Robert A. Heineman
Steven A. Peterson
Thomas H. Rasmussen

American Government

Sccond Edition




x Contents

CHAPTER 11

The Federal Judiciary
CHAPTER 12

The Public Policy Process
CHAPTER 13

Economic Policy

CHAPTER 14

Civil Liberties and Civil Rights
CHAPTER 15

Foreign Policy

APPENDIX 1

The Declaration of Independence
APPENDIX 2

The Constitution of
‘he United States of America

APPENDIX 3

The Presidents of the United States
NOTES

GLOSSARY

INDEX

223

248

265

286

314

335

339

357
359
383
393

CHAPTER 1

Politics in a Changing
Society

In 200 years America has been transformed from a primarily agrarian soci-
ety to an industrial society. In 1790 most people lived on farms and provided
Jor their own needs; today most people live in cities or suburbs and earn their
living providing goods and services Jor other people.

One of the constants of American life over these 200 years has been gov-
ernment. Government affects our lives Jrom the day we are born to the day we
die. Government supports health clinics that provide prenatal care to some
expectant mothers, inspects baby food for wholesomeness and accurate la-
beling, and bans the marketing of unsafe toys. Government operates the
schools in which we learn, builds the highways on which we drive, and regu-
lates the television we watch. Government provides Jor the common defense,
which may require military conscription for many young people in times of
international crisis and war.

Government supplies police and fire protection in our communities. Govern-
ment provides financial assistance to the very young, the very old, the handi-
capped, and others who cannot maintain a minimal standard of living for
themselves and their families. Government cushions the impact of crises for work-
ers who lose their jobs, homeowners struck by floods or hurricanes, and farmers

Jaced with falling grain prices. Government organizes a social Security system,
subsidizes the heavy medical needs of the aging, and licenses Juneral homes.
Truly, government is an important part of our lives Jrom cradle to grave.
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Chapter 1 surveys changes in the role of government in society over 200
years and introduces democratic, elitist, and pluralist perspectives on Ameri-
can political life. After describing the constitutional and federal framework of
American government in Chapters 2 and 3, the book examines ways citizens
participate in politics. Americans typically disagree about how much the gov-
ernment should do, and their efforts to influence government decisions are the
stuff of politics. People who share a point of view join interest groups and sup-
port political parties. Public opinion polls record what citizens think about im-
portant policy issues. In regularly held elections, voters register their approval
or disapproval of their elected officials. These political institutions are dis-
cussed in Chapters 4 through 7.

Government embodies those institutions established in the Constitution
which define and carry out policies affecting how Americans live their lives.
Congress passes laws and raises taxes. The president establishes priorities and,
with the Cabinet and White House staff, supervises the work of some 3 mil-
lion civilian employees who do the federal government’s work. In the courts,
judges penalize individuals who assault or cheat others and ensure that the ac-
tions of the president and Congress are consistent with the spirit of the Con-
stitution as it has evolved over time. How these institutions work is discussed
in Chapters 8 through 11.

Of course, the institutions of American government and politics cannot
be separated as neatly as they are in the chapters of a book. Institutions work
together (or against each other) in addressing the important public policy is-
sues of our day. The dynamics of the policy process are explored in Chapters

12 through 15.

Although government is one of the constants of American life, its role is
constantly changing. The Founding Fathers could not foresee that one day
government would regulate business, manage the economy, or administer a
social security system, but now it is generally accepted that government
should perform these tasks. They could not imagine the rapid development of
computer and telecommunications technology and all that it implies in terms
of jobs and social changes. The better we understand how our political insti-
tutions have responded to social changes in the past, the better we can judge
how government might respond to future social changes.

The Role of Government in Human Affairs

To resolve the political issues of today and tomorrow wisely, we need to
think about what government should do and how well government does its
work. Does the government provide peace and safety for its citizens, defend-
ing society from external enemies and enforcing laws which deter citizens
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from physically attacking or stealing from other citizens? Does the govern-
ment promote a more equal distribution of well-being by alleviating extreme
poverty, taxing rich people more heavily than poor people, and granting all
o_rNo:m access to schooling and adequate housing? Does the government per-
mit the people meaningful control over their rulers by holding free and fair
o_moa.ozf allowing a political opposition to organize and campaign, and guar-
anteeing citizens basic freedoms of speech, press, and worship?

The majority of the governments around the world do not perform any of
these tasks particularly well. Many people have the misfortune to live under
governments which are ineffective, corrupt, and cruel. The industrialized
democracies of Europe and North America probably do best, although the
United States lags behind many societies in providing a more equal distribu-
tion of material resources. Americans accept levels of chronic poverty and
homelessness which are not tolerated in democratic Western Europe.!

Most Americans would not willingly live under a different kind of gov-
ernment. Given this broad support for the institutions of government, how-
ever, Americans still debate sharply the proper role of government in society.

One important issue is how large a role government should play in economic
and social life.

Laissez-Faire Government

The idea that government should play a limited role in human affairs de-
veloped in seventeenth-century England when reformers advocated a society
in which individuals would be free to live their lives as they saw fit, with few
restraints imposed by sovereign and church. At the time, absolute monarchs
.rma the power and prestige to define their own priorities without any mean-
ingful control from the people they ruled. Absolute monarchs claimed to rule
as the representatives of God on earth, and as their subjects had to obey the
will of God, so they had to obey the will of the sovereign. Monarchs ruled as
they chose, unchecked by their subjects. The rulers made the laws, executed
the laws, and settled disputes over application of the law. A monarch’s suc-
cessor was always a close relative, usually the eldest son. Rulers could tax
their people and spend the revenues much as they pleased. They reserved the
right to tell subjects how to worship. Monarchs controlled economic activity,
.moE:m the right to produce or trade important products to favorites and pun-
ishing any subject who challenged the royal monopoly.

Citizens in seventeenth-century England challenged absolute monarchy

and expressed several principles that became the foundation of laissez-faire
government:
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The principle of no taxation without representation—those who pay the
taxes are entitled to have a say in how they are spent.

The principle of parliamentary sovereignty—the chief executive,
whether monarch or president, governs as long as the elected representa-
tives of the people agree that that person may govern.

The principle of individual freedom—individuals shall be free to think,
speak, and worship as they see fit.

The principle of self-interest—individuals may choose where to reside,
how to earn a living, and what life-style to lead, according to personal
preference.

The principle of limited power—political rulers have limited responsi-
bilities. That government is best which governs least, and governmental
activities should be performed at the local level whenever possible.

The Founding Fathers who wrote our Constitution in 1789 accepted these
principles. During the 1800s, Americans generally thought that society was
best served if the government played a very limited role in economic and so-
cial life. Individual Americans transformed abundant natural resources into a
highly productive agriculture. In the cities, factories produced more and bet-
ter products. Most government services were supplied at the state and local
levels. Beyond sheriff, judge, and schoolhouse, government provided few ser-
vices, and individuals made their own way. At the national level, government
activities were largely military in nature. Government soldiers pushed Mex-
ico out of Texas, crushed the secessionist South in the Civil War, and deci-
mated Native American populations who resisted white settlers moving into
their lands.

Activist Government

By the end of the nineteenth century, reformers began to doubt that laissez-
faire government was the best way to promote individual freedom and well-
being. The Constitution gave individuals an important measure of control over
their government, but now individual freedom was threatened from a new and
unexpected quarter: the large industrial corporation. Put simply, individuals
as workers and consumers could not compete on equal terms with corporate
power, and the new industrial magnates grew rich and powerful at the expense
of average farmers and workers. Many industries came to be dominated by
one firm, which could charge very high prices. If only one railroad served a
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farm town, for example, the railroad could charge farmers a hi gh price to trans-
port grain and make a large profit.

Workers often had to labor for low wages under poor working conditions.
A contract fair to both employer and employee can be reached only if the two
parties have approximately equal power. However, workers often had to ac-
cept what the employer offered, and women and:children often worked long
hours in unsafe factories for pennies. Industries dumped their untreated wastes
into the nation’s waters and skies and laid off workers during periodic busi-
ness slumps, causing great family hardship.>

By the 1890s, reformers proposed that the role of government should be
expanded to check abusive corporate power and to protect the interests of in-
dividual workers and consumers. Reformers began to work for legislation to
curb monopoly power in steel, railroads, oil, and other industries. The gov-
ernment regulated the packaging and sale of food and drugs to consumers in
1906 after a muckraking journalist, Upton Sinclair, exposed unsanitary prac-
tices in the meat-packing industry.*

Conservationists prevailed upon government to develop an extensive na-
tional park system in order to protect the land from thoughtless, short-sighted
ranchers and mining companies. Important political reforms included ex-
tending the right to vote to women; providing for the direct election of judges
and minor political officials; and introducing the referendum, which allowed
citizens to vote directly on policy issues.

After the Great Depression of 1929 stalled economic activity and threw
one-fourth of the labor force out of work, Americans in unprecedented num-
bers became convinced that laissez-faire government and an unmanaged cap-
italist economy did not work. Franklin Delano Roosevelt won a landslide
victory in the presidential election of 1932 and swept a reform-minded Con-
gress into office too. In the following years, the role of the federal government
was much expanded. The National Labor Relations Act supported the right of
workers to join unions and to bargain with their employers. The Social Secu-
rity Act gave workers a monthly income after retirement. The Agricultural Ad-
Jjustment Act sought to protect farmers from devastating falls in the prices of
their crops. The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) began to regu-
late financial institutions.®

Increased Support for Government Involyement

For more than 40 years following Roosevelt’s first election, the federal
government played an active and expanding role in society. In the area of civil
rights, the federal government acted to discourage discrimination on the ba-
sis of race, creed, or gender. In 1948, Harry S. Truman signed an executive
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order banning racial discrimination in the armed forces. In 1954, the Supreme
Court declared racially segregated schools to be unconstitutional. In 1964,
Congress enacted the Civil Rights Act, which prohibited discrimination in any
public or private institution on the basis of race, religion, or national origin.
In 1972, the Equal Employment Opportunity Act was passed to combat race
and gender discrimination in employment.

Other government programs sought to provide everyone with a decent
material standard of living, including a reasonable standard of food, clothing,
shelter, and medical care and some protection from unemployment and the
cares of old age. To promote greater socioeconomic equality, the government
made available food stamps and housing subsidies, unemployment insurance
and social security, scholarships, and work-training programs.

By the late 1970s, about 9 percent of American economic production and
about 47 percent of the federal budget were devoted to social security,
Medicare, food stamps, and other social welfare programs. These social
spending programs did much to ease the burden of poverty in America; about
40 percent of social welfare spending went to persons with incomes below the
official poverty line. However, when the income from social welfare programs
is added to earned household income, 11 percent of American families still
live below the poverty line. Without the income from government social wel-
fare programs, 21 percent of American families would live in poverty.’

President Reagan and the Role of the Federal Government

Exactly how far government should go in promoting freedom from dis-
crimination and guaranteeing an adequate material standard of living has be-
come a matter of considerable dispute. To what extent does the Constitution
require that governments, schools, and employers not discriminate against
women or members of racial or religious minorities? Should government pro-
vide special scholarships and require affirmative action hiring programs to
compensate for past discrimination? Should we as a society spend more on
federal programs which redistribute income from the relatively well-off to the
poor?

During his 1980 presidential election campaign, Ronald Reagan launched
a sharp attack on the principle that the federal government should play an ever-
expanding role in economic and social life. As President, Reagan fought for
cuts in domestic spending programs, sponsored cuts in the income tax, slashed
the budgets of federal regulatory agencies, and turned over responsibility for
some government programs to the states. In the area of civil rights, the Rea-
gan administration affirmed the values of community and tradition. If the com-
munity consensus is that religious values should be taught in the schools,
homosexuality discouraged, and the values of home and family cherished,
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these community standards should be respected. Government should not de-
fend unpopular atheists or homosexuals against the unfriendly actions of the
majority culture.’

Political debate has continued over these issues during the administrations
of moderate Republican George Bush (1988-1992) and moderate Democrat
Bill Clinton, elected in 1992. Are activist or laissez-faire principles likely to
prevail? The answer depends on how Americans think government should re-
spond to continuing social change. It also depends on who is most successful
at building political support for particular policies. Because the American po-
litical system is complex, skilled observers often disagree about the relative
power of those who participate in the game of politics. In the next section we
examine three perspectives on who shapes policy choices in American poli-
tics and government.

Perspectives on Power

Power is the ability to get someone to do your bidding, even if that per-
son does not want to. Of enduring interest in politics is the power relationship
between the rulers (whether a hereditary monarch, a military group, or popu-
larly elected officials) and the citizens whom they rule. How much control do
Americans have over their government? How much control should they have?
In seeking to answer these questions, defenders and critics of American gov-
ernment and politics have developed three theories about power in American
political life.

Democratic theory asks to what extent the people actually govern them-
selves and exercise control over their elected leaders. Elitist theory maintains
that in any society a wealthy, prestigious, powerful minority occupies key po-
litical positions and makes important policy decisions without much control
by the people. Pluralist theory observes that citizens have much influence on
political issues of great interest and importance to them but little influence on
other issues. These three theories—democratic, elitist, and pluralist—are sets
of ideas which help us organize and interpret our political experience.

Democratic Theory

From a democratic perspective, the important political issue is how ef-
fectively the people control their leaders. How much control citizens in a
democracy actually have is a matter of some debate. The word “democracy”
comes from the Greek word demos and means “rule by the people.” In ancient
Athens, interested citizens met in the city square to discuss and resolve pub-
lic issues, approaching the democratic ideal of rule by the people. Subsequent
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generations of political philosophers were inspired by mﬁ idea that the peo-
ple should participate actively in their own governance. o

In larger societies, citizens tend to participate less fully in political life. In
contemporary America the people rule only in the minimal sense that they
choose those who rule over them. Issues in industrial society are complex, and
most citizens have neither the time nor the inclination to study them carefully.
Participation in politics is often limited to passing judgment on the overall
performance of officials in occasional elections. Indeed, most citizens o.mm:oﬁ
recall the names of their representatives in Congress. At best, the participa-
tory democratic model is an ideal to be worked 8«3& not an accurate de-
scription of political reality in contemporary America.’

Democracy in Practice

In practice, American citizens do have considerable control over Eo.:
leaders, certainly in comparison with the authoritarian regimes so common in
the world. In many societies, political power is based on armed might, and
would-be rulers literally fight it out to determine who will govern and for what
purpose. Because the military has most of the weapons, colonels m.:a gener-
als make and break governments or establish military dictatorships. In the
United States, the military has remained under civilian control, and political
battles have been fought with ballots, not bullets. In comparison with other
societies, American elections are free, political parties compete, and civil lib-
erties are respected.

Attempts to gain a political advantage by circumventing the checks and
balances provided in the Constitution have met with much disfavor. In 1937,
President Franklin Roosevelt proposed to increase the number of Supreme
Court justices from nine to fifteen so he could pack the Court 3& liberal jus-
tices. Although Roosevelt was at the peak of his popularity, his plan was
widely criticized and quietly withdrawn.' .

The experiences of other countries show that it is one thing to write a con-
stitution giving people some meaningful control over their rulers and nE.ﬁo
another to establish a democratic government in actual practice. In Latin
America, states throwing off the yoke of Spanish rule in the 1820s and 1830s
modeled their new constitutions on the U.S. Constitution. Important provi-
sions were ignored, however, and a small landowning aristocracy dominated
politics. The military frequently overthrew civilian politicians and suspended
the constitutions. Similarly, England and France sought to encourage demo-
cratic parliamentary forms of government in their Asian and African colonies
after World War I, but in most cases, noncompetitive elections, erosion of ba-
sic freedoms, and periods of military rule prevailed. Citizens exercised very
little control over their rulers.
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In the 1970s, fewer than 30 of the world’s 150 political systems could be
classified as democratic, although many more have had short periods of de-
mocratic governance.'' In the 1990s, most African, Asian, and Latin Ameri-
can nations are experimenting with democratic elections. An important reason
this came about was the collapse of authoritarian communist rule in the So-
viet Union and Eastern Europe. The fall of communism revealed that the sac-
rifice of freedom and the lack of any significant popular control of political
leaders was not justified. Certainly authoritarian regimes failed to create effi-
cient economies or just social systems. How many of these democratic ex-
periments will end in creation of successful, enduring democracies remains
to be seen.

Preconditions for Stable Democracy

Since citizens have won a substantial measure of control over their rulers
in so few societies, it is important to ask when democratic political institu-
tions are likely to succeed. The ruled have a better chance to keep control over
their rulers in a free market economy, for the government then does not con-
trol production units such as factories or decide -whom one works for, what
job one works at, or where one lives.

Also important is the freedom to associate with others. In the United
States, people belong to many social groups which are not controlled by the
government but which do seek to influence the decisions of political leaders.
On behalf of their members, churches speak out on abortion and school prayer
issues, trade unions champion full-employment policies, the American Le-
gion and Veterans of Foreign Wars build pride in a militarily stron g America,
and the Sierra Club works to preserve our nation’s natural resources from eco-
nomic development and our environment from industrial pollution.

People must also agree to resolve their differences within the framework
of political institutions and to play by the political rules of the game. That
means extending to all a fair chance to become part of the majority which
makes political decisions and recognizing that minimal rights of small and un-
popular minorities must be respected. Political factions may be tempted to
seize power by force of arms and to distribute the fruits of victory to their fol-
lowers. Democratic institutions require a spirit of bargaining and accommo-
dation with one’s political opponents.'?

This willingness to settle for half a loaf and to recognize the essential min-
imum demands of political opponents is impossible when ethnic conflicts are
allowed to fester and deepen into murderous hatred. Ethnic antagonism in
Bosnia, in the former Soviet republics, in Sudan, and Somalia creates a hos-
tile climate in which people are unlikely to have confidence in democratic po-
litical institutions.
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With the important exception of the Civil War, political leaders in the
United States and their supporters have adhered to the rules of the political game
as defined in the Constitution for 200 years. In few societies would a presiden-
tial candidate defeated by a few percentage points wish his victorious opponent
well and retire to private life, as routinely happens in American politics.

As you read about government and politics, think about the quality of
American democracy. To what extent do the people hold their political lead-
ers accountable? How responsive are elected officials to the wishes of their
constituents?

Elitist Theory

Elitists build upon the observation that a few people in society monopo-
lize resources and wield influence. A professional politician, a full-time em-
ployee of an interest group, and a wealthy campaign contributor are more
powerful than an 18-year-old worker in a fast-food restaurant, a mwcmﬂo parent
working 40 hours a week while raising two children, or a millionaire whose
passions are watching professional sports and collecting antique cars.

The fundamental insight of elitism is that within any political group, 99
percent of the members are bystanders while the other 1 percent make deci-
sions. The work and outputs of Congress are structured by the leaders, not by
rank-and-file members. In political parties, an elite few choose a short list of
acceptable candidates, write platforms, and define party positions on impor-
tant issues. The agenda of interest groups is controlled by group leaders. Or-
dinary party members make campaign contributions and support: party
candidates, but the basic decisions are made by the elite few.

Elitists are persuaded that on the national level, a small group, perhaps
7000 individuals, dominates political life. This political elite includes top ad-
visers to the president, key members of Congress, opinion-shaping print and
television journalists, highly placed corporation officers, and lawyers and
bankers to whom elected political figures listen."

Characteristics of Elite Rule
When observers argue that elites dominate American political life, they
are likely to note several characteristics of elite rule.

Attention to the Big Issues. The ruling minority guides the general di-
rection of American politics, defines the terms of political debate, makes the
major decisions about the role of government in society, and shapes the con-
tours of economic policy. Many specific details are not worked out by the elite
because these details are not important enough to merit their concern. The elite
may not care whether the Air Force gets a new plane or the Navy gets a new
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carrier as long as military preparedness is maintained. And the elite may not
care whether the Republican or Democratic candidate is elected president, as
long as the elite can control the nominating process. Members of the elite make
sure that both political parties put up candidates of similar social and occu-
pational backgrounds and life experiences.

Members of the political elite work hard to control the agenda for politi-
cal discussion, a process which E. E. Schattschneider calls the “mobilization
of bias.”™ In his view, the problem is not that the elite and the non-elite argue
about political issues and the elite few always win; the problem is that the
members of the elite control the agenda by deciding what the issues are. The
average citizen does not have the time or the energy, the interest, or the know!-
edge to become familiar with complex public issues. Because the people are
incapable of understanding and resolving public issues, democracy is an im-
possible dream and the elite few dominate politics by default.

Competition Within the Elite. Frequently, members of the elite are di-
vided among themselves. For example, doctors no longer have a free hand in
formulating health care policy. Other health care providers, including insur-
ance companies, hospitals and nursing homes, drug manufacturers, and other
health care support professionals, demand to be heard. And corporations
alarmed at soaring health care costs challenge the dominance of medical pro-
fessionals in shaping the health care system. Average Americans who are the
patients and who pay most of the bill will not have much say."®

Intra-elite competition is an important source of social change. The role
of government in society changes as elites adapt to a new environment. In
post—Civil War America, the new industrial elites favored limited government
and low taxes, but they also expected the federal government to subsidize rail-
road construction and subjugate native Americans. In the early 1900s, corpora-
tions advocated expanded federal regulation to protect established firms. Thus,
established meat-packers favored that government inspect meat plants to pro-
tect the reputation of the industry from unscrupulous new entrants. Similarly,
railroads favored rate regulation to protect the industry from price wars.'®

Circulation of the Elite. Members of the elite move into and out of elite
status regularly. In the nineteenth century, an industrial elite challenged the
older commercial elite, and in the 1930s, labor leaders and ethnic leaders
joined the ranks of the elites. Early elites were largely white Anglo-Saxon
Protestant males; in recent decades, increasing numbers of Catholics, Jews,
blacks, and women have been admitted into the ranks of the elite.

Informal Rule.  The political elite rule informally in that they do not rent
office space, have a letterhead, or develop a specific agenda.
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Criticism of Elite Domination

Most observers of politics who believe that a political elite dominates also
believe that elite rule is not in the best interests of the people. Among the most
influential early critics of elitism were Karl Marx and C. Wright Mills. Writ-
ing in nineteenth-century Europe, Karl Marx saw that the industrial revolu-
tion was creating an all-powerful industrial and commercial elite (the
bourgeoisie) whose power rested in their control of capital, the means of pro-
ducing economic wealth.'” The bourgeoisie created a political elite to serve
its interests. Marx denied that political leaders were powerful in their own
right—they were, he thought, little more than a tool of the dominant class,
which derived its power from control of the economy. While Marx saw the
growing power of the economic elite, Mills broadened the elite to include key
national political leaders, shapers of the public opinion, and presidents of
prominent universities and other social institutions.'®

The followers of Marx and Mills today argue that the elite has successfully
turned the middle class against the poor so the wealthy can set the main policy
course without interference. The middle classes direct their political efforts
against affirmative action programs and social welfare spending which benefit
the poor, while they ignore tax loopholes and the privileges of the rich. As al-
ways, the system benefits the rich; the distribution of income among the rich,
the middle class, and the poor has not changed appreciably over the last 50 years.

Contemporary critics of elitism also are disturbed that Americans are
given material affluence and mind-deadening entertainment in exchange for
surrender of the right to participate in setting priorities. They argue that the
middle class has been bought off with bread and circuses—material affluence
and high-technology entertainment. Sadly, they say, we do not experience the
joys of creative political participation beyond the pale rituals of watching tele-
vision news nightly and casting an occasional ballot.

Average citizens are content with their lot, say the critics, because the elite
deceives them successfully. Rather than resenting the wealth of the powerful,
members of the middle class envy the rich as they read People magazine and
watch Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous on television. “With a little luck, ini-
tiative, and energy, I too can become rich and famous,” thinks the average
American. “You are the loser in an unfair game,” thinks elitism’s critic, “and
you don’t even know it.”

The Argument for Elite Rule

Not all students of politics believe that elite rule is undesirable. Support-
ers of elitism argue that, paradoxically, a political democracy works better if
the people play a rather limited role because the members of the elite are more
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committed to democratic values than are the masses. The masses, they say,
are more easily prejudiced and more inclined to compromise the civil liber-
ties of unpopular religious, ethnic, and political minorities.®

Also, mass political apathy and inattentiveness to public issues indicate
general satisfaction with the policies of an elite-dominated system. People be-
come actively concerned with political issues when they are discontented, and
discontented people may follow antidemocratic demagogues. For example, in
1933, many Germans supported Hitler, who promptly destroyed the demo-
cratic institutions of the Weimar Republic. Alternatively, the discontented may
try to secede from the political system, as Southerners did over the issues of
northern economic domination and the spread of slavery in 1861.

A Weakness of the Elitist Perspective

Proving false the idea that a small group dominates political life is diffi-
cult because any decision can be interpreted as the work of a self-serving elite.
For example, if government raises taxes that hit average people hard, such as
:.5 social security payroll tax or a tax on energy, elites are making the deci-
sion in their own interest. If government raises the progressive income tax on
high-income earners, elites are buying popular support for the elite-dominated
political system.

. And what if a member of the elite advocates policies which favor non-
elite groups? Ted Kennedy is a highly publicized, wealthy senator from Mass-
achusetts; he is also an articulate spokesman for the poor. Is he disqualified as
a member of the elite because he advocates social welfare favorable to the
wooﬁV Or do we say that members of the elite are united only on the important
issues and that since they are divided on helping the poor, helping the poor is
:o.ﬁ an important issue? Such reasoning makes it impossible to disprove the
existence of a unified elite.

As you read about American government and politics, look for evidence
supporting or refuting the claims of Marx, Mills, and their contemporary fol-
lowers that an elite dominates our political life.

Pluralist Theory

.E:B:ﬂ theory seeks the middle ground between democratic theory,
<.§.5: oﬁcrmmﬁom that the citizens effectively control their leaders and par-
ticipate significantly in their own governance, and elitist theory, which asserts

Emﬁ a few thousand people monopolize political power independent of any
significant mass control.>
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From a pluralist perspective, American politics is an amalgam of many
largely autonomous policy subsystems, each consisting of different influen-
tial actors addressing specific issues. For example, farmers and farm groups
influence agricultural policy; soldiers and weapons manufacturers tend to
dominate military policy; doctors, hospitals, and pharmaceutical companies
tend to shape health care policy.

The principal architect of pluralist theory, Robert Dahl, describes the
American political system as a “polyarchy,” which means “rule by the
many.””' He agrees with elitists that few people participate in the making of
decisions, but he objects to the idea that a small power elite dominates. He
agrees with democratic theorists that the masses exert considerable influence
and that decision makers must be responsive to the people if they expect to
remain in office. Pluralists, like democrats, draw our attention to elections and
public opinion, interest groups, and political parties. These representative in-
stitutions allow people to control their rulers. In a well-functioning democ-
racy, the executive, legislative, and judicial branches are responsive to these
representative institutions.

Types of Political Resources

Pluralist theory maintains that power is widely distributed because many
different kinds of resources—organization, expertise, money, numbers, and
time and effort—can be converted into power on specific issues.

Organization. While individuals have neither the time nor the energy to
persuade public officials, they can and do join interest groups. Their $25 mem-
bership fee helps pay the salary and expenses of a full-time professional who
will urge public officials to support the viewpoint of group members. The ac-
tivities and effectiveness of interest groups are discussed in Chapter 7.

Expertise. Public officials often want to know the probable conse-
quences of a proposed policy. To learn how well a defensive shield against
missiles will work, they will talk with strategic experts, engineers, and physi-
cists. To slow the spread of acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS),
politicians and administrators will listen to the views of doctors and AIDS pa-
tients. Many Americans develop useful expertise on the job or through their
life experiences.

Money. Citizens can convert their money into political influence. By fi-
nancing a candidate’s election campaign, a contributor may gain a chance to
meet with the candidate and express his or her point of view. Since money is
essential in democratic politics, wealthy individuals have more clout than poor
people do.
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Numbers. In a democracy, political leaders must win the votes of citi-
zens to remain in office. Mindful that the next election is coming up, politi-
cians are careful not to alienate their supporters. The media conduct public
opinion polls regularly on important political issues, and politicians read the

results with interest. Public opinion and elections are discussed in Chapters 4
and 6.

Time and Effort. A few citizens are active in politics beyond occasion-
ally discussing issues with friends and voting in elections. They may work on
behalf of candidates in election campaigns, write letters to their representa-
tives or to a local newspaper, and participate in demonstrations to underline
the importance of an issue. In the pluralist view, many citizens have signifi-
cant power on one issue but very little on other issues. Farmers shape agri-
culture policy but have little influence on health care or transportation policy.
Fundamentalist Christians are influential in the abortion debate but have lit-
tle influence on immigration policy or protectionism and free trade issues. Or-
ganized labor speaks effectively about policies to reduce the unemployment
rate but has little voice in setting standards for nuclear plant safety.

The Argument for Pluralism

Pluralists are generally satisfied that government institutions respond to
the people’s perceptions of what policies are needed. No major groups in so-
ciety are denied a voice in the policy matters of greatest interest to them, and
most interests can muster enough political clout to adjust policy to their lik-
ing. The system is responsive, and on controversial issues it encourages com-
promise. While no one is completely satisfied, compromise produces policies
with which most can live.

A Critique of Pluralism

Some critics of American government and politics are profoundly dissat-
isfied with a pluralist political system dominated by a dense network of self-
interested groups. Politics dominated by special interests pressing self-serving
claims which government is unable to resist is called interest group liberal-
ism.” Special interests are powerful enough to prevent government policy-
makers from pursuing the common good. Consider the following examples:

The textile or shoe industry seeks tariff protections which will raise
prices to consumers and invite retaliation by other nations.

Farmers seek subsidies for their peanut, tobacco, and milk production.

Opponents of nuclear power plants challenge and delay design and con-
struction, raising costs dramatically.
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Handicapped persons seek access ramps in all public buildings at tax-
payer expense.

The National Rifle Association (NRA) successfully opposes gun-control
restrictions which most people favor.

Pro-choice and antiabortion groups are fundamentally opposed and find
no common ground for compromise.

These examples suggest that government institutions often fail to resist
special-interest pleading. Public policies meet the needs of parochial special
interests but work against the interests and preferences of the majority. Hy-
perpluralism diminishes the quality of public life. For example, the entrenched
power of well-established economic interests contributes to economic stag-
nation. Groups threatened by foreign competition, regional decline, or tech-
nological obsolescence defend their vested interest in the status quo rather
than adapt to changing technology and competition from low-cost producers.
Such groups expect government to insulate them from the forces of change,
but slower growth hurts everyone in the long run.”

Also, social divisiveness replaces a spirit of accommodation and com-
promise. Members of single-interest groups, such as the NRA and pro-choice
and antiabortion groups, believe passionately in their single cause. Complete
victory is their goal. They are reluctant to moderate their demands in order to
find an alternative which the majority can support. The activities of equally
intense pro-choice and antiabortion groups lead to stalemate. Government
cannot find an acceptable solution to major national problems.

Another problem is that the true preferences of society are distorted when
intense minorities dominate the policy-making process. A majority may pre-
fer some form of gun control, but elected officials know that opposing gun
control will win the votes of NRA members. Supporting gun control will not
earn them votes, since gun control supporters are less passionate and typically
evaluate a candidate’s position on many issues. Therefore, the intense minor-
ity wins and the cooler majority loses.

Finally, our political system affords special-interest groups too many op-
portunities to achieve their policy objectives. Within Congress, the compli-
cated process by which a bill becomes a law provides many opportunities to
kill or modify unfavorable policies. To prevent a proposed law from being
passed, an unhappy interest group needs to control the decision-making
process at only one point. Disgruntled groups make extensive use of the courts
to delay and obstruct. Environmental groups sue the Environmental Protec-
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tion Agency to require industries to install expensive pollution control equip-
ment. Religious groups bring local school districts into court to prevent sex
education or the teaching of evolution. In our federal system, federal, state,
and local governments must cooperate to implement many policies. If special
interests are displeased with decisions made in Washington, they can continue
the fight at state and local levels. A government responsive to its citizens ad-
dresses issues of common concern and crafts a package of policies acceptable
to a broad cross section of the people. In a political system dominated by self-
serving interest groups, government cannot do its job.

How well the American political system is working depends on what we
expect it to do. That is why democratic, elitist, and pluralist theories are cel-
ebrated by some and criticized by others.

Within democratic theory, some writers advocate more individual partic-
ipation in political life and closer citizen control over elected officials. Oth-
ers believe that the masses are inclined to take a short-run, selfish position
and follow unscrupulous, colorful demagogues who promise them impossible
dreams. In this view, if people confine their political participation to voting
and entrust political decision making to an elite committed to democratic in-
stitutions and values, it is best to leave well enough alone.

Within elitist theory, critics condemn domination by a political elite, while
defenders believe that common people are well served to choose an elite to
govern on society’s behalf. Defenders of elitist theory are more concerned that
excessive popular interference will hamstring the government’s ability to act
decisively in the public interest.

Within pluralist theory, defenders are pleased that most groups in society
can influence the decisions of greatest importance to them. Critics complain
that the proliferation of self-interested groups has created a stalemate society
in which our political leaders lack the authority to make necessary social de-
cisions. Such leaders, they say, cannot balance the budget or strengthen our
competitive position abroad without incurring the wrath of powerful social
groups.
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20. James A. Garfield* Republican 1881

21. Chester A. Arthur Republican 1881-1885
22. Grover Cleveland Democratic 1885-1889
23. Benjamin Harrison Republican 1889-1893
24. Grover Cleveland Democratic 1893-1897
25. William McKinley* Republican 1897-1901
26. Theodore Roosevelt Republican 1901-1909
27. William Howard Taft Republican 1909-1913
28. Woodrow Wilson Democratic 1913-1921
29. Warren G. Harding* Republican 1921-1923
30. Calvin Coolidge Republican 1923-1929
31. Herbert Hoover Republican 1929-1933
32. Franklin Delano Roosevelt* Democratic 1933-1945
33. Harry S. Truman Democratic 1945-1953
34. Dwight D. Eisenhower Republican 1953-1961
35. John F. Kennedy* Democratic 1961-1963
36. Lyndon B. Johnson Democratic 1963-1969
37. Richard M. Nixont Republican 1969-1974
38. Gerald R. Ford Republican 1974-1977
39. Jimmy Carter Democratic 1977-1981
40. Ronald Reagan Republican 1981-1989
41. George Bush Republican 1989-1993
42. Bill Clinton Democratic 1993

* Died in office.

T Resigned.
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