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This book brings the study of American politics and government alive by presenting
American politics as a dramatic narrative of conflict and change. It adopts an American
political development approach to show how the past, present, and visions of the future
interact to shape governing institutions and political forces. There is a strong emphasis
on the role of ideas. Two key political development principles - path dependency and
critical choice - are central to explaining how and why the past affects the present and
future. Each chapter begins with an opening vignette that epitomizes the key themes of
the chapter.

The book’s developmental approach does not diminish the attention it gives to current
matters, but it does provide a richer context for the appreciation and understanding of
the whole gamut of attitudes, behaviors, organizational activities, and institutional rela-
tionships that comprise American political and governmental life.
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Figure 0.1. “The Great Bartholdi Statue, Liberty Enlightening the World.” Lithograph, 1885, by
Currier & Ives. Image No. 0011724.

Source: The Granger Collection, NYC — All rights reserved.
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Preface

To understand contemporary American politics and government, students need
to understand how political ideas, institutions, and forces have developed over
time. In Chapter 1 we invoke that unsung political scientist, William Faulkner,
who said, “the past is not dead, it is not even past.” Because the past shapes
one’s ideas and sentiments, it is among the most important causes of how things
happen in the present. This text uses the past to explain the present. In political
science, this approach has come to be called American Political Development
(APD). Delving into the past reveals what key political and governmental prin-
ciples endure over time and what critical changes have occurred (hence the
subtitle of this new edition). It was difficult to part with the previous subtitle,
“Balancing Liberty and Democracy.” The tensions involved in maintaining that
balance remain a critical theme of the book, but the new subtitle more accu-
rately expresses its essential message and purpose.

This new edition represents a total reworking of the text. It is much more concise.
Authors love their words, and in the previous edition we loved them too much. The
text was too long and discursive. This edition is roughly one-third shorter. It is also
much more focused analytically. It more systematically ties the past to the present.
Each chapter now begins with a contemporary portrait of the particular aspect of
politics or government that is the subject of that chapter. This portrait grounds the
students in the most important facts and analytic principles regarding the chapter
subject. Taken together, these portraits comprise a brief guide to current politics and
governments.

The next section of each chapter, entitled “Political Development,” delves into
the past to render the contemporary portrait more comprehensible and meaningful.
For example, we do not simply discuss public opinion in terms of the current, and
therefore transitory, state of opinion on various issues of the day. We examine how
the very idea of public opinion came into being in reaction to the Federalist efforts
to limit political participation and how this concept was understood and used by
Lincoln and subsequently transformed by the Progressives. Thus, students do not
merely learn about current public opinions, which may well have shifted by the time
they read this book; they also learn about the efforts to restrict and expand the role

vii
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viii Preface

of public opinion that have affected the political institutions and dynamics with
which they live. Likewise, the discussion of the media’s role in politics is informed
by an understanding of how that role has evolved, beginning with the creation of
a party press in the 1790s. The discussion also includes Theodore Roosevelt’s use of
the newly created mass-circulation national newspapers to popularize his messages
to Congress, Franklin Roosevelt’s mastery of radio in his fireside chats, and John F.
Kennedy’s ingenious use of television to expand the audience for his news confer-
ences — to appeal over the heads of journalists and speak directly to the tuned-in
public.

This edition also adds a comparative dimension. It points out similarities and
differences between American political ideas, institutions, and practices and those
of other developed countries. Such comparisons should help students think about
which aspects of American political life are shared widely among prosperous nations
and which are truly exceptional.

The text contains no separate chapters about civil rights, civil liberties, or public
policy, because these subjects are so integral to American politics that we use them
as key threads to be woven into the fabric of the entire book. On the other hand,
we devote an entire chapter to political economy (Chapter 6). We believe that such
a chapter is necessary because so much of the substance of political discussion,
partisan conflict, and policy making is about economics. As the name implies, this
chapter highlights the political forces that have shaped the institutional and legal
framework in which economic activity takes place. Throughout the book, students
are made aware that what they are learning in their history courses complements
their political science understanding, and vice versa. Chapter 6 shows them how the
study of economics and that of political science inform one another as well.

This book grows out of a friendship that developed from a deep intellectual affin-
ity. We met in 1984 when we were put on the same panel at the American Political
Science Association meeting. We found that we were both preoccupied by the New
Deal. Sid was trying to understand how it gave rise to the modern administrative
state. Marc was trying to figure out how Franklin Roosevelt both embraced the
labor movement and staved off the transformation of the Democratic Party into a
British-style Labor party. Soon after, Sid came to Brandeis University, where Marc
had become a Fellow of the Gordon Public Policy Center. We had adjoining offices
at the center and were able to continue our conversations over lunch and coffee and
at the center’s seminars. We discovered that our common interests were not limited
to Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal; we had both come to believe that the study
of political science had been severed from its historical roots, and that our job was
to graft the study of contemporary politics back on to those roots. Both of us were
already doing this in our American politics teaching, with very good results. We saw
that students developed a much keener and firmer grasp of current matters when
they became aware of the intellectual and institutional connections that the con-
temporary issues and events had with the past. Sid applied this approach to his book
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The President and Parties and to the textbook he coauthored with Michael Nelson,
The American Presidency: Origins and Development. Marc applied the approach to
essays about the labor movement’s impact on the development of American pol-
itics. Together we drew on the American political development framework in our
investigations for our book Presidential Greatness and our chapter, “The Presidency
in the Eye of the Storm,” in Michael Nelson’s edited volume, The Presidency and
the Political System. In the meantime, our devotion to connecting past and pre-
sent came to appear less eccentric; many other scholars also began to find greater
meaning and interest in bringing history to bear on the study of American politics.
APD has now established itself as one of the most active and intellectually vibrant
movements within political science. We are delighted to be part of this fruitful and
stimulating scholarly effort and hope that this book can convey its insights to a new
generation of beginning students.
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