY 2: The provision of public goods—like national defense and the construction of roads—has long been the least controversial of the government’s basic functions. Ask students to identify the roles of government and the concept of “public goods.” Are there other institutions, other than government, that might perform these roles and provide public goods? What are they? Is such a consideration realistic? Also, consider what other kinds of goods might be considered “public” goods, especially in an information/knowledge economy. 


This discussion item gets students considering the role and basic functions of government. 

CLASS ACTIVITY 3: The idea of direct democracy has gained traction recently as the Internet could expand the role of citizens in the development of public policy. But the Framers explicitly rejected the idea of direct democracy, even when the United States was a much smaller country. 

· Why did the Framers reject the idea of direct democracy? What were their primary concerns? 

· How did their proposals for representative democracy address their concerns? 

· What are the strengths and weaknesses of direct democracy? 

· Do recent technological innovations make the idea of direct democracy more attractive and feasible? Would direct democracy be an improvement to the American political system? Why or why not?


This discussion item introduces the idea of direct democracy and highlights some of the key decisions made by the Framers in shaping the American political system.

CLASS ACTIVITY 4: There is widespread support for the basic concepts of freedom and liberty in the United States. Yet there is often controversy when some rights are seen as a potential violation of other citizens’ rights.

· Have your class identify examples of cases in which they believe the exercise of some rights violated the protection of others. If they are having a hard time identifying specific examples, they can look at flag burning and the detention of terror suspects without trial.

· Assign each example to a group and ask that group to explain why the case might be a rights violation as well as why it might not be.

· Have each group report its findings back to the class. Then have a discussion based on the following themes:

· How do we balance competing rights claims?

· How has our understanding of rights changed over time? What explains the changes you note?


This question encourages students to think about the basic rights afforded by the U.S. Constitution and how those rights often come into conflict. 

CLASS ACTIVITY 5: Ask students to find a political cartoon relating to a recent event or issue. Daryl Cagle’s PoliticalCartoons.com website (www.politicalcartoons.com) may provide a useful starting point. Then ask students to bring their cartoons to class and discuss how each cartoon illustrates a central theme in American politics. 

This activity provides an engaging way to think about the central themes of American politics. It also engages students who learn best through visual media. 

CLASS ACTIVITY 6: Within the first days of regular classes, ask students to write a question they have about government. Collect all of the questions and “slot” each of them in the chapter concerning its answers. 

· When one of the written questions falls into the normal sequence of classroom activities, read the question, with the name of the questioner. 

· Address the answer, or even devote the entire lecture, to that individual personally. (Note: This will personalize lectures throughout the semester. It seems to be particularly effective with large introductory-format classes.) 

· More generally, student-created journals can be effective teaching and learning tools. One method is for you to ask students to maintain a journal of work accomplished during the semester. 

· At the end of the semester, the journals should include both the results of assignments made in class and student-initiated research (such as newspaper clippings with key information highlighted and descriptions of Internet resources) and notes on attendance or participation in several political activities (such as attendance at political speeches and forums).

· This activity could also be assigned through Twitter. Ask students to post questions under a hashtag unique to each topic. Then integrate these tweets into a PowerPoint presentation, creating a moment in which each student’s thoughts can be aggregated and addressed and allowing students to raise questions as they do work outside of class that can then be addressed in class.


This activity gets students to examine the role of government in their daily lives and to think about the appropriate role and basic services provided by the state. 

CLASS ACTIVITY 7: Divide students into small groups and give each group a different set of assumptions about human nature, the nature of social interaction, preferred goals of social cooperation, and the like. For example, one group might start with the assumption that human beings are self-interested and cooperation is difficult to achieve without coercion, while another might start with the assumption that human beings naturally seek to cooperate and that violence and conflict are not inherent to human relations.

· Have each group develop a social contract that meets the needs of humans in the context of the assumptions about human nature with which their group started. 

· Ask each group to present its results to the class. 

· Conclude with a discussion of what assumptions would lead to something like the Constitution of 1787.


This activity encourages students to think about the assumptions that underlie the American political system and the tradeoffs embodied in the U.S. Constitution. 

CLASS ACTIVITY 8: Debate over the role and size of government is central to contemporary American politics. Is the scope of government too broad, too narrow, or just about right? 

· Ask students to discuss, using contemporary examples, what is meant by government being “too big.” Have students prepare a list of items that they think constitute government that is too big and items that they think government must do. 

· Do students disagree as to what “too big” is? Why?

· Ask students to develop a set of criteria, or values, with which they could evaluate what is “too big” about government today. 

· Have them reevaluate their list in light of the values they discuss. 

· Ask them to find the data they say are necessary to evaluate the statement and continue the conversation based on those findings.


The debate item provides students an opportunity to consider the appropriate role of the government and the wide scope of services people expect from the state. 

CLASS ACTIVITY 9: Voter turnout in the United States has long been critiqued as abysmal. Divide the class into two groups (or multiple groups, if you have a large class).
· Have the groups debate the following proposition: The United States should pass a constitutional amendment requiring all eligible citizens to vote.  

· Be sure the discussion considers both the advantages and disadvantages of such a proposal. It may also be useful for students to prepare for the debate by examining other countries in which compulsory voting is already in place. 
· As of 2012, twenty-three countries had compulsory voting, though only ten enforced the requirement. These ten are Argentina, Australia, Brazil, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ecuador, Luxembourg, Nauru, Peru, Singapore, and Uruguay. 

This activity provides an opportunity to reflect on the right to vote and the idea that nonvoting may sometimes constitute a form of political participation and offers a comparative framework within which the American political culture can be situated.

 Research Activities 
RESEARCH ACTIVITY 1: Have students use the Internet to visit some websites of civic groups devoted to encouraging political participation or providing election information and forums for political discussion, such as a comments section on a news website. Ask students to write a short reflection paper in which they consider what they learned from these sites. Can the Internet improve the quality of democracy in the United States? How?


This activity encourages students to connect the abstract ideas of democracy examined in the course and text with the real, everyday practice of democracy in the United States. 

RESEARCH ACTIVITY 2: Many people are talking about the impact of the Internet on democracy. Have students get online and find examples of the ways in which political information is available on the Web. Find campaign sites, party sites, sites about political philosophy, and so on. Ask students to write a short reflection paper addressing the following prompts: 

· Why is each one political and how might it affect our political system?
· Which sites are reliable and why? 

· How many people have access to the Web, and what are their demographics?


This activity provides an opportunity for students to consider how recent technological developments might affect American democracy. 

RESEARCH ACTIVITY 3: Have students prepare an annotated bibliography of three to five popular books published during the past decade concerned with the current American political, social, and economic scene. 

· As a second step, have them write a short essay that summarizes the tone of their bibliographical list. Is it optimistic? Pessimistic? Contradictory? How does current writing about the American future compare with the long-standing hopes and aspirations that make up the American Dream? 


This assignment provides a good opportunity to introduce basic research skills, including scheduling a library visit and orientation for your class. 

RESEARCH ACTIVITY 4: Robert D. Putnam’s Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital makes the case that Americans are increasingly disconnected from the social networks in which American democracy was based. His work continues a long tradition of analyzing civil society in the United States, a tradition that can be traced to Alexis de Tocqueville’s original observations in Democracy in America. 

· Ask students to write a review of either de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America or Putnam’s Bowling Alone, emphasizing the importance of civil society in the establishment and maintenance of American democracy. 


This research assignment requires students to engage with a classic text on the American political system and to think about the relationship between social networks and political systems.

RESEARCH ACTIVITY 5: One way to get students thinking about the political impact of structural factors (such as raising new issues on the political agenda, altering political dynamics, and balances of power between groups and types of people) is to have them consider how simple social changes—irrespective of individual groups, parties, or people in power—force government to act. 

· Gather some trends from actual data from the 2010 U.S. census (either via their Web page at www.census.gov or from reference sources in your library), such as change in median income or age of population, percentages of racial and ethnic groups, regional population shifts, and other trends. 

· Break students into groups, each focusing on a different trend, and ask them to think about the possible implications of such trends for future political leaders (perhaps themselves). 

· You can use this exercise as the basis for a stimulating discussion or as the basis for a short group report on potential future developments in American politics.


This assignment gets students thinking about the effects that simple population/demographic, economic, and other changes have on politics.

RESEARCH ACTIVITY 6: Satire is one of the most powerful forms of political critique and engagement. Ask students to watch a recent episode of a political satire show, like The Daily Show with Jon Stewart (www.thedailyshow.com) or The Colbert Report (www.colbertnation.com), both of which post recent episodes on their websites, even though The Colbert Report is no longer airing new episodes. Have them identify the ways in which their critique engages the themes raised in this week’s lesson.


This activity requires students to apply the themes raised in this chapter to contemporary political debates through the medium of political satire. 

RESEARCH ACTIVITY 7: Does democracy require equality of income and wealth? Discuss why democracy might make a country more egalitarian or less egalitarian. 

· Ask students to find data from countries around the world to defend their position. Possibilities might include the Freedom House index (www.freedomhouse.org), the Gini index of economic inequality, the proportion of women in the national legislature, the level of human development as defined by the Human Development Index (http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics), or other appropriate measures. 

· Have them write a short paper addressing the question of whether democratic countries are more egalitarian or less egalitarian.


This activity provides students with an opportunity to develop data literacy skills while simultaneously thinking about the relationship among democracy, economic development, and inequality in a global context.

RESEARCH ACTIVITY 8: In class, ask students for the percentage of the federal budget they think is spent on the following items: foreign aid, social security, national defense, education, Medicare and Medicaid, interest on the national debt, and other programs. Have them record their estimates. Then, for homework, tell them to visit the website of the Government Printing Office at www.gpo.gov and ask them to find and review the summary tables at the end of the most recent federal budget to find the actual figures for each of these categories. Ask them to write a short response, reflecting on 

· How close they were to the actual figures 

· Where they were inaccurate and why

· What the budget allocations say about the priorities of government in the United States


This assignment requires students to think about the priorities of the U.S. government as reflected through the budget and encourages students to think about the size, role, and scope of state activity.

 Participation Activities
PARTICIPATION ACTIVITY 1: Ask students to keep a journal of their activities for a day, recording what they are doing every fifteen minutes for an entire day. Then ask them to reflect on all the ways in which the government affects their life on a daily basis. If students have a difficult time making the connection, provide a brief starting point. For example, if they say they woke up at 6:00 a.m., ask them how the state influenced the delivery of the basic services (water, sanitation, electricity) to their place of residence? Most students will be surprised to see the numerous ways government influences even the most basic activities. Ask them whether they think these services could be provided without government.

· This activity gets students to reflect on the impact that government has on their daily lives. 

PARTICIPATION ACTIVITY 2: Have students visit the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) website www.pbs.org/wnet/need-to-know/culture/citizenship/1086, where they will find twenty questions from the list of a hundred questions used by the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services to orally test those who have applied for U.S. citizenship. You can also find the complete list of questions on the INC website (www.uscis.gov). 

· Once students have completed the test, ask them to reflect on the reason for it. In a short response, have them answer one or more of the following questions: 

· Why do we require potential citizens to learn about the history, customs, and traditions of the United States?

· Why should they know about the country’s political institutions? 

· Should natural-born American citizens be required to take a similar test? Why or why not?


This assignment encourages students to reflect on the nature of citizenship and the shared knowledge, values, and beliefs of political communities. 

PARTICIPATION ACTIVITY 3: Ask students to write a letter to the editor dealing with a contemporary political issue as it relates to the themes of this chapter.  


This activity provides students with an opportunity to engage with the themes and issues raised in this chapter while relating them to a topic of interest to them.

 Suggested Readings and Films
READING 1: Social contract theory is at the heart of the American democratic experiment. This school of thought had a profound influence on Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and the other Framers. Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) famously argues that people seek escape from an “anarchic” state of nature in which life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” by coming together and forming a state to provide for the rule of law. Perhaps the most influential social contract theorist was John Locke, whose Second Treatise of Government (1689) was widely read by the Framers. Indeed, Jefferson’s assertion in The Declaration of Independence that individual freedom should ensure “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” was drawn from Locke’s belief that governments should provide for the protection of “life, liberty, and property.” Similarly, Jefferson’s assertion that government derives its “just powers from the consent of the governed” is taken directly from Locke’s Second Treatise. 
READING 2: Recent work in the fields of behavioral economics and game theory makes an interesting contribution to the field of political science. The two fields of economics suggest very different ways of understanding politics. Some good texts to consider in this context include David Friedman’s Hidden Order: The Economics of Everyday Life (New York: Harper Business, 1996), Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner’s Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything (New York: William Morrow, 2006) and Levitt and Dubner’s follow-up Super Freakonomics: Global Cooling, Patriotic Prostitutes, and Why Suicide Bombers Should Buy Life Insurance (New York: Harper Collins, 2009).

READING 3: Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000); Robert D. Putnam and Lewis M. Feldstein, Better Together: Restoring the American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003). Putnam’s Bowling Alone provides a groundbreaking analysis of the breakup of American civil society. Drawing on an extensive data set, including nearly half a million interviews, Putnam shows how changes to the structures of work, family, and suburban life have led to a decline in the social connections that make American democracy work. His follow-up work, Better Together, offers a prescription for restoring civil society and thus American democracy. 

READING 4: Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Penguin, 2003). Originally published in 1835, with a subsequent volume published five years later, Democracy in America was among the first books to explicitly analyze the democratic experiment in the United States. In his effort to explain the American experiment to readers in France, Tocqueville provided arguably one of the finest analyses of American democracy and American political culture. This classic text can also be found online at www.tocqueville.org. 
READING 5: Bob Graham, America, the Owner’s Manual: Making Government Work for You (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2010). Written by former senator Bob Graham (D–FL), this engaging book targets college students with the message that effective government depends on their involvement. It then provides examples and “how to” advice for effecting political change.  

READING 6: Derek Bok, The Politics of Happiness: What Government Can Learn from the New Research on Well-Being (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010). Drawing on extensive research from the fields of psychology and behavioral economics, Bok argues that the dismantling of the traditional welfare state, combined with strong antigovernment sentiment in the United States today, is undermining individual happiness and life satisfaction. 

READING 7: Marc Stears, Demanding Democracy: American Radicals in Search of a New Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010). Stears’s book is a recent contribution to the debate over the nature of “deliberative democracy” and the role of citizen participation in a democratic polis. 

READING 8: American Political Science Association, “American Democracy in an Age of Rising Inequality,” Perspective on Politics 2:4 (2004): 651–666. This is the summary report of a blue-ribbon task force commissioned by the American Political Science Association on the impact of increasing inequality on American democracy. The report concludes with a warning that “rising economic inequality will solidify longstanding disparities in political voice and influence, and perhaps exacerbate such disparities.”

READING 9: Andrew L. Yarrow and Cecilia M. Orphan, “Why Students Need to Be Informed about Our Looming Fiscal Crisis: The America’s Futures Initiative,” PS: Political Science and Politics 43 (2010): 319–321. A brief update on the America’s Futures Initiative and efforts to teach the debt crisis, this article provides useful strategies for teaching about the challenges posed by the increasing national debt. 

READING 10: Jane Mansbridge, “Clarifying the Concept of Representation,” American Political Science Review (2011): 1–10. This is the latest in a series of articles in the APSR that deal with the nature of representation in the context of democratic political systems. 

READING 11: John R. Freeman and Dennis P. Quinn, “The Economic Origins of Democracy Reconsidered,” American Political Science Review 106 (2012): 58–80. A recent contribution to the long-standing debate on the intersection of economic development and democracy, Freeman and Quinn argue that processes of globalization that occurred in the late twentieth century altered the historical relationship between economic liberalization and democratization.   

READING 12: There is a rich array of academic journals covering American politics. While the American Political Science Association’s flagship journal, the American Political Science Review, often employs technical methodologies that may be difficult for undergraduates to work with, its sister journal, PS: Political Science and Politics, is quite accessible. Students can regularly be asked to visit the PS journal website (or the websites of similar journals) and find articles related to themes raised in the course. PS also has outstanding resources for teaching political science. 

READING 13: The United States Citizenship and Immigration Services has a Self-Test for Naturalization (www.uscis.gov/portal/site/uscis). Find out what aspiring citizens need to know to gain their citizenship. Click on “Citizenship” for more information.  If you enter the search term “flashcards,” you can find civics flashcards and more. 

READING 14: The Statistical Abstract of the United States (www.census.gov/compendia/statab) provides an authoritative and comprehensive summary of social, political, and economic statistics in the United States from 1878 to the present. The U.S. Census Bureau (www.census./gov) also provides detailed demographic, geographic, and economic data at the national, state, and local level.

READING 15: The Initiative and Referendum Institute at the University of Southern California (www.iandrinstitute.org/statewide_i&r.htm) provides information on direct democracy across the United States. 

READING 16: The Avalon Project at Yale University (http://avalon.law.yale.edu) is a collection of historical documents of importance to the study of American government, ranging from the Magna Carta and the colonial charters to state constitutions to historical variants of the plans put forward at the Constitutional Convention and ratification debates. The Core Documents of American Democracy project at the Government Printing Office (www.gpoaccess.gov/coredocs.html) lists a large number of documents considered integral to American democracy, ranging from the Articles of Confederation, Declaration of Independence, and Emancipation Proclamation to judicial decisions and congressional testimony. 

READING 17: The National Archives website (www.archives.gov) maintains an outstanding collection of records useful in an American government class, including founding documents like the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution, the Federal Register, and a collection of 100 milestone documents in the history of the United States (www.ourdocuments.gov). The site also has outstanding resources for teaching U.S. politics using primary resources. 
READING 18: There are many outstanding websites for political cartoons that can be used as discussion starters throughout the semester. Daryl Cagle’s PoliticalCartoons.com (www.politicalcartoons.com) provides an easy-to-navigate collection drawn from cartoonists across the Web. The Association of American Editorial Cartoonists (http://editorialcartoonists.com) also maintains a good collection. For historical cartoons and notes for teaching American government using political cartoons, the Library of Congress’s website (www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/themes/political-cartoons) is also outstanding. 
FILM 19: 1984, directed by M. Anderson (United Kingdom: Holiday Film Productions, Ltd., 1956); Nineteen Eighty-four, directed by M. Radford (United Kingdom: Umbrella-Rosenblum Films Production, 1984). Both films are movie dramatizations of George Orwell’s classic novel depicting a grim perspective on a society where individualism is suppressed and information is distorted by government to achieve ultimate control over its population. The 1956 version is less haunting and grim than the 1984 remake but not nearly as good (and the 1984 version has full frontal nudity).
FILM 20: Tocqueville’s Europe: The Paradoxes of Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (Insight Media, 1995). This film offers an analysis of Tocqueville’s observations and criticisms of American democracy.
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