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 Pref ace American politics provides a genuine challenge to study. On the one hand, the governmental and political system of the twenty-first century United States is especially complex and yet retains much of the original design penned by the ‘Founding Fathers’ in the eighteenth century. The distinctive belief systems of the American people, the pervasive influence of the US Constitution, the complex workings of federalism, the relative weakness of political parties, the pivotal relationship between White House and Capitol Hill, the powerful but limited role of the federal courts – all these make for a tremendously rich but especially complex body of information to master. On the other hand, America’s profound political, economic, military and cultural influence brings the nation ‘closer’ than most to those of us outside the United States. Students therefore typically enter the study of American politics with ideas, stereotypes and prejudices about both the nation and its people gleaned from films, music and books in ways unlike those of other nations. A mix of Madonna, The Simpsons and Hollywood treatments of subjects from JFK to Vietnam accord students an apparent familiarity with things American that brooks no comparison with other nations. Simultaneously, news coverage of the US invariably focuses on aspects that tend to personalize and sensationalize American public life: the president’s particular intentions and indiscretions, seemingly routine outbreaks of gun violence, state executions, urban riots, political fanatics, and the cult of celebrity. It is hardly surprising, in the light of this, that many students enter US politics courses with a view that the president is the executive branch, the executive is the federal government, and the federal government is the government in America. Beyond this, America is uniquely prone to academic criticism – even demonization – on the grounds of its singular military and economic position, selfconscious celebration of free market capitalism, and chequered record of respect for human rights and civil liberties. Within a discipline where leftist critiques are popular, if not predominant, the ease with which student prejudices can be confirmed makes America especially vulnerable to misleading, partial or biased characterizations. Among these are the notions that: Americans all own guns, hate communists, drive big cars, and don’t vote; the president is in charge and can do what he likes, especially when it comes to war; Kennedy was a sleaze, Clinton was a sex-fiend, and Bush is a dunce; political parties don’t exist in America, but the Democrats and Republicans are two right-wing parties with
 
 xvi
 
 Preface
 
 virtually no differences between them; elections are entirely based on personality, not issues; money rules; American cities are crime-ridden, drug-infested dens of iniquity; black Americans are all poverty-stricken and America is being taken over by Hispanics; most Americans are religious extremists and bigots; and Americans neither care nor know about the rest of the world and believe that the Middle East is Kansas. Many facts therefore get lost before courses on US politics even commence: that most Americans do not own guns; that the supposedly free market is one of the most heavily regulated by government of all liberal democracies; that American political parties today are strongly partisan and differ at least as much as they agree on public policies; that the presidency is confronted by a myriad of competing and powerful political actors that impede his freedom of action; and that, long before September 11, 2001, the American public was more internationalist, pro-multilateral action, and willing to accept US military casualties than easy acceptance of the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ or the ‘Body Bag effect’ suggested. The study of American politics should be dispassionate, balanced, and informed. But it should also be fun. The pages that follow hope to achieve both these ends and, thereby, to encourage further study of a unique national experiment in political, economic and social organization.
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 1 Amer icanism As we gather tonight, our nation is at war , our economy is in r ecession and the civilized world faces unpr ecedented dangers. Y et the state of our union has never been str onger. President Geor ge W. Bush, State of the Union addr ess, Januar y 29, 2002
 
 The society of happy , thoughtless philistines depicted by Huxley seems mer exaggeration of today’s America.
 
 ely an
 
 Judge Richar d Posner on Aldous Huxley’s novel, Brave New World (2001b: 260)
 
 ● ● ● ● ● ●
 
 T he Ar chitecture of Amer ican P olitics Amer ica’s Social Base ‘Amer icanism’ as an Ideolog y An Anti-Go ver nment P olitical Cultur e Amer ican Exceptionalism: ho w dif f erent? Conclusion
 
 Chapter Summary The United States of America comprises a distinctive people and political system. Founded in a revolution against tyrannical gover nment and unjust taxation, both American identity and the fabled ‘American Dr eam’ r emain inextricably linked to the political values that originally infor med the Declaration of Independence (1776) and the US Constitution (1787). These values – commonly r eferred to as the ‘American Cr eed’ – contribute to a political cultur e that is anti-authority and suspicious of gover nment (the federal/national government in par ticular) and politicians generally . To be an American entails endorsing this Cr eed, and ther eby acquiring an identity defined not by cultu e or language but political values associated with the classical liberalism of the eighteenth centur y: individual liber ty, equality befor e the law, free markets, constitutionalism, democracy and a respect for the ‘common man’. Par tly as a r esult, America has known neither a pull
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 American Government and Politics between nationalism and ideology nor a genuinely influential socialist, fascist communist, T or y, Christian Democratic or Social Democratic tradition. But pr ofound conflict – egional, racial, ethnic, class-based and r eligious – has never theless existed through American histor y, deriving in lar ge par t from the conflicting values within th Creed. Americans often dif fer on how to apply those foundational values to day-to-day reality – so much so that since American citizenship is defined by values rather tha blood, language or race, it is possible both to ‘become’ an American and act in ‘un-American’ ways. But in a complex society characterized by r emarkable social diversity and heterogeneity in r eligion, r egion, race, ethnicity and incomes, the values ar ticulated in the Declaration and the Constitution continue to pr ovide a common focus for national unity and, ultimately , a power ful sour ce of political stability . Despite attempts by some scholars to depict America as a loose collection of ethnic gr oups and hyphenatedAmericans, the common values that unite the people of the United States mark the nation as enduringly dif ferent from those of other democracies. Mor eover, as American responses to the ter rorist attacks of September 11, 2001 demonstrated, what unites Americans not only r emains far mor e profound and abiding than what divides them, but also sets them apar t from the peoples of other nations.
 
 The United States of America is one of the most studied but least understood nations in the contemporary world. Possessing the most extensive international influence of any nation and the most complex political system of any industrialized liberal democracy, it is perhaps not surprising that students of American politics often emerge from their studies with a view like the famous Dr Johnson’s regarding the dog that walked on its hind legs: ‘the remarkable thing is not that it walks badly, but that it walks at all’. Similarly, after examining America’s diverse social base and fragmented government, the remarkable pressures that exist on governing institutions and individual political actors, and the seemingly chaotic pattern of conflicts deliberately built into the heart of the system, the temptation is to wonder how and why the entire edifice does not collapse under the weight of the immense strains that it must absorb. In this respect, it remains a remarkable testament to the foresight of the Founding Fathers, and to subsequent generations of Americans, that the America of the twenty-first century stands in such remarkably robust political, economic, and social shape – the most politically, economically and
 
 culturally influential, militarily dominant, materially prosperous and technologically advanced nation in the world. At the same time, America continues to boast a history rich in contradictions and conflict. The Founding Fathers created a nation dedicated to liberty but resting substantially on human beings treated as property. The ‘land of the free’ sanctioned not only slavery but also, after its abolition, state-enforced racial segregation. The nation whose ‘American Dream’ of prosperity and freedom has been a beacon to millions of the persecuted and poor around the world exhibits extremes of wealth and poverty greater than any other industrialized country. America promised ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’ in its Declaration of Independence but implements capital punishment, imprisons more citizens than any other western nation (over two million), and sees a level of social dislocation that condemns millions to a life with neither adequate health care, education nor jobs. Though more Americans have died from gun violence since 1933 than were killed in all America’s wars combined, by 2002 42 states had passed laws to allow the carrying of guns concealed on the person. A mass of pain as
 
 Americanism
 
 well as progress, Puritanism as well as prurience, America is simultaneously riveting and repellent to many outside its borders. As these examples suggest, American politics is unlike that of any other nation – the product of a unique society, distinctive political system and particular people. America entered the twenty-first century with a Constitution written in and designed for the eighteenth. Despite the many changes that have occurred across its history, America possesses a system of constitutional government remarkably similar to that established in 1787 – simultaneously the object of envy and bafflement to outsiders and a source of immense pride and patriotism to Americans (in 1996, for example, ABC News asked a sample of Americans whether or not they agreed with the statement that ‘Whatever its faults, the United States still has the best system of government in the world’: 83 per cent agreed; 15 per cent disagreed). But underneath that surface stability, American politics displays a complex and constantly changing character that defies easy categorization. This is not always apparent since, when many of us think about American politics, this often occurs in highly personalized ways: most obviously in terms of who happens to be president at the time. We are sometimes prone to thinking that American politics is the president, the president is the federal government, and the federal government is the government. This is understandable, especially in an era when television and the Internet provide us with intimate, personal and almost constant coverage of American political leaders that ranges from their favourite foods, pets and sporting activities to their preferred choice of underwear. In securing their independence from Britain, Americans decisively rejected a monarchical form of government, but as Head of State as well as Head of Government, the president symbolizes and personalizes America to those within and outside America. Leader of the most powerful nation on the planet and the only figure elected by a national constituency, the president possesses
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 a unique political legitimacy to speak to and for the American nation. As a result, we tend even to compartmentalize time according to presidents: ‘the Kennedy era’, ‘the Reagan years’, ‘Bush’s America’. Films and popular music regularly refer to presidents but rarely to members of Congress or Supreme Court justices: we watch All the President’s Men, not All the Members of the Senate Finance Committee, JFK rather than Earl Warren (despite the fact that lawmakers and judges are frequently still serving long after the president has left the White House, and sometimes have at least as much political effect). But as the chapters that follow will emphasize, the president is only one player – albeit easily the most significant – in a supremely complex political system. Before assessing the government structures, politics and policy processes, we begin our analysis of America’s divided democracy by examining the nation’s distinctive ‘social base’.
 
 THE ARCHITECTURE OF AMERICAN POLITICS One of the key features of American politics is the set of complex interconnections between its otherwise separate and distinct parts. It is impossible, for instance, to understand how American political parties work without knowing about the Constitution, how the president leads without knowing about Congress, or how interest groups lobby government without knowing about courts and bureaucracies. Equally, on specific issues and controversies, understanding why America has comparatively weak gun laws, lacks a national health insurance policy or executes large numbers of death row inmates can only proceed once the basics of the system of government and society are known. These connections are sometimes obvious, often subtle, but always important. To make this task simpler, one way to ‘conceptualize’ American politics is presented in
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 AMERICA ’S SOCIAL BASE
 
 Exhibit 1.1. This contains the ‘architecture’ of politics in the United States: the social base, governing institutions and intermediary organizations linking society and government together. The ongoing interaction of these three elements produces the politics and public policies (domestic and foreign) that directly and indirectly affect Americans’ daily lives and those of millions outside America. By keeping in mind these three dimensions throughout the chapters that follow, the linkages between different aspects of American politics should become apparent. But in this chapter, we first concentrate on the social base, before moving on to the Constitution and institutions of government in Chapter 2.
 
 Exhibit 1.1
 
 The ‘social base’ refers to the types of group that exist in society, including the key similarities and differences among them. The people of the United States share a common and distinctive identity as Americans, but they differ sharply according to distinct ‘social facts’: income, occupation (or class), religion, region, rural/urban/suburban location, race, ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation. Other significant divisions exist among Americans in terms of values, beliefs, and attitudes, not least regarding the appropriateness of government intervention to secure particular social, economic and political objectives (such as equality of opportunity). These dissimilarities receive expression not
 
 A model of American politics THE INSTITUTIONS OF GOVERNMENT The United States Constitution
 
 FEDERAL President Congress Supreme Court
 
 STATE Governor State legislature State courts
 
 LOCAL Mayor Council School boards
 
   ↓ INTERMEDIARY ORGANIZATIONS Political parties
 
 Organized interest groups
 
 Mass media
 
   ↓ THE SOCIAL BASE ‘Americanism’/‘The American Creed’ Income/occupation Race and ethnicity
 
 Region Religion Gender
 
 Urban/rural/suburban Sexual orientation
 
 Americanism
 
 just in the marked differences between the individual 50 states but also within them. Central to American society – and hence politics – is diversity. America’s social base is especially rich and heterogeneous, at least as much as diverse nations like India and Brazil. Sometimes, though, the repetition of this observation can make us forget quite how unusual America has been, and remains. In terms of history and self-image, America is above all a self-consciously immigrant nation – not in the sense that most Americans today are new arrivals (though many are), but that the overwhelming majority trace their family histories to other parts of the world and an escape from political or religious persecution and economic disadvantage. Through successive generations, the mix of ethnicities and races that emigrated to America and then intermarried with Americans of still other backgrounds has produced an ever-richer diversity. When the other social factors that distinguish Americans from one another are added – from occupation to sexual orientation – America boasts an unusually varied social base. America is so diverse that any American can display several social features at once. For example, despite their obvious differences, a heterosexual Baptist black woman company director living in a southern city centre displays the same social facts as a gay Catholic Hispanic male factory worker living in a Midwestern suburb: sexual orientation, religion, race/ethnicity, gender, occupation, region and rural/urban/suburban features, respectively. But the fact that people may be gay or live in a rural area does not necessarily mean that they will be so affected by this aspect of their identity that their values, beliefs and attitudes to politics will always reflect these social facts. In this sense, a social fact is not the same as another important term, a ‘social cleavage’. A social cleavage involves three conditions: ●
 
 A social division that separates people who can be distinguished from one
 
 5
 
 another in terms of social facts like occupation or religion. ● Groups that are conscious of their collective identity and willing to act on this basis (as workers, African Americans or Catholics). ● The expression of these social facts or divisions in organizational terms (e.g. by a union, a civil rights group or a church). Thinking about social cleavages explains much about the shape of American politics at a particular moment, and how and why politics changes. For example, without a religious cleavage, issues such as abortion or gay rights are less likely to be subjects of division. Why? Because millions who adhere to strong beliefs about the immorality of abortion and homosexuality would not mobilize politically, campaign or vote on the basis of this concern. (But, as Table 1.1 shows, Americans are a profoundly religious people.) Without a gender or sexual orientation cleavage, issues of abortion, pornography and gay rights would be less prominent and politically divisive than they are currently. Because America’s social base is unusually diverse, more potential for such cultural as well as socio-economic conflict exists than in nations with fewer, less divisive, and less crosscutting social cleavages. America’s being riven by more social differences in its base than almost any other modern industrialized liberal democracy does not necessitate that it is plagued by political divisions (though these have certainly been present and, at times, deeply divisive and violent, from the Civil War through industrialization era conflicts of the later eighteenth and early twentieth century to the civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s). But, from a relatively homogeneous society in the eighteenth century, successive waves of immigration have left America as a kaleidoscopic mosaic of racial, ethnic, religious, regional and linguistic differences. The pressures that these have created have even
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 caused some commentators to question the nation’s prospects of survival and to argue that America is currently ‘disuniting’. Whether this break-up is so remains highly contentious. What is incontrovertibly the case, however, is that the citizen that we call an American today displays an impressive variety of accents, colours, creeds, religions and beliefs. Given this pronounced diversity, what force(s) can hold together such a seemingly discordant and fragmented society?
 
 TABLE 1.1
 
 ‘AMERICANISM’ AS AN IDEOLOGY Since America’s social base is so heterogeneous, the forces that bind the nation together and prevent its disintegration are sometimes obscure to outside observers. Yet these forces also exert a tenacious hold that has proven elusive to other nations containing a multitude of diverse social groups. Pressures of religious, racial and ethnic diversity brought about the collapse of states such
 
 Religion in American life Belongs to a church/ synagogue
 
 Attended church/ synagogue in last seven days
 
 Says r eligion is ‘ver y important in their life’
 
 Says r eligion can answer all/ most problems
 
 All Men Women
 
 69 62 74
 
 42 37 46
 
 58 50 65
 
 62 55 68
 
 Age 
 
 61 65 79 75
 
 31 40 53 50
 
 44 54 69 72
 
 55 61 70 63
 
 East Midwest South West
 
 68 72 75 55
 
 39 45 47 34
 
 55 57 68 48
 
 56 63 74 49
 
 White Black
 
 67 82
 
 41 50
 
 55 82
 
 60 86
 
 College No college
 
 70 67
 
 44 40
 
 53 63
 
 58 65
 
 $50,000> $30,000–$49,999 $20,000–$29,999					    
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