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Keeping the Repubtic

After you've read this chapter, you will be able to ;

1.1 Explain the importance of the democratic process and identify the challenges to our

democracy today.

1.2 Describe the role that politics plays in determining how power and resources, including i
control of information, are distributed in a society. |

1.3 Compare how power is distributed between citizens and government in different
economic and political systems. I

1.4 Explain the historical origins of American democracy and the ways that the available

media controlled the political narrative.

1.5 Describe the enduring rension in the United States between self-interested human
nature and public-spirited government and the way that has been shaped in a mediated
world.

1.6 Apply the five steps of critical thinking to this boold’s themes of power and citizenship in
American politics.

NOT YOUR USUAL TEXTBOOK INTRODUCTION

This textbook won't begin like any you have read, or any we have written, for that matter.

Why? Because on January 6, 2021, a mob of people, citizens of the world’s longest-lived democracy,
stormed the U.S. Capitol. In a frenzy of fury and disbelief over the results of the 2020 presidential
election, they tried to subvert the U.S. Constitution by derailing the certification of a lawful and fair
election. In the months since, millions of election-deniers have refused to accept the fact that Joe Biden
won the U.S. presidency, his predecessor has been under multiple state and federal investigations for,
among other things, trying to stage a coup that would keep him in power, and the country has seen
multiple participants in the January 6ch riots tried and sentenced. In the 2022 midterm elections,
although history and political science told us that Democrats would lose many seats in the House of
Representatives and even in the Senate, the results turned out to be a wash, as clection deniers running
for top posts in key states were defeated. For the moment, democracy seems to be winning, but there is
along struggle ahead.

How did this happen??? When we published the first edition of this textbook over twenty years
ago—we chose the title Keeping the Republic to drive home a frequently forgotten point—that
democracies need a lot of tending to stay vibrant and functional. And even though, in the year
2000, we could begin to see the erosion of democratic norms at the highest level of American
politics, we never actually believed that a determined group of Americans, urged on by a disap-
pointed office seeker who didn’t Jike to lose, would be so . . . so what? So delusional? So confused?
So enchanted by one candidate and so overwhelmed with disinformation—that they would risk
throwing away our democracy?

And yet, here we are. Since that sixth of January, and all the ensuing events, we have begun our
classroom teaching much as we are beginning this book—with a call to awareness that the founda-
tions of our democracy are rocky, that the American commitment to the principles that underlay the
Constitution—principles best described as a set of ideas called classical liberalism (and no, that has
nothing, or very little, to do with the way the term liberalism is used in contemporary partisan politics)
are fast being abandoned by some Americans with predictable and dire consequences. Our warnings
that the democratic sky is falling have been met mostly with a mix of indifference and alarm on the part

of our students.
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Chapter 1 ® Politics: Who Gets What, and How?

Broken Glass

A member of a pro-Trump mob shatters a window with his fist from inside the Capitol Building after breaking into it on January é,
2021, in Washington, D.C

Jon Cherry/Getly frmages

Finally, one of our students said, with an air of weary tolerance for an older person who just didn't
get it, “Professor, you keep talking about the threats to our great democracy but what you don't get is
that for most of us, it’s not all chat great to begin with.”

Aha! Lightbulb moment. Another reminder thar the teachable moments in the classroom are not
always for the student.

Whart we realized is that our expericnces as Baby Boomers (we know, we know—cue the Boomer
jolees) had led us to sece American democracy as essentially a hopeful story of progress, the tale of the
moral arcof the universe that truly does bend, slowly, towa rd justice. Thatsame optimism that made us
believe in the possibiliries of American democracy contributed to ouranguish on January 6.

For thosc of our students who have on some level lost their faich in the possibilitics of that democ-
racy, January 6 wasn’t that much of a surprise, and not that much of a loss.

Don't getuswrong, Plenty of you think like we do. But for asignificant number of younger Americans,
American democracy, and the older generations who sing its praises, have let them down. Badly.

About that time, some polls came out that confirmed what our students had tried ro tell us. Many
young people, way more of you than of older generations, are not optimistic abour democracy, not very,
anyway. The Flarvard Youth Poll of 18- to 29-year-old Americans—conducted in both English and
Spanish—found, in the fall of 2021, that 52 percent of young people belicve that democracy is in
trouble or has failed. A scant 7 percent believe it is healthy. The partisan breakdown was especially
interesting: while those identifying as Democrats were split roughly in halfon the health of democracy,
70 percent of young Republicans reported that democracy had failed or was in trouble. In fact, halfof
the young Republicans, compared to less than a third of Democrats and just over a chird of the unaffili-
ated believed that they might see a second American civil war in cheir lifetimes.'

[ntcrcstingly, those numbers did not signal a collapse of the youth vote in 2022, While it wasn’t as
high as it had been in 2018—which seta record for midterm clection turnout for all age groups—it was
Avery strong furnout in some areas—up to 31 percent in some battlegrounds. Yes, this is seill low inan
clection where the overall turnout was 47 pereent but, to be fair, in many places the laws intentionally

malee it harder for younger voters to get to the polls.
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Keeping the Republic

Some of the reasons why 18- t 29-ycar-olds are indifferent to the events of January 6, and to poli-

tics in general, makealot of sense to s, Some make less sehse. Here are the top three:

e American democracy is run mostly by old people who have bled the country and the planet
dry of valuable resources to supply their comfort, leaving younger people, loaded with debt, to
clean up the mess.

o  American democracy just reinforces a power structure that fails marginalized communities
and perpetuates economic and power inequities. Democracy is not such a great way to make
decisions if it resists the big structural change that is necessary to establish a decent way of life
for all Americans.

e And even this: American democracy was once great, but it is now suffering from an influx of
immigrants who bring crime and drugs into the country. The “deep state” bureaucracy that
really runs things nceds to be purged of its pernicious inAuence before the country can return
to its former glory. And if democracy can’t do the job, it should be done by whatever means

can get it done.

Both the “America was never great but maybe could be someday—with a lot of change” and the
“America was once great but can’t be great again without a lot of change” schools of thought have in
common that they blame someone for why things aren’t great and mostly want to get the offenders out
of the way so that things can be improved. And since the democratic politics of the day just seems to
perpetuate the problers that all sides see, no side is particularly wedded to democratic decision making

as a way to restore the country to its former state of health.

How the Politics of the Past Impacts Your Future

If you are reading this book, you are a college student or at least college bound, perhaps, a person
making plans for your life. Thase plans might be aspirational for humanity: to explore the world,
see what it has to offer, change it, maybe even save it. Your plans might be ambitlous for yoursell
and your family: to get a job, build a business, raise some kids, get rich, and, if it all pays off, leave a
legacy behind for the next generations. Maybe you have less acquisitive intentions. Maybe you want
to get a job and pay your bills and enjoy yourself and your friends as much as possible in the time
outside your nine-to-five job.

There are as many ways to design the future as there are people to live it. But whichever way you
plan to go, you will need to conjure up a few things that the generations before you took for granted, a
luxury that will, for the most part, be denied to you.

You will need a way to guarantee the stability of the political system, to maintain the conditions for
economic prosperity, to defend America from threats around the wortld. And, oh yeah, you'll have to
presetve the health and survival of the planet as well.

Americans in the past century and a half have typically fele confident looking to government to
provide those things although they have argued vigorously about just how much or what kinds of those
things they need. Your parents’ generation, even your gra ndparents’ generation, didn’t worry too much
about those fundamentals. If there was one issuc 4 majority of Americans felt confident about in the
1900s, and even in the opening years of the 2000s, it was the strength of their democracy and the power
of the American ideal around the world to help keep other countries from flexing their muscles at our
expense. Sure, the economy had growth spurts and slowdowns, but the experience of the New Deal
gave Americans the reassuring illusion that while the government could not control economic cyeles, it
could lessen the drama of the ups and downs and buffer their impact.

That doesn’t mean that earlier generations didn't have worries, even big, huge, terrifying worries
over the fighting of world wars, the Great Depression, the war in Vietnam, and the actack on the
World Trade Center. But underneath, for the most part, was faith in Ametican democracy, both in
the value of it—that it was a good thing—and in the sutvival of it—that it would endure, regardless

of what history threw at it.
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Chapter 1 ® Politics: Who Gets What, and How?

And history threw a great deal. Catch some black-and-white reruns of television in mid-twenticth
century America and you might get the impression that Americans had figured out the good life. But
that sitcom Happy Land was not everyonc’s experience of American life, nor was it an experience to
which everyone aspired. The people who thought that the TV life shown on Leave It to Beaver, Father
Knows Best, and Make Room for Daddy (yes, those were real, popular shows; check them out!) was a good
thing were content with a world that was largely white, in which dads went off to work in the morning
and moms stayed home with the kids, where dads had the financial power and called the shots and
people of color, if they appeared in a white world, were usually there as servants. African Americans were
not equal citizens with whites; they didn’t effectively get their right to vote protected and enforced unil
1965. And while women got the vote in 1920, they were not independent financial beings; women were
not even guaranteed the right to obtain a credit card in their own namein the United States until 7974.

Behind the happy fagade of midcentury life forces were brewing that would turn the country upside
down over the next seventy-five years. People of color would demand and receive their consticutional
rights to attend nonsegregﬂted schools, to vote, and to live, work, and travel where they wanted without
interference. Women got their credit cards, the right to keep their jobs if they got pregnant, control of
their reproductive and family planning decisions, and the right to divorce their husbands and to retain
custody of their kids. LGBTQ+ people won the right to marry, to adopt children, to live their authentic
lives without legally sanctioned restraint.

All sounds good, right?

Not so fast. You may have heard of Newton'’s third law, that for every action in nature there is an
equal and opposite reaction. The laws of physics don’t apply to social culture and political power, but
sometimes they describe it pretcy well,

The changes in American life between 1950 and 2010 freed many people from a life of powerless-
ness and second-class citizenship and welcomed them into the world they had seen on TV screens. But
power s zero sum—ifsome people gain it, others lose. If nothing else, they lose the power to control the
ones who have newly gained it. The liberation experienced in the latter part of the twentieth century
by wormen and people of color and LGBTQ+ people and people with disabilities—and all the other
groups who had been marginalized through much of American history—was not seen as a step forward
by everyone. It was not “progress” at all for a large group of people—largely middle- to working-class
white people living in rural areas and/or the South who were unlikely to be college educared, who lived
according to the rules they had been brought up with, who had fought world wars to preserve those
rules, and who enjoyed the privileges those rules conferred on them.

Understood through the lens that defined their world, the new century felt like a step back. The
screen of the TV set no longer implied that their lives constituted the be-all-end-all desirable lifestyle
for all Americans but instead laughed at them while it celebrared the lives of working moms, unmarricd
women, and Black families living the American dream. TV shows began to depict the exploits of fami-
lies with single moms and families of color as they had once portrayed white nuclear families.

From the perspective of many white, Christian, rural, southern, working-class Americans, those
who would dethrone them or at least require that they share their thrones, scemed to be telling them
that they had been demoted, that they were now the marginalized ones because they weren't any longer
the ones who defined what it means to be “Arerican.” Many of them, especially those who didn’t have
any power clsewhere in their lives, felt this changein their guts as the deepest of injustices. And they saw
the agents of change—feminists, Black activists, “liberals,” the govemment——cspecially a bureaucracy
that secemed too secretive and, even more especially, the courts that seemed too activist—as enemies of
their way of life, a way of life that they felt had been guaranteed to them by the U.S. Constitution and
was now under existential threat.

You can sec how that restructuring of power among groups in the population that became en forced
by law in the second half of the twentieth century set up tensions that still frame the battles in American
politics. For some Americans, life in the mid-twentieth century was good in ways that mattered to
them. And when they think about their goal for the United States, it is to go back there, to make
America great again. Cleatly, for those who were disenfranchised and unable to even keep their own
wages, control their bodies, or get a credit card and the independent life that comes with those things,

that time was 20t great, and their political goal is to never return to that state of powerlcssness.
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Keeping the Republic

So that’s one truth about the political world in which you are coming of age. It is fraught with
stress and animosity between people who fecl that they are fosing power when others are gaining it
and who do not want to cede any of it. And the power they arc fighting over is not just the power to
vote or to charge their college tuition on a credit card. It’s the power to define what it means to be
American: on the one side the vision is largely white, Christian, older, patriarchal, rural, and work-
ing class; and on the other, it is racially, ethnically, and religiously diverse, younger, urban, college
cducated, and professional.

Among other things, that tension has rendered the federal government unable to solve problems.
Because Republicans (representing the white, rural, Christian constituency) and Democrats (repre-
senting diverse, urban, nonteligious people) are carrying their fight about who we are into the halls
of Congress, a victory for one side is seen as a loss for the other and, possibly, something that might
enhance the winner’s chance to appeal to more voters. So Congress has a hard time acting; both sides
want to win, a compromise position often doesn’t exist, and, anyway, a compromise that lets both sides
claim victory might still feel like a loss to the side that feels itselfto be in existential danger.

And this is where your generation comes in. Many of the things that young people look to govern-
ment to provide in order to make their own lives more livable—cheaper college, forgiven student loans,
guaranteed health care, affordable housing, legalized weed, and safe communities—can’t be addressed
because Congress is deadlocked in struggles about who the “real” Americans are.

The Promise of, and Alternatives to, Democratic Politics

The things that worry young voters—a planet whose melting poles, rising seas, and parched deserts
constitute a literal existential threat to global food supplies, housing, and disease-free lives; and run-
away national debt that consumes our tax revenue and prevents spending on new priorities—cannot
be addressed by a Congress whose members have a death grip on power and see their own survival as
imperative. Young voters don’t give a fig about the political survival of leaders of polirical parties that
they see as irrelevant to their lives.

No wonder, if you are mad and beyond skeptical that the government will ever do your bidding,
No wonder if you are uninterested and uninformed about what is happening in Washington or even in
your state capital. No wonder, if you look at the names on the ballot and see no one you want to vote for.
No wonder, if you look askance at your political science professor who tries to interest you in the politi-
cal process. Your alienation makes perfect sense, except for one thing: ina democratic polity (which we
still are, at the moment), your disengagement guarantees that the government will rever reflect your
wishes. Our students, hearing in our voices enthusiasm and respect for the constitutional order, tend to
miss that what gets us excited about American politics is not what Z, right this second. It’s not what was
in 1950 or in 1865 or in 1776. 1t’s not what it has ever been in any one moment in time. It’s the promise
that circumstances can get better without inevitable bloodshed. It’s the promise that, when politics is
executed properly, we can have freedoms that people in most of the world cannot dream of and that we
can work to expand those freedoms to more and more people. It’s the promise that if we do get involved
and pay attention and stay focused, we can create a country one day that will be good in a particular
moment of time. What makes us optimistic is the promise of American politics.

But that promise is not a guarantee. It’s a commitment that good things are possible, not that they
will come. The world today is remembering more vividly than it has since the end of World War II that
dictatorship and repression, not democracy and freedom, are the default setting for human society. We
see the deep attraction held by dictators who foster grievances and fear among their followers and who
promise revenge on the enemies they amplify and dwell on. And in response, those followers ignore the
grift and corruption of their leaders that bankrupts a nation for the benefit of a few. We see it in Turkey,
in Hungary, in Venezuela, and, until just recently, in Brazil. We sce it, grimly, in Russia, which, as we
are writing this, has decided to gobble up its democratic neighbor Ukraine. But so thoroughly have
Vladimir Putin and his oligarch cronies stolen everything of value from the Russians that even their
army is underfunded and ill-equipped.

That is the alternative to democracy. Not a government where you get things your way, done efficiently
because you have legitimately seized the reins of power, nota country where good values prevail because you
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Chapter 1 @ Politics: Who Gets What, and How?

drea guml person and you impose gnnd values. The alternarive to democracy, as we will see more than once
in this book, is, sooner or later, autocracy and the death of any freedom worth having, In Russia, joutnal-
ists are pnisuncd or shot, protesters are j;lilcd, and people stand in grocery lines to buy whatever foodstufts
they can get their hands on. Other countries where the people turn conttol over to eaders who do not value
democracy, who dow't honor its norms, and who mock its freedoms become Russia in their turn, That is

the alternative to democracy. And as soon as you stop saving democracy, you begin the match to autocracy.

A Question of Bias

So we have never actually said thisina textbook before. We didn’t think we had to. But this textbook
has a bias. That shouldn’t surprise you after everything we have just said, but it is worth being transpar-
ent about it in this political climate.

Our bias is pro-democracy, and pro all the classical liberal ideas that go along with democracy,
about which you will learn shortly, They include being pro-science, pro-empirical testing of the truth,
p:’n--c:'ilicni thinking, prn—!imitcd government, pru—imii.v'ulu-.'l] freedom, pro-rule of law and process (as
(_P[,’lp().‘-l:d to adhering to the ideas and preferences of one person), pro elections, and pro-markets. We
will goto the mat on this one, Democracy is not something on which we can agree to be neutral.

Neurrality is where we often get hung up in political discoutse—whether it takes place in academia,
in journalism, or in educarion. We expect political parties o be partisan, to take sides, bine we want all
the sources we depend on for information to be fair, and being fair means not putting your thumb on
the seale for one side, nut privately betting on one teiam while pretending to be an objective referee.

I1 most cases, we agree with that 100 pereent. \We have always told our scudents that our job is not
to teach them what to think; iris to teach them Aaw to think, Be astrong critical thinker, master the
tools of analysis, and focus those skills on any argument that attraces you, 17 the argument survives the
seruitiny, then adopr it advocate for it vote for it, or support it In any way you want. We don't take sides.
I teaching, that is how it generally works.

When you see this emphasis on nettrality or objectivity in the mainscream media, it often kes'the
form of something its critics call “hoth-sidesism,” or false equivalency. Inan effort not to appear biased,
journalists often insist on countering an example of a fault on one side with an example of a faulr on
another. Most commonly we see this in repotting on political parties. Ifa reporter notes an instance of
corruption in one party, she will immediately reach for an example in the other party to maintain “bal-
ance,” so that no one will think she is picking on one side or [avoring the other.

This practice is fine and even admirable as long as both sides are cqually guilty. 1t is not fineifFonly
one side has committed a crime, or made a mistake, or exercised an error in judgment. In fact, in those
cases, both-sidesism has the effect of watering down the charge, of trivializing it, of crearing a narra-
tive of cynicism, an attitude that says “cyeryone does it.” And it's often not accurate. It just Fulfills an
ingrained sense that fairness demands being critical of everyone.

But the fact is, in teaching and in journalism—in all instances of education and informing people
about the real wotld, including the political world—there are nop always two equal sides. 1f one of us
looks out the window and says, “It’s raining,” and the other of us, looking out the same window, says,
“No, it isn’t.” then reporting on both of those findings fsn't balanced. It's confusing, because one of us
is wrong. The teacher or the journalist needs to explain that.

A rainy day may be trivial, but consider if one side says, “Science finds that vaccines preventsevere
cases of COVID-19,” and that statement is counteted with “although some people don't believe those
Findings.” [Fjournalists treat the two sides as though both areworth a hearing, that just confuses the
issue and leads people to think that the scientific finding is one of two competing beliefs rather than
anempirical discipline thatis true or false. Those are the only two sides that empirical findings have.

Bue because, by its nature, science depends on open inquiry, freedom to dispure and replicate
findings, and correction of eatlier errors to advance our understanding, it leaves itself apen to the
charpe that it is wrong or that it doesn’t lenow what it is talling about. In facs, science is the bist
method we bive of wnderstanding hotw ihe world works, but it achicves that understanding by leaving
itself vulnerable to the claim that it isn’. And those who seck to profit by claiming that science is a

scam exploit that vulnerability.
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Journalists and educators can’t afford to both-sides science and the scientific method that produces
it because their very jobs depend on the idea that there is truth and there is falsity. That’s behind the
entire enterprise of disseminating information. When the distinction is lost, disinformation travels as
freely as che real thing.

The same imperative that obtains for holding information accountable to the standard of truth
applies to classical liberalism as well. Classical liberalism is a political philosophy that holds that free-
dom is best preserved when government is limited, libertics are protected, discourse is open, differ-
ences of opinion are tolerated, and laws are made democratically, by polling all people who will be held
accountable under those laws.

Classical liberalism, which underpins both modern liberalism and modern conservative thoughe,
owes its existence to the free exchange of ideas and, like science, carrics wichin itself, by definition, the
obligation to entertain threats to its own existence. Put simply, the openness and transparency of clas-
sical liberalism rendets it peculiarly fragile to threats from without. When one side is open, tolerant
of dissent, and encouraging of scrutiny, it invites in and welcomes the airing of the precise views that
would do it in. The only way it can survive being drowned in the bathtub of its own tolerance and open-
ness is for its defenders to stand up for it and to say no.

Which brings us to our bias. We are pro-truth, pro-science, pro—classical liberalism, and
pro-democracy. Those are the values that make possible the world of education. Academic freedom,
freedom in the classroom, and the accrual of knowledge demand that we defend the things that make it
possible, and that we not both-sides them.

Some journalists, usually the first group to jump on the both-sides train, are coming to similar
conclusions, in the current, dangerous climate defined by our partisan tensions and the seething
aftermath of the 2020 presidential election. Andrew Donohue has predicted the rise of a new per-
spective for reporters that will center less on the machinations of parties and politics, and more
on democracy, a so-called democracy beat. According to Donohue, the democracy beat is distinct
from the typical political or government assignment, with reporters using the lens of honesty, fair-
ness, and transparency to “focus exclusively on the modern threats to our democracy. . . . These
reporters will cover something that is, at its heart, a local story. It will unfold far from the spotlights
of Washington. And it will do the most basic and vital things that journalism is supposed to do:
Safeguard democracy. Tell the truth.”

Our bias means that we, too, will stand up and say no to people who want to spread disinformation
and call it truth, to people who want to control what schools teach according to their personal values
and not the dictates of advancing science, to march on the Capitol and subvert U.S. elections, and to
replace the Constitution with a regime that decides what is true and what is false instead of relying on

science and empirical testing to do that.

Explain the importance of the democratic process and identify the challenges to our democracy

today.

WHAT IS POLITICS?

A peaceful means to determine who gets power and influence in society

And now, back to our regularly scheduled textbook. Over two thousand years ago, the Greek philos-
opher Aristotle said that we are political animals, and political animals we seem destined to remain.
The truth is that politics is a fundamental and complex human activity. In some ways it is our capac-
ity to be political—to cooperate, bargain, and compromise—that helps distinguish us from all the

other animals out there. Politics may have its baser moments (it definitely does), but it also allows us
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(o reach more exalted heights than we could ever achieve alone, from dedicating a new public library
or building a national highway system, to curing deadly diseases or exploring the stars, to forming
4 global Jlliance of unlikely partners to supporting a fledgling democracy in the face of a rich and
P.;wcri’nl threat.

Gince this book is abour politics, in all its glory as well as its degradation, we need ro begin with
a clear understanding of the word. One of the most famous definitions, put forth by the well-known
Jate pulllic;ﬂ scientist Harold Lasswell, is still one of the best, and we use it to frame our discussion
throughout this book. Lasswell defined politics as “whe gers what when and how.™ Politics is a way of
determining, withont recourse to violence, who gets power and resources in society, and how they get
themi. Power is the ability to get other people to do what you want them to do. The resources in gues-
tion here mighe be government jobs, tax revenues, laws that help you get your way, or public policies
that work to your advantage. A major political resource that helps people 1o gain and maintain power
is the ability to control the media, not just the press and television but also the multiple channels cre-
ated by companies like Google, Meta, and Apple through which people get informarion abour politics.
These days we live in a world of so many complex information net works that serting out and leeping
wrack of what is happening around us is a task in itself. Anyone who can influence the stories that are
rold has a big advantage.

Politics provides a process through which we can try to arrange our collective lives in some
kind of social order so that we can live without crashing into each other at every turn, and to
provide aurselves with goods and services we could not obrain alone. But poliries is also abour
gerting our own way. The way we choose may be a noble goal for socicty or pure self-interest,
but the struggle we engage in isa political struggle. Because politics is aboutr power and other
scarce resources, there will always be winners and losers in polirics. If we could always get
our own way, politics would disappear. It is because we cannot always ger what we want that
polities exists.

Our capacity to be polirical gives us tools with which to sertle disputes about the social order and
to allocate searce resources. The tools of politics are compromise and cooperation; discussion and
debare; deal making, bargaining, storytelling; even, sometimes, bribery and deceit. We use those
tools to agree on the principles that should guide our handling of power and orher scarce resources
and to live our collective lives according to those principles. Because there are many compering nir-

who should have it, how it should be nsed, how it should be

ratives aboutr how to manage power
transferred—agreement on those principles can break down.

The wols of politics do not include violence. When people shaot up a church, a synagogue,
or a supermarket, of when they blow themselves up, fly airplancs into buildings, or storm a leg
islature to halt the political process, they have tried to impose their ideas about the social order
through nonpolitical means. That may be because the channels of politics have failed, because
they cannot agree on basic principles, because they don't share @ common understanding of what
counts as negotiation and so cannot craft compromises, beeause they are unwilling to compro-
mise, or because they don't really care about deal ma king at all—chey just want to impose their
will or make a point. The chreat of violence may be a political ool used as leverage to get a deal,

but when violence is employed, politics has broken down, Indeed, the human histary of warfare
atrests to the fragilicy of political life.

It is casy to imagine what a world without palities wotild be like. There would be no resolu-
tion or compromise berween conflicring interests, becaiise those are political activities. There
meld be no agreements seruck, bargains made, or alliances formed. Unless there were enough
of every valued resource to go around, ar unless the warld were big enough cthat we could live our
lives without coming into contact with other human beings, life would be constant confliet—
what the philosopher Thomas Hobbes called in the seventeenth century a “war of all against all.t
Individuals, unable to cooperare with one another (beeause cooperation is essentially political),
would have no aption but to resort to brute force to settle disputes and allocate resources. Politics

is eg : . o ,
essential to our living a civilized life.
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SAVE

MERICA

Not Going Peacefully

Palitical parties and theit leaders frequently clash on issues and ideology—but Prasident Donald Trump look things to & new level
it 2020, when he lost his bid for reelection to Joe Biden. Speaking at the “Save America” rally near the White House on Wednesday,
January 6, 2021, Trump seemed unable to give up on his months-long attempts to toss out the 2020 election results and extend his
presidency. His effarts were unsuccessful, and exposed rifts in the Republican Party that continue to shake up the party today, even
as ho has announced his candidacy far the 2024 presidential efection

Shawn Thew/EPA/Bloomberg via Getly Images

Politics and Government

Although the words politics and government are sometimes used interchangeably, they refer to different
things. Politics, we know, is a process or an activity through which power and resources arc gained and
lost. Government, by contrast, is a system or organization for exercising authority overa body of people.
American politics is what happens in the halls of Congress, on the campaign trail, at Washington
cockeail parties, and in ncighborhood association and school board meetings. It is the making of
promises, deals, and laws. American government is the Constitution and the institutions set up by the
Constitution for the exercise of authority by the American people, over the American people.
Authority is power that citizens view as legitimate, or “right”—power to which we have given our
implicit consent. Think of it this way: as children, we probably did as our parents told us, or submitted
to their punishment if we didn’t, because we recognized their authority over us. As we became adults,
we started to claim that our parents had less authority over us, that we could do what we wanted. We
no longer saw their power as wholly legitimare or appropriate. Governments exercise authority because
people recognize them as legitimate even if they often do not like doing what they are told (paying
taxes, for instance). When governments ceasc to be regarded as legitimate, the result may be revolu-
tion or civil war, unless the state is powerful enough to suppress all opposition. When angry citizens
marched on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, they were declaring that the actions the government
was about to take were illegitimate in their eyes. It is easy to see that that fury could be harnessed by

those fomenting civil war if a political solution cannot be found.

Rules and Institutions

Government is shaped by the process of politics, but it in turn provides the rules and institutions that
shape the way politics continues to operate. The rules and institutions of government have a profound
effect on how power is distributed and who wins and who loses in the political arena. Life is different
for people in other countries not only because they speak different languages and eat different foods

but also because their governments establish rules that cause life to be lived in different ways.
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Rules can be thought of as the fow in the definition “who gets what . . . and how.” They are direc-
rives thar determine how resources are allocated and how collective action rakes plice—that is, they
determine how we try to ger the things we want, The point of the rulesis to provide some framework
fior s 1O solve without violence the problems that our collective lives generate.

Because the rules we choose can influence which people will get what they want most often, under-
sranding the rules is crucial ro understanding politics. Consider for a moment the impact a change of
pules would have on the outcome of the sport of basketball, for instance. What if the average height of
che players could be no more than 510" What if the baskets were lowered? What if foul shots counted
for two points rather than one? Basketball would be a very different game, and the teams recruited
would look quite unlike the reams for which we now cheer. So it is with governments and politics:
change the people who are allowed to vore or the length of time a person can serve in office, and the
polit ical processand the potential winners and losers change drastically.
laws thar are passed, signed, and entered into the books; amendments that

Rules can be official
are ratified; decisions made by bureaucrats; or judgments handed down by the courts. Less visible but
no less important are norms, the tacitly understood rules about acceptable political behavior, ways of
doing things, houndaries between the branches, and traditional practices that grease the wheels of poli-
rics and keep them running smoothly. Because norms are understood but not explicitly wricten down,
we often don’t even recognize them until they are broken.

Ler’s take an example close to home. Say it’s Thanksgiving dinner time and your brother decides he
wants the mashed potatoes on the other side of the table. Imagine that, instead of asking to have them
passed, he climbs up on the table and walks across the top of it with his big, dirty feet, retrieves the
potatoes, clomps back across the table, jumps down, tukes his sear, and serves himself some potatoes.
Everyone is aghast, right? What he has just done just isn't done, But when you challenge him, he says,
“What, there’s a rule against doing that? [ got what I wanted, didn’t 1" and you have to admit there isn't
and he did. But the reason there is no broken rule is because nobody ever thought one would be neces-
sary. You never imagined that someone would walk across the table because everyone knows there is a
norm against doing that, and until your brother broke that norm, no one ever bothered to articulate it.
And getting what you want is not generally an acceptable justification for bad behavior.

Just because norms are not written down doesn’t mean they are not essential for the survival of a
government or the process of politics. In some cases, they are far more essential than written laws. A
family of people who routinely stomp across the table to get the food they want would not long want to
share meals; eating alone would be far more comfortable.

We can think of institutions as the where of the political struggle, though Lasswell didn’t include
a “where” in his definition. They are the organizations where government power is exercised. In the
United States, our rules provide for the institutions of a representative democracy—that is, rule by
the elecred representatives of the people, and for a federal political system. Our Constitution lays the
foundation for the institutions of Congress, the presidency, the courts, and the bureaucracy as a stage
on which the drama of politics plays itself out. Other systems might call for different institutions—
perhaps an all-powerful parliament, ora monarch, or even a committee of rulers.

These complicated systems of rules and institutions do notappearout of thinair. Theyare carefully
designed by the founders of different systems to create the kinds of society they think will be stable and
prosperous, but also where people like themselves are likely to be winners. Remember that not only the
rules bur also the institutions we choose influence who most easily and most often get their own way.

Power, Narratives, and Media

From the start of human existence, an essential function of communication has been recording events,
gving meaning to them and creating a story, or narrative, about how they fit into the past and stretch
I into the fucure, It is human nature to tell stories, to capture our experiential knowledge and beliefsand

weave them together in ways that give larger meaning to our lives. Native peoples of many lands do it
! with their legends; the Greeks and Romans did it with their myths; Jews, Christians, Muslims, and
i other major religious groups do it with their holy rexts; enslaved Americans did it with their folkeales;
; and the Brothers Grimm did it with their fairy tales. Human beings tell stories. It’s what we do, and it

8Ives us our history and a way of passing that history down to new generations.
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A major part of politics is about competing to have your narrative :tccuplud as the authoritative
account. Control of political information has always been a crucial resonrce when it comes to making
and upholding a claim that one should be able to tell other people how to live their lives, but it used to
be a power reserved for a few. Creation and dissemination of a political narrative—the story that people
believe about who has power, who wants power, who deserves power, and what someone has done to get
and maintain power—was the prerogative of authoritative sources like priests, kings, and their agents.

Through much of our common history, the storytellers of those narratives were given special status.
They were wise men or women, shamans, prophets, oracles, priests, and rabbis. And they werc fre-
quently in che service of chiefs, kings, emperors, and other people of enormous power. It’s no accident
that the storytellers frequently told narratives that bolstered the stacus quo and kept the power struc-
ture in place. The storytellers and the power holders had a monopoly on control for so much of human
history because books were in scarce supply and few people could read, in any case, or had the leisure to
amass facts to challenge the prevailing narratives. The gatekeepers of information—those who deter-
mined what news got reported and how—were very few.

Before the seventeenth-century era known as the Enlighrenment, there may have been competing
narratives about who had claims to power, but they were not that hard to figure out. People’s alle-
giance to power was based on tribal loyalties, religious faith, or conquest. Governments were legitimate
through the authority of God or the sword, and that was that. Because most people then were illiterate,
that narrative was mediated, that is, passed to people through channels that could shape and influence
it. Information flowed mostly through medieval clergy and monarchs, the very people who had a vested
interest in getting people to believe it.

Even when those theories of legitimacy changed, information was still easily controlled because
literacy rates were low and horses and wind determined the speed of communication until the advent of
steam engines and radios. Early newspapers were read aloud, shared, and reshared, and a good deal of
the news of the day was delivered from the pulpit. As we will see when we discuss the American found-
ing, there were lively debates about whether independence was a good idca and what kind of political
system should replace the colonial power structure, but by the time information reached citizens, it
had been largely processed and filtered by those higher up the power ladder. Even the American reb-
cls were elite and powerful men who could control their own narratives. Remember the importance

of this when you read the story behind the Declaration of
Independence in Chapter 3.
These days, we take for granted the ease with which we can
communicate ideas to others all over the globe. Just a hundred
==z N years ago, radio was state of the art and television had yet ta be
— invented. Today many of us carry access to a world of informa-

E:] §3 D tion and instant communication in our pockets.

When we talk about the channels through which infor-

mation flows, and the ways that the channe! itself might
alter or control the narrative, we are referring to media. Just
like 2 medium is a person through whom some people try to

communicate with those who have died, media (the plural
of medium) are channels of communication, as mentioned

earlier. The integrity of the medium is critical, A scam art-

ist might make money off the desire of grieving people to

contact a lost loved one by making up the information she
passes on. The monarch and clergy who channeled the narra-
tive of the Holy Roman Empire were motivated by their wish
to hold on to power. Think about water running through a
pipe. Maybe the pipe is made of lead, oris rusty, or has leals,

Depending on the integrivy of the pipe, the water we get will

be toxic or rust-colored or limited. b the same way, the nar-

Marty Bucella via Cartoonsiock com ratives and information we get can be altered by the way they
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Chapter 1 @ Politics: Who Gets What, and How?

are mediared—rhat is, by the chainels, or the media, through which we receive them. And if the medium
is truly corrupted, the infarmation that we get won’t be information at all but disinformation—false

information deliberately disseminated to deceive people.

Politics and Economics

W hereas politics is concerned with the distribution of power and resources and the control of informa-
tion in society, economics is concerned specifically with the production and distribution of society’s
wealch—material goods such as bread, toothpaste, and housing, and services such as medical care, edu-
cation, and entertainment. Because both politics and economics focus on the distribution of society’s
resources, political and economic questions often get confused in contemporary life. Questions about
how to pay for government, about governmenc’s role in the economy, and about whether government
or the private sector should provide certain services have political and economic dimensions. Because
there are no clear-cur distinctions here, it can be difficult to keep these terms straight. The various
forms of possible economic systems are shown in Figure 1.1, with complete government control (pure
socialism) to the far left and no government control (pure capitalism) to the far right.

The processes of politics and economics can be engaged in procedurally or substantively. In proce-
dural political and economic systems, the legitimacy of the outcome is based on the legitimacy of the
process that produced it—in other words, that the rules treat everyone fairly, In substantive political
and economic systems, the legitimacy of the outcome depends on how widely accepted is the narrative
the government tells about who should have what. The outcome is based on the decision of a powerful
person or people, not a process that people believe is impartial. In procedural systems, the means (pro-
cess) justifies the ends; in substantive systems, the ends justify the means.

Socialism. In a socialist economy like that of the former Soviet Union, economic decisions are made
not by individuals through the market but rather by poliricians, based on their judgment of what
society needs. In these systems the state often owns the factories, land, and other resources necessary to
produce wealth. Rather than trusting the market process to determine the proper distribution of mate-
rial resources among individuals, politicians decide what the distribution ought to be—according to
some principle like equality, need, or political reward—and then create economic policy to bring about
that outcome. In other words, they emphasize substantive guarantees of what they believe to be fair
outcomes, rather than procedural guarantees of fair rules and process.

The societies thart have tried to put these theories into practice have ended up with repressive polirical
systems, even though Karl Marx, the most famous of the theorists associated with socialism, hoped that

MORE LESS
GOVERNMENT GOVERNMENT
CONTROL CONTROL

- T""‘--.l
r‘ + o
- @ -
l’ ! ‘I
Substantive Procedural
Guarantees Guarantees
soclallsm Democratic soclallsm Soclal democracy Regulated capitall Lal -falre capltallsm
omplate g Mostly private ownershlp  Private ownarship and pamn  Private ownarship and no
ownershlp and to democracy and market  but extensive governmenl contro! govarnmant control
control (substantive capltalism but wilh government control {procedural guaraniees) Thane are no real-world examples
‘é:""“nt"nl soclallsm ae Its goal (substantive and Examples: Great Brilain,
= aryles’ Moetls orea,  (substantive and procedural guarantees), United States
t:’lrl_m. foriner Saviat p with a to
i There are no real-world the democratic process
examples and some soclallel goals
Exainples: Sweden,
I Norway ]

Mixed Economles

Ei?::;:': sysiois are dofined largely by the dagree to which goverrment owns (he means by which miteral rasauicas are produced (firexamyilo,

frin H'.:u and indusiiy) and controls emﬁumlr: FM‘JHJGH making. On a scile ranging Ieam socialism—complate & ewnership and contrel F;,r

wnu&n:):? ¥ (a0 the leh)—la laissez-faim capitalism—ceomplote individual o ipand contral of the ecanomy (on the nght)—soial demacrcies
seated in the centar, These hybrd systems are charactanzed by mostly prvale owriership of the means of production bul cortsitderabia

i i
A0vammant controf pver econanic decislons,

13




14

Keeping the Republic

eventually humankind would evolve to a point where each individual bad control over their own life——a
radical form of democracy. Since the socialist economies of the former Sovier Union and Eastern Europe
have fallen apart, socialism has been left with few supporters, although some nations, such as China,
North Korea, and Cuba, still claim allegiance to it. Even China, however, introduced market-based
reforms in the 1970s and by 2010 ranked as the world’s second largest economy, after the United States.

Capitalism. Capitalism is a procedural economic system based on the working of the market—the
process of supply and demand. In a pure capimlist economy, all the means used to produce material
resources (industry, business, and land, for instance) are owned privately, and decisions about produc-
tion and distribution are left to individuals operating through the free-market process. Capitalist econo-
mies rely on the market to decide how much of a given item to produce or how much to charge for it.
In capitalist countries, people do not believe that the government is capable of making such judgments
(like how much toothpaste to produce), so they want to keep such decisions out of the hands of govern-
ment and in the hands of individuals who they believe know best what they want, The most extreme
philosophy that corresponds with this belief is called laissez-faire capitalism, from a French term that,
loosely translated, means “let people do as they wish.” The government has no economic role at all in
such a system, cxcept perhaps to provide the national security in which the market forces can play out.

Building a Better Rocket?

Internet entreprencurand Amazon founder Jelf Bezas is also the owner of Blue Origin, an acrospace company. On July, 20, 2021, the
Bitua Origin New Shepard space veicle launched into-suborbital space with Bezos and Ihree athers—a landmark moment for the
apace lourist industry, Here the crew—0liver Daemen, Mark Bezas, Jell Bezos, and eighty-three-yoar-old Mary Wallace ["Wally"
Funk~—hold a post-flight press conference

Joe Raedle/Gelly Images

Mixed Economies. Most real-world economies fall somewhere in beeween the idealized points of
socialism and pure or laissez-faire capitalism, because most real-world countries have some substantive
political goals that they want their cconomies to serve. The economies that fall in berween the extremes
are called mixed economies. Mixed economies are based on modified forms of capitalism, tempered by
substantive values about how the market should work. In mixed economies, the fundamental economic
decision-makers are individuals rather than the government. In addition, individuals may decide they
want the government to step in and regulate behaviors that they think are not in the public interest. It
is the type and degree of regulation that determines what kind of mixed cconomy it is.

Democratic socialism and social democracy are, as their names suggest, mixed economies

that are a hybrid of democracy and socialism; they fall to the right of socialism in Figure 1.1.
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They are different from the pure socialist cconomy we discussed because they combine social-
ist ideals that empower government with 4 commitment to the political democrat ic principle
of popular sovereignty and the economic principle of marker ca piralism that empowers indi-
viduals. The difference berween chem is that demoeratie socialists keep socialism as their
end 1-,(ml and social demoerats are happy to keep the capitalist cconomy as long as they use
the democratie process (o artain some of the goals a socialist economy is supposed to produce
(like more equality).

Socialism hybridsin theory, and often in practice, try to keep checks on government power Lo avoid
the descent into authoritarianism that plagues most socialist experiments. They generally hold that
there is a preferred distribution of stuffthat requires prioritizing polirical goals over the market but that
democracy is worth preservingas well.

When people claim to endorse a hybrid of democracy and socialism, note which word is the noun
and which is the modifier. The nowun will tell you where the true commitment lies. Democrarie social-
ists (that is, “socialists”) prioritize the results of a socialist cconomy; social democrars (that is; “demao-
crats”) priaritize the democratic process over economic oULCOIMEs.

Since Woild War II, the cirizens of many Western European nations have elected social demo-
crats 1o office, where they have enacted policies to bring about more equality—for instance, bet-
ter housing, adequate health care for all, and the elimination of poverty and unemployment. Even
where social democratic governments are voted out of office, such programs have proved so popular
that it is often difficult for new leaders to alter them. Few people in the United States would identily
chemselves with social democracy, as prcsidemial candidate Bernie Sanders found out in 2016 and
2020, although his campaign did help people understand that some versions of socialism did not
require a wholesale elimination of capitalism and some of his proposals found their way into the
Democratic Party platform.

Regul

oritize political and social gmls—like reducing inequality or redressing power inequities—as much

wted capitalism isalso a hybrid syscem, bue, unlike the socialist hybrids, it does not often pri-
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as it does cconomic healthe Although in theory the marker ought to pl'(widc everything thar peaple
need and wani—and should regulate itsell as well—sometimes it fails. The notion that the market,
an imp:n‘r_i;tl process, has “Failed” is a somewhat substantive one: it is the decision of a government
that the outcome is not aceeprable and should be replaced or altered to fiv a political vision of what
the outcome should be. When markers have ups and downs— periods of growth followed by periods
of slowdown ar recession—individuals and businesses look to government for cconomic security, TF
the market fails to produce some goods and services, like schools or highways, individuals expect the
povernment to step in to produce them (using raxpayer funds). 1o is not very substantive—rthe marker
process still largely makes all the distributional decisions—Dbut it is not laissez-faire capitalism, either.
The dividing line between some of the socialism hybrids and regulated capitalism is not always erisp, as
one may seem to blend into the other. Thedistinerion to pay attention to is how much polidical control of the
economy the sysiem supports, and to what end. The judgment abour what regulations are a legitimate use
of government can be the subject of majar political debates in democratic countries with mixed economics,
Like mast other developed countries today, the United States hasa system of regulared capitalism,
which lies farther to the right on the spectrim, closer to pure capitalism in Figure L1 [t maintains a
capitalist economy and individual fieedom from government interference remains the norm. But it
allows government to step in and regulate the economy to guarantec individual rights and to provide

procedural guarantees that che rules will work smoothly and faitly.

" IN YOUR OWN WORDS

Describe the role that politics plays in determining how power and resources, including control

of information, are distributed in a society.

POLITICAL SYSTEMS AND THE CONCEPT OF CITIZENSHIP

Competing ideas about power and the social order

Just as there are different kinds of economic systems on the substantive to procedural scale, there are
many sorts of political systems, based on competing ideas about who should have power and what
the social order should be—that is, how much substantive regulation there should be over individual
decision-making. For our purposes, we can divide political systems into two types: those in which the
government has the substantive power to impose a particular social order, deciding how individuals
ought to behave, and those procedural systems in which individuals exercise personal power over most of
their own behavior and ultimately over government as well. These two types of systems are different not
justin a theoretical sense. The differences have very real implications for the people who live in them; the
notion of citizenship (or the lack of it) is tied closely to the kind of political system a nation has.

Figure 1.2 compares these systems, ranging from the more substantive authoritarian governments
that potentially have total power over their subjects to more procedural nonauthoritarian governments
that permit citizens to limit the state’s power by claiming rights that the government must protect.
Figure 1.3 shows what happens when we overlic our economic and political figures, giving us a model
of most of the world’s political/economic systems. Note that when we say model, we are talking about
abstractions from reality used as a tool to help us understand. We don’t pretend that all the details of
the world are captured in a single two-dimensional figure, but we can geta better idea of the similarities

and differences by looking at them this way.

Authoritarian Systems

Authoritarian governments give ultimate power to the state rather than to the people to decide how
they ought to live their lives. By “authoritarian governments,” We usually mean those in which the
people cannot effectively claim rights against the state; where the state chooses to exercise its powet, the

people have no choice but to submit to its will.

g

T

.= —

ST

e Tl | g

-

= ————

e b —

T Ly

= —rT




Chapter 1 ® Politics: Who Gets What, and How?

A Comparison of Political Systems

LESS
GOVERNMENT
CONTROL
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Procedural Guarantees

Anarchy

No government or manmade
laws; individuals do as they
please.

There are no real-world
examples.

Nonauthoritarian system

such as democracy)

ndlviduals (cltizens) declde how to live

: thelr lives. Government role is limited to

! procedural guarantees of indlvidual rights.
Examples: United Slates, Sweden, Japan,

- South Korea, India

Authoritarian system
Government decides how Indlviduals
(subjects) shouid llve thelr lives

and Imposes a substantlve vislon.
Examples: China, North Korea, Cuba,
Saudi Arabia

MORE
GOVERNMENT
CONTROL
Substantive Guarantees

Political systems are definied by the extent to which individual citizens or governments decide what the social order should
look like—that is, how peeple should live their collective, noneconomic lives. Excepl for anarchies, every system allots a role to
government to regulate individual behavior—for example, to prohibit murder, rape, and theft, Bul beyand such basic regulation,
51'$igms differ radically on who gets to determine how individuals live thein lives, and whether government’s rale is simply to
pr""’"‘lff‘-' Pracedural guarantess that protect individuals' rights to make their own decisions or ta provide a much more substan-
tive view of how individuals should behave

Authoritarian governments can take various forms: sovercignty can be vested in an individual (dic-
tatorship or monarchy), in God (theocracy), in the state icself (Fiscism), or in a ruling class (oligarchy).
Whun Asystem combines an authoritarian government with a socialist ecconomy, we say that the system
" "_'f"'““” fan (in the lower-left quadeant of Figure 1.3). As in the carlier example of the former Sovier
Union, 4 totalitarian system exercises its power over every part of society—economic, social, polirical,
ind m“'”»”—-ltiil\(il'lg little or no private realm for individuals,
But ap

¢ may also limit its own power. In such cases, it may deny individuals

) authoritarian st
r.‘l{hls in thoge spheres where it chooses to acr, but it may leave large areas ol sociery, such as a capitalist
(_"ml_"”“}"u free from government interference. China and Singapore are examples of this type of anthor
Warian capitalism. in the lower-right quadrant of Figure 1.3, In these systems, people have considerable

CCONOHYIC [ ; : S . : :
e frecdom, but seringent social regulations limit their noneconomic behavior,



FIGURE 1.3 E Political and Economic Systems

LESS
GOVERNMENT
CONTROL
Procedural Guaranlees

Communist democracy Advanced industrlal democracy

Marx's hope for a system ambiraclng Personal freedom within a free-market

perzonal freadom and a collectively economy

ownad scanomy {although usually with some government

MORE Examples: Has never existed reguiations) LESS
GOVERNMENT Examples: Great Britain, Japan, GOVERNMENT
CONTROL - TS, United Stales (see Figure 2.1) CONTROL

Procedural
Guaraniees

Substantive
Guarantees

Totalitarian system

Government controls all economlc
and Indlvidual behavlor

Exagmples; former Soviet Union,
Newth Kewea

Authoritarian capitalism

Government allows market economy,
but highly regulates Individual bahavior

Exampies: Singapore, China
i
SOCIAL ORDER
MORE
GOVERNMENT
CONTROL

Substantlve Guarantees

Political systems work in conjunction with economic systems, but government control over the economy does not necessarily
translate into tight control over the social order. We have identified four possible combinations of these systems, signified by
the labeled points in each quadrant. These points arc approximate, however, and some nations cannol be classified so easily,
Sweden is an advanced industrial democracy by most measures, for instance, but because of its commitment to substantive
economic values, it would be located much closer to the vertical axis

Authoritarian governments often pay lip service to the people, but when push comes to shove, as it
usually does in such states, the people have no effective power against the government, Again, to use the
terminology we introduced earlier, government does nol provide guarantees of fair processes for indi-
viduals; it guarantees a substantive vision of what life will be like—whart individuals will believe, how
they will act, what they will choose. Consequently, in authoritarian governments, the narrative is not
up for debate. The rulers ser the narrative and conrrol the flow of information so that it suppores their

version of why they should have power. They do not rolerate any criticism of their government, and they

use their power ra stifle those who do try to eriticize them. Subjects of these governments accept the nar-
rative for a variety of reasons: there is no free media, communication with the outside world is limited, or
they may be afraid ro do otherwise. Authoritarian rulers often use punishment to coerce uncooperative

subjects into obedience,
Nonauthoritarian Systems

L nonautheritaiian systems, ultimate power rests with individuals to make decisions coneerning thein
lives. The most extreme form of nonauthoritarianism is called anarchy, Anarchists would do away with
government and laws altogether, People advocate anarchy because they value the freedoni to do what-
ever they want more than they value the order and seeurity that governments provide by forbidding
or regulating certain kinds of behavior. Few people are true anarchists, however, Anarchy may sound
attractive in theary, but the inherent difficulties of the position make it hard 1o practice. For instance,
how could you even organize a revolution to get rid of government without some rules about who is to

do what and how decisions are to be made?

Democracy. A less extreme form of nonauthoritarian government, and one much more familiar to
us, is democracy (from the Greek demips, meaning “people”). In democracies, povernment is not exter-

nal to the people, as it is in authoritarian systems; in a fundamental sense, government /s the people,
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Democracies are based on the principle of popular soyereigntys that is, there is no power higher than
the people and, in the United States, the document establishing their authority, the Consticution. The
central idea here is that no government is considered legitimate unless the guvcrncd consent to it, and
people are not eruly free unless they live under a law of their own maling, People and their power act as
« limiting restraint on the power of government, in a rebuke to the elaims of authoritriats.

Recognizing that collective life usnally calls for some restrictions on what individuals may do (laws
forbidding murder or theft, for instance), democracies nevertheless try to maximize freedom for the
ndlividuals who live under them. Although they generally make decistons through some sort of major-
ity rule, democracics still provide procedural guarantecs [o preseive individual rights—usually protec-
vions of due process and minority rights. This means that iFindividuals living ina democracy feel their
righes have been violated, they have the right to ask government to remedy the situation (although there
are no guaranteed results).

There ate many institutional variations on democracy. Some democracies make the legislature (the
representatives of the people) the most important aut hority; some terain a mona reh with limited pow-
ers; and some hold referenida at che national level to get direet feedback on how the people want the
government Lo act on specific issues.

Maost demoeraric forms of government, because of their commitment to procedu ral values, practice
o capitalist form of economics. Fledgling democracies may rely on a high degree of government eco-
nomic |'cp,111ation. but an advanced industrial democracy (in the L1[1pur—rigl1t quadmnr of Figure 1.3)
personal freedom with a free-market (though still usually regu-

combines a considerable amount of
lated) econotmy.

The people of many Western countrics have found the idea of democracy perstasive enough to
found their governments on it. Especially after the mid-1980s, democracy began spreading rapidly
chrough the rest of the world as the preferred form of government. No longer the primary province
of industrialized Western nations, attempts al demogratic governance now extend into Asia, Latin
America, Africa, Eastern Europe, and the republics of the former Sovier Union. This trend isa fragile
one, however. The move to democracy is not a one-wity strect, Some governments that had begun the
trek to democratization have halted or reversed their progiess. At the beginning of this chapter we
noted the move from democracy to authoritarianism in Turkey, Hungary, Russia, and other erstwhile
popular governments, and we wained that even the United Srates is not immune 1o this trend.

Ttis rare to find a country that is truly commitred to democtatic freedom that also tries to regulare
the cconomy heavily. The philosopher Karl Marx believed that radical democracy would coexist with
communally owned property,ina form of communist democracy (in the upper-left quadrant of Figure

1.3), but such a system has never existed, and most real-world systems fall elsewhere in Figure 1.3.

Democratic Narratives. Generally, the narrative of democricy is based on the idea that power comes
ftom the people. This is misleadingly simple, however, Some dernocratic narratives hold that all the
people should agree on political decisions. This rule of unanimity makes decision making very slow, and
sometimes impossilile, since everyone has to be persuaded to agrec. Even when majority rule is the norm,
there are many ways of caleulating the majority. ls it 50 percent plus one? Two-thirds? Three-fourths?
Decision maling becomes increasingly difficult as the number of people who are required to agree
Brows. And, of course, majority rule brings with it the problem of minosity rights. If the majority gets
its way, what happens to the rights of those who disuagree?

Not surprisingly, there are multiple narratives about how much and in what ways popular power
thuld be exercised in a democracy. They argue for powerat the top, in groups, a nd for individuals, For
mst.ance, elite democracy is a narrative that sees democracy merely asa process of choosing among cont-
peting leaders; for the average citizen, input ends alter the leader is chosen. Adyocates of the narrative
of pluralist democracy argue that what is important is not so much individual participation but rather
rsnembe“hip in groups that participate in governmen! decision making on thelr members’ behal

;‘Pporters of the narrative of participatory democracy claim that individuals have the right to control
all the circumstances of their lives, and direct democratic participation should take place not only in
government bur in industry, education, and community affairs as well® For advocates of this view,

dem
racy is more than a way to make decisions: it ds @ Wity of life, an end in itself. In practice, those
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who argue for democratic government probably include elements of more than one of these democratic
narratives; they arc not mutually exclusive.

Tronically, some present-day democracics are now cxperiencing backlashes of populism—social move-
ments that promote the narrative that democracy has concentrated power at an elite level and neglected the
concerns of ordinary people. Because populism is a narrative based on the grievances of people who believe
they are getting less than they deserve, it is relatively easy for an authoritarian figure to exploit. Often these
movements backfire on the people who support them and result in the seizing of authoritarian power by an
individual or group who claims to wield power in the name of the people but does not. This is the mecha-
nism behind the loss of democratic power in Turkey, Hungary, and Venezuela, and behind the challenges to

popular governance in longtime democratic countries like France and the United States.

The Role of the People

What is important dbout the political and economic systems we have been sorting out here is that they
have a direct impact on the lives of the people who live in them. So far we have given a good deal of
attention to the latter parts of Lasswell’s definition of politics. But casily as important as the what and
the how in Lasswell’s formulation is the who. Underlying the different political theorics we have looked
at are fundamental differences in the powers and opportunities possessed by everyday people.

The People as Subjects. In authoritarian systems, the people are subjects of their government. They
possess no rights that protect them from that government; they must do whatever the government says
or face the consequences, without any other recourse. They have obligations to the state but no rights or
privileges to offsct those obligarions. They may be winners or losers in government dccisions, but they

have very little control over which it may be.

Do subjects enjoy any advantages that citizens don’t have?

The People as Citizens. Everyday people in democratic systems have a potentially powerful role to
play. They are more than mere subjects; they are citizens, or members of a political community with
rights as well as obligations. Democratic theory says that power is drawn from the people, that the
people are sovereign, that they must consent to be governed, and that their government must respond to
their will. In practical terms, this may not seem to mean much, since not consenting doesn’t necessarily
give us the right to disobey government. It does give us the option of leaving, however, and sceking a
more congenial set of rules elsewhere.

Theoretically, democracies are ruled by “the people,” but different democracics have at times been
very sclective about whom they count as citizens. Just because a system is called a democracy is no guar-
antee that all or even most of its residents possess the status of citizen.

In democratic systems, the rules of government can provide for all sorts of different roles for
those they designatc as citizens. At a minimum, citizens possess certain rights, or powers to act,
that government cannot limit, although these rights vary in different democracies. Citizens of
democracies also possess obligations or responsibilitics to the public realm. They have the obliga-
tion to obey the law, for instance, once they have consented to the government (even if that consent
amounts only to not leaving); they may also have the obligation to pay taxes, serve in the military,
or sit on juries, Some theorists argue that truly virtuous citizens should put community interests

ahead of personal interests.

Compare how power is distributed between citizens and government in different economic and

political systems.




