American Democracy,
Then and Now

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

20-1 Contrast three features of the Old System versus the New
System of American government.

20-2 Discuss how the structure and policies of the American political

system have influenced the growth of the federal government,

and the consequences of that growth.
Summarize the key challenges for American democracy in the

21st century.
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512 Chapter 20 American Democracy, Then and Now

Like most Americans, you probably worry about some
social problems. These might include abortion, crime,
drug abuse, civil rights, gun control, homelessness, or
school quality. Maybe you have argued about these
matters with your friends, discussing what Washington
should do about these things. While you argue, remem-
ber this: Until the mid-20th century all of this talk would
have been nonsense. None of these things were mat-
ters that people believed the federal government could or
should do anything about.

THEN: RESTRAINTS ON THE
GROWTH OF GOVERNMENT

When Dwight Eisenhower was president, none of these
issues except civil rights was even thought to be a mat-
ter for federal policy, and on civil rights Congress didn’t
do very much. Our national political agenda was very
short. During the Eisenhower administration, we decided
to build an interstate highway system, admit Alaska and
Hawaii into the union, and fight over the power of labor
unions. For eight years, these were about the only major
domestic political issues. The rest of the time, Washington
worried about foreign affairs.

This was about what the Founders had expected,
though many of them would have objected to some
things that were done in the Eisenhower administration.
Some would have thought Washington shouldn’t build
any highways because the Constitution did not authorize
Congress to make laws about such matters. The federal
government, in their view, should limit itself to war, peace,
interstate commerce, establishing a national currency,
and delivering the mail. And for a long time, the prevailing
interpretation of the Constitution sharply limited what pol-
icies the federal government could adopt. The Supreme
Court restricted the authority of the government to regu-
late business and prevented it from levying an income
tax. Most important, the Supreme Court refused, with
some exceptions, to allow the delegation of broad dis-
cretionary power to administrative agencies.

The Supreme Court could not have maintained this
position for as long as it did if it had acted in the teeth
of popular opposition. But popular opinion was also
against the growth of government. It was not thought
legitimate for the federal government to intervene deeply
in the economy (even the American Federation of Labor,
led by Samuel Gompers, resisted federal involvement in
labor-management issues). It was certainly not thought
proper for Washington to upset racial segregation as it
was practiced in both the North and the South. It took
constitutional amendments to persuade Congress that
it had the authority to levy an income tax or to prohibit
the sale of alcoholic beverages. Even in the 1930s, pub-
lic opinion polls showed that as many as half the voters
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were skeptical of a federal unemployment compensation
program.

That was the Old System. Today, under the New
System, federal politics is not about some small list of
problems thought to be truly national; it is about prac-
tically everything. It is almost impossible to think of a
problem about which Washington has no policy at all
or around which it does not carry on intense debates.
Listen to radio talk shows or watch cable television news,
and you will hear discussions about why Washington
has a good or bad policy on almost any issue you can
imagine.

What is puzzling about this change from the Old
System to the New System is that the Constitution is
filled with arrangements designed to make it hard, not
easy, for the federal government to act. The separa-
tion of powers permits the president, Congress, and
the courts to check one another; federalism guarantees
that states will have an important role to play; and the
division of legislative authority between the House and
the Senate ensures that each body will be inclined to
block the other. To get a new law passed, you have to
please a large number of political actors; to get a new
one blocked, you have to convince just one congres-
sional committee.

That system made the national government relatively
unimportant for many decades. Until well into the 20th
century, governors and mayors were more important than
the president. Most members of Congress did not serve
more than one or two terms in Washington; there didn’t
seem to be much point in becoming a career legislator
because Congress didn’t do much, didn’t pay much, and
wasn’t in session for very long.

NOW: RELAXING
THE RESTRAINTS

As we have said, the constraints on federal action have
now weakened or disappeared altogether. First, the
courts have altered their interpretation of the Constitution
in ways that have not only permitted but sometimes
even required government action. The Bill of Rights has
been extended so that almost all its important provisions
are now regarded as applying to the states (by having
been incorporated into the due process clause of the
Fourteenth Amendment). This means that a citizen can
use the federal courts to alter state policy to a greater
degree than ever before. (Overturning state laws that
banned abortions or required racially separate schools
are two important examples of this change.) The special
protection the courts once granted property rights has
been substantially reduced so that business can be regu-
lated to a greater degree than previously. The Court has
permitted Congress to give broad discretionary powers



to administrative agencies, allowing bureaucrats to make
decisions that once only Congress could make.

Second, public opinion has changed in ways that
support an expanded role for the federal government.
The public demanded action to deal with the Great
Depression (the programs that resulted, such as Social
Security, survived in part because the Supreme Court
changed its mind about the permissible scope of federal
action). Political elites changed their minds faster than the
average citizen. Well-educated, politically active people
began demanding federal policies regarding civil rights,
public welfare, environmental protection, consumer
safety, and foreign aid well before the average citizen
became concerned with such things.

Once in place, most of these programs proved pop-
ular, so their continuance was supported by mass as
well as elite opinion. The cumulative effect of this pro-
cess was to blur, if not erase altogether, the line that
once defined what the government had the authority to
do. At one time, a new proposal was debated in terms
of whether it was legitimate for the federal government
to do it all. Federal aid to education, for example, usu-
ally was opposed because many people feared it would
lead to federal control of local schools. But after so many
programs (including federal aid to education) had been
passed, people stopped arguing about whether a certain
policy was legitimate and argued instead about whether
it was effective.

Third, political resources have become more widely
distributed. The number and variety of interest groups

b
.
Amending the Constitution

When the Framers drafted the Constitution in the summer
of 1787, they expected that it would be an evolving docu-
ment. Article V of the Constitution specifically provides for
two ways of amending the Constitution—amendments
may be introduced by a two-thirds vote in Congress or a
special convention proposed by two-thirds of the states
(the second has never been used), and then must be ratified
by three-fourths of the state legislatures or three-fourths
of the states in special ratifying conventions (the second
has been used just one time, for repealing Prohibition with
the Twenty-First Amendment in 1933). In his first inaugu-
ral address, President George Washington referred to the
amendment process as an “occasional power,” to be used
sparingly in “pursuit of the public good.”
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have increased enormously. The funds available from
foundations for organizations pursuing specific causes
have grown. It is now easier to get access to the fed-
eral courts than formerly was the case, and once in the
courts the plaintiffs are more likely to encounter judges
who believe that the law and the Constitution should
be interpreted broadly to permit particular goals (e.g.,
prison reform) to be attained by legal rather than legis-
lative means. Hundreds of magazines, newsletters, and
websites have arisen to provide policy information to
specialized segments of opinion. The techniques of mass
protest, linked to the desire of television to show visu-
ally interesting accounts of social conflict, have been per-
fected in ways that convey the beliefs of a few into the
living rooms of millions.

Campaign finance laws and court rulings have given
legal status and constitutional protection to thou-
sands of political action committees (PACs) that raise
and spend tens of millions of dollars from millions of
small-time contributors. College education, once the
privilege of a tiny minority, has become the common
experience of millions of people, so that the effects of
college—in encouraging political participation and in
shaping political beliefs (usually in a liberal direction)—
are now widely shared. The ability of candidates to win
nomination for office no longer depends on their abil-
ity to curry favor with a few powerful bosses; it now
reflects their skill at raising money, mobilizing friends
and activists, cultivating a media image, and winning a
primary election.

As President Washington recommended, the amend-
ment power has been used infrequently: In more than
225 years, 27 amendments have been added to the
Constitution, and only a handful of those have changed
the structure of the political process. For example, the
17th Amendment gave voters—not state legislatures—
the power to elect senators, and the 22nd Amendment
limited the president to two terms. But even without
constitutional amendments, the American political sys-
tem has undergone significant political changes, as this
chapter’s discussion of the Old System versus the New
System explains.
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514 Chapter 20 American Democracy, Then and Now

20-1 The Old Versus
the New System

So great have been the changes in the politics of poli-
cymaking in this country starting in the 1930s that we
can refer, with only slight exaggeration, to one poli-
cymaking system having been replaced by another
(see Table 20.1).

The Old System

The Old System had a small agenda. Though people voted
at a high rate and often took part in torchlight parades and
other mass political events, political leadership was pro-
fessionalized in the sense that the leadership circle was
small, access to it was difficult, and the activists in social
movements generally were kept out. Only a few major
issues were under discussion at any time. A member of
Congress had a small staff (if any at all), dealt with his or
her colleagues on a personal basis, deferred to the pres-
tige of House and Senate leaders, and tended to become

How American Politics Has Changed

Old System
Chairs relatively strong

Small staffs

Few subcommittees

A few large blocs (farmers, business, labor)

Rely on “insider” lobbying

Small staff
Reaches public via press conferences

Congress

Interest Groups

Presidency

part of some stable coalition (the farm bloc, the labor bloc,
the Southern bloc) that persisted across many issues.

When someone proposed adding a new issue to the
public agenda, a major debate often arose over whether
it was legitimate for the federal government to take action
at all on the matter. A dominant theme in this debate was
the importance of “states’ rights.” Except in wartime, or
during a very brief period when the nation expressed
interest in acquiring colonies, the focus of policy debate
was on domestic affairs. Members of Congress saw
these domestic issues largely in terms of their effect
on local constituencies. The presidency was small and
somewhat personal; there was only a rudimentary White
House staff. The president would cultivate the press, but
there was a clear understanding that what was said in a
press conference was never to be quoted directly.

For the government to take bold action under this
system, the nation usually had to be facing a crisis. War
presented such crisis, and so the federal government dur-
ing the Civil War and World Wars | and Il acquired extraor-
dinary powers to conscript soldiers, control industrial

New System

Chairs relatively weak
Large staffs
Many subcommittees

Many diverse interests that form ad hoc
coalitions

Mobilize grassroots

Large staff

Reaches public via radio, television, and
Internet

Allow government to exercise few economic
powers

Take narrow view of individual freedoms

Courts

Political Parties

Allow government to exercise broad
economic power

Take broad view of individual freedoms

Dominated by state and local party leaders
meeting in conventions

Should the federal government enter a new
policy area?

Would a new federal program abridge
states’ rights?
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Policy Agenda

Key Question

Key Issue

Dominated by activists chosen in primaries
and caucuses

How can we fix and pay for an existing
policy?

Would a new federal program prove
popular?



Food products now contain health warnings, such as one for nuts in
this package of cookies.

production, regulate the flow of information to citizens,
and restrict the scope of personal liberty. Each succeeding
crisis left the government bureaucracy somewhat larger
than it had been before, but when the crisis ended, the
exercise of extraordinary powers ended. Once again, the
agenda of political issues became small, and legislators
argued about whether it was legitimate for the govern-
ment to enter some new policy area, such as civil rights or
industrial regulation.

The New System

The New System began in the 1930s but did not take
its present form until the 1970s. It is characterized by a
large policy agenda, the end of the debate over the legiti-
macy of government action (except in the area of First
Amendment freedoms), the diffusion and decentralization
of power in Congress, and the multiplication of interest
groups. The government has grown so large that it has
a policy on almost every conceivable subject, and so the
debate in Washington is less often about whether it is
right and prudent to take some bold new step and more
often about how the government can best cope with the
strains and problems that arise from implementing exist-
ing policies. As someone once said, the federal govern-
ment is now more concerned with managing than with
ruling.

For example, in 1935 Congress debated whether
the nation should have a Social Security system at all;
in the 1980s, it debated whether the system could best
be kept solvent by raising taxes or by cutting benefits; in
2004 and 2005, it debated whether some part of each
person’s Social Security payments could be invested in
the stock market. In the 1960s, Congress argued over
whether there should be any federal civil rights laws at
all; by the 1980s and 1990s, it was arguing over whether
those laws should be administered in a way that simply
eliminated legal barriers to equal opportunity for racial

Envision/Encyclopedia/Corbis
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minorities or in a way (by affirmative action) that made
up for the disadvantages that burdened such minori-
ties in the past. As late as the 1950s, the president and
Congress argued over whether it was right to adopt a
new program if it meant the government had to borrow
money to pay for it. As late as the 1960s, many mem-
bers of Congress believed the federal government had no
business paying for the health care of its citizens; today,
hardly anyone argues against having Medicare, but many
worry about how best to control its rising cost.

The differences between the Old and New Systems
should not be exaggerated. The Constitution still makes
it easier for Congress to block the proposals of the presi-
dent, or for some committee of Congress to defeat the
preferences of the majority of Congress, than in almost
any other democratic government. The system of checks
and balances operates as before. The essential differ-
ences between the Old and the New Systems are these:

1. Under the Old System, the checks and balances
made it difficult for the federal government to start a
new program, and so the government remained rela-
tively small. Under the New System, these checks
and balances have made it hard to change what the
government is already doing, and so the government
has remained large.

2. Under the Old System, power was somewhat cen-
tralized in the hands of party and congressional
leaders. There was still plenty of conflict, but the
number of people who had to agree before some-
thing could be done was not large. Under the New
System, power is much more decentralized, and so
it is harder to resolve conflict because so many more
people—party activists, interest-group leaders, indi-
vidual members of Congress, heads of government
agencies—must agree.

The transition from the Old to the New System
occurred chiefly during two periods in American politics.
The first was in the early 1930s, when a catastrophic
depression led the government to explore new ways of
helping the needy, regulating business, and preventing
a recurrence of the disaster. Franklin Roosevelt’s New
Deal was the result. The huge majorities enjoyed by the
Democrats in Congress, coupled with popular demands
to solve the problem, led to a vast outpouring of new
legislation and the creation of dozens of new govern-
ment agencies. Though initially the Supreme Court struck
down some of these measures as unconstitutional, a key
member of the Court changed his mind and others retired
from the bench; by the late 1930s, the Court had virtually
ceased opposing any economic legislation.

The second period was in the mid-1960s, a time
of prosperity. There was no crisis akin to the Great
Depression or World War |l, but two events helped
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change the face of American politics. One was an intel-
lectual and popular ferment that we now refer to as the
spirit of “the sixties”—a militant civil rights movement,
student activism on college campuses aimed at resist-
ing the Vietnam War, growing concern about threats
to the environment, the popular appeal of Ralph Nader
and his consumer protection movement, and an opti-
mism among many political and intellectual leaders that
the government could solve whatever problems it was
willing to address. The other was the 1964 election that
returned Lyndon Johnson to the presidency with a larger
share of the popular vote than any other president in
modern times. Johnson swept into office, and with him
came liberal Democratic majorities in both the House
and Senate.

The combination of organized demands for new
policies, elite optimism about the likely success of those
policies, and extraordinary majorities in Congress meant
that President Lyndon Johnson was able, for a few
years, to get almost any program he wanted enacted
into law. So large were his majorities in Congress that
the conservative coalition of Republicans and Southern
Democrats was no longer large enough to block action;
Northern Democratic liberals were sufficiently numerous
in the House and Senate to take control of both bod-
ies. Consequently, much of Johnson’s “Great Society”
legislation became law. This included the passage of

Medicare (to help pay the medical bills of retired people)
and Medicaid (to help pay the medical bills of people on
welfare); greatly expanded federal aid to the states (to
assist them in fighting crime, rebuilding slums, and run-
ning transit systems); the enactment of major civil rights
laws and of a program to provide federal aid to local
schools; the creation of a “War on Poverty” that included
various job-training and community-action agencies; and
the enactment of a variety of laws regulating business
for the purpose of reducing auto fatalities, improving the
safety and health of industrial workers, cutting back on
pollutants entering the atmosphere, and safeguarding
consumers from harmful products.

These two periods—the early 1930s and the mid-
1960s—changed the political landscape in America. Of
the two, the latter was perhaps the more important, for
not only did it witness the passage of so much unprec-
edented legislation, but also it saw major changes in
the pattern of political leadership. It was during this time
that the great majority of the members of the House of
Representatives came to enjoy relatively secure seats,
the primary elections came to supplant party conven-
tions as the decisive means of selecting presidential
candidates, interest groups increased greatly in numbet,
and television began to play an important role in shaping
the political agenda and perhaps influencing the kinds of
candidates nominated.

Bill Pugliano/Stringer/Getty Images News/Getty Images

The federal government bailed out the U.S. automobile industry in 2009 to help companies avoid
bankruptcy.
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20-2 Government Growth:
Influences and Consequences

The enormous expansion of the scope and goals of the
federal government has not been random or unguided.
The government has tended to enlarge its powers more
in some directions than in others; certain kinds of goals
have been served more frequently than others. Though
many factors shape this process of selection, two are of
special importance. One is our constitutional structure,
and the other our political culture.

The Influence of Structure

To see the influence of structure, it is necessary to per-
form a mental experiment. Suppose the Founders had
adopted a centralized, parliamentary regime instead of
a decentralized, congressional one. They had the British
model right before their eyes. Every other European
democracy adopted it. What difference would it have
made had we followed the British example?

No one can be certain, of course, because the United
States and the United Kingdom differ in many ways, and
not just in their political forms. At best, our mental experi-
ment will be an educated guess. But the following pos-
sibilities seem plausible.

A parliamentary regime of the British sort central-
izes power in the hands of an elected prime minister
with a disciplined partisan majority in the legislature and
frees him or her from most of the constraints created by
independent congressional committees or independent,
activist courts. Had the Framers adopted a parliamentary
system, we might see these features in the political life of
the United States today:

e Quicker adoption of majoritarian policies, such as
those in the area of social welfare. Broad popular
desires would be translated sooner into national policy

The 2009 stimulus bill allowed people to get money if they traded in
an old car that burned a lot of gas.

Paul Brennan/Shutterstock.com
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when they are highly salient and conform to the views
of party leaders.

e More centralization of bureaucratic authority—more
national planning, and less local autonomy. More deci-
sions would be made bureaucratically, both because
bureaucracies would be proportionately larger and
because they would have wider discretionary author-
ity delegated to them. (If the prime minister heads
both the executive branch and the legislature, he or
she sees no reason why decisions cannot be made
as easily in one place as the other.) Local authorities
would not have been able to prevent groups of citizens
(such as African Americans) from voting or otherwise
participating in public life by maintaining segregated
facilities at the local level.

e fewer opportunities for citizens to challenge or block
government policies of which they disapprove. Without
independent and activist courts, without local cen-
ters (state and city) of autonomous power, U.S. citi-
zens would have less of a chance to organize to stop
a highway or an urban-renewal project, for example,
and hence fewer citizen organizations with these and
similar purposes would exist.

e Greater executive control of government. If a situation
like Watergate occurred, we would never know about
it. No legislative investigating committees would be
sufficiently independent of executive control to be able
to investigate claims of executive wrongdoing.

e Similar foreign policy. We probably would have fought
in about the same number of wars and under pretty
much the same circumstances.

® Higher and more centralized taxation. Taxes would be
higher, and a larger share of our tax money would be
collected at the national level. Thus we would find it
harder to wage a “tax revolt,” as Californians did in the
1970s (since it is easier to block local spending deci-
sions than national ones).

If this list of guesses is even approximately correct, it
means that you would get more of some things that you
want and less of others. In general, it would be easier for
temporary majorities to govern and harder for individuals
and groups to protect their interests.

The Founders would probably not be surprised at this
list of differences. Though they could not have foreseen
all the events and issues that would have led to these
outcomes, they would have understood them because
they thought they were creating a system designed to
keep central power weak and to enhance local and citi-
zen power. They would have been amazed, of course, at
the extent to which central power has been enhanced
and local power weakened in the United States, but if
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they visited Europe, they would learn that, by compari-
son, American politics remains far more sensitive to local
concerns than does politics abroad.

The Influence of Ideas

The broadly shared political culture of Americans has also
influenced the policies adopted by the U.S. government.
Paramount among these attitudes is the preoccupation
with rights. More than the citizens of perhaps any other
nation, Americans define their relations with one another
and with political authority in terms of rights. The civil liber-
ties protected by the Bill of Rights have been assiduously
defended and their interpretation significantly broadened
even while the power of government has been growing.

For example, we expect that the groups affected
by any government program will have a right to play a
role in shaping and administering that program. In con-
sequence, interest groups have proliferated. We think
citizens should have the right to select the nominees of
political parties as well as to choose between the par-
ties; hence primary elections have largely replaced party
conventions in selecting candidates. Individual members
of Congress assert their rights, and thus the power of
congressional leaders and committee chairs has steadily
diminished. We probably use the courts more frequently
than the citizens of any other nation to make or change
public policy; in doing so, we are asserting one set of
rights against a competing set. The procedural rules
that set forth how government is to act—the Freedom
of Information Act, the Privacy Act, the Administrative
Procedure Act—are more complex and demanding than
the rules under which any other democratic government
must operate. Each rule exists because it embodies what
somebody has claimed to be a right: the right to know
information, to maintain one’s privacy, to participate in
making decisions, and to bring suit against rival parties.

The more vigorously we assert our rights, the harder
it is to make government decisions or to manage large
institutions. We recognize this when we grumble about
red tape and bureaucratic confusion, but we rarely give
much support to proposals to centralize authority or sim-
plify decision making. We seem to accept whatever it
costs in efficiency or effectiveness in order to maintain
the capacity for asserting our rights.

We do not always agree on which rights are most
important, however. In addition to the influence of the
widely shared commitment to rights generally, govern-
ment is also shaped by the views that certain political
elites have about which rights ought to be given the
highest priority. Elite opinion tends to favor freedom of
expression over freedom to manage or dispose of prop-
erty. Mass opinion, though it has changed a good deal
in the last few decades, is less committed to the pre-
ferred position of freedom of expression. Rank-and-file
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citizens often complain that what the elite calls essential
liberty should instead be regarded as excessive permis-
siveness. People who own or manage property often
lament the extent to which the rights governing its use
have declined.

The changes in the relative security of personal and
property freedom are linked to a fundamental and endur-
ing tension in American thought. Tocqueville said it best:
Americans, he wrote, “are far more ardently and tena-
ciously attached to equality than to freedom.” Though
democratic communities have a “natural taste for free-
dom,” that freedom is hard to preserve because its
excesses are immediate and obvious and its advantages
are remote and uncertain. The advantages of equality, on
the other hand, are readily apparent, and its costs are
obscure and deferred.? For example, Americans believe
in free speech, but most of us rarely take advantage of
that right and notice the problem only when somebody
says something we don't like. We have to remind our-
selves that freedom has to be protected even when it
does not help us directly. By contrast, we notice equality
immediately, as when everybody of a certain age gets
Social Security even when they are already rich. Equality
makes us feel comfortable even if a few people don’t
need the benefits they are getting.

Tocqueville, however, may have underestimated the
extent to which political liberties would endure because
he did not foresee the determination of the courts to
resist, in the long run if not the short, the passions of
temporary majorities seeking to curtail such liberties. But
he did not underestimate the extent to which in the eco-
nomic and social realms Americans would decide that
improving the conditions of life would justify restrictions
on the right to dispose of property and to manage private
institutions. At first, the conflict was between liberty and
equality of opportunity; more recently it has become a
conflict—among political elites if not within the citizenry
itself—between equality of opportunity and equality of
results.

The fact that decisions can be influenced by opinions
about rights indicates that decisions can be influenced by
opinions generally. As the political system has become
more fragmented and more individualized as a result of
our collective assertion of rights, it has come more under
the sway of ideas. When political parties were strong and
congressional leadership was centralized (as in the lat-
ter part of the 19th and the early part of the 20th centu-
ries), gaining access to the decision-making process in
Washington was difficult, and the number of new ideas
that stood a chance of adoption was small. However,
those proposals that could command leadership support
were more easily adopted: though there were powerful
organizations that could say no, those same organiza-
tions could also say yes.



Today, these and other institutions are fragmented
and in disarray. Individual members of Congress are
far more important than congressional leaders. Political

B

-1
Deficit Spending in America and Europe

From 1800 to 1932, the federal government had an
annual budget deficit about one-third of the time. In
that 132-year stretch, the federal government had
large and consecutive annual budget deficits only dur-
ing the Civil War and again during World War I. From
the dawn of the New Deal in 1933 to the eve of the
Great Society in 1964, the federal government had
an annual budget deficit about five-sixths of the time.
Deficit spending soared during World War Il, and it
was only in each of five subsequent pre-1965 years
(1947, 1948, 1956, 1957, and 1960) that the federal
budget was in surplus. From 1965 to 2015, a 50-year
period, the federal government had an annual budget
surplus in each of only two years (1999 and 2000).

America is not the only modern democracy to have
settled into a persistent pattern of annual deficit spend-
ing, or to run annual deficits that are large relative to the
nation’s economy. After the 2008 financial crisis, federal
deficits were close to 10 percent of U.S. gross domestic
product (GDP), but the percentage has declined more
recently. For instance, in 2014, the federal deficit was
close to 3 percent of U.S. GDP. Here are that year’s
comparable figures for a host of European democracies:

Nation Deficit as a percentage of
gross domestic product (2014)

Finland 3.2%

Poland 3.2

Greece 3.5

France 4.0

Ireland 41

Portugal 4.5

United Kingdom 5.7

Spain 5.8

Germany 0.7% surplus

Denmark 1.2 surplus

Sources: Office of Management and Budget, Historical
Tables: Fiscal Year 2016, Table 1.1, “Summary of
Receipts, Outlays, and Surpluses or Deficits, 1789—
2020,” and Table 1.2, “Summary of Receipts, Outlays,
and Surpluses or Deficits as a Percentage of GDP,
1930-2020"; Eurostat News Release, “Euro Area and
EU28 Government Deficit at 2.4 Percent and 2.9 Percent
of GDP Respectively,” April 21, 2015.
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parties no longer control nominations for office. The
media have given candidates direct access to the vot-
ers; campaign finance laws have restricted, but not elimi-
nated, the influence that interest groups can wield by
spending money. Forming new, issue-oriented lobbying
groups is much easier today than formerly, thanks to the
capability of computers and direct-mail advertising.

These idea-based changes in institutions affect how
policy is made. When there is widespread enthusiasm for
an idea—especially among political elites but also in the
public at large—new programs can be formulated and
adopted with great speed. This happened when Lyndon
Johnson’s Great Society legislation was proposed,
when the environmental and consumer protection laws
first arrived on the public agenda, and when campaign
finance reform was proposed in the wake of Watergate.
So long as such symbols have a powerful appeal, so long
as a consensus persists, change is possible. But when
these ideas lose their appeal—or are challenged by new
ideas—the competing pressures make change extremely
difficult. Environmentalism today is challenged by con-
cerns about creating jobs and economic growth; social
legislation is challenged by skepticism about its effec-
tiveness and concern over its cost; campaign finance
reforms are, to some critics, merely devices for protect-
ing incumbents.

This may all seem obvious to a reader raised in the
world of contemporary politics. But it is different in degree
if not in kind from the way in which politics was once car-
ried out. In the 1920s, the 1930s, the 1940s, and even
the 1950s, people described politics as a process of
bargaining among organized interests, or “blocs,” repre-
senting business, farming, labor, ethnic, and professional
groups. With the expansion of the scope of government
policy, there are no longer a few major blocs that sit
astride the policy process. Instead, thousands of highly
specialized interests and constituencies seek above all to
protect whatever benefits, intangible as well as tangible,
they get from government.

Consequences of Government Growth

One way of describing the New System is to call it an
“activist” government. It is tempting to make a sweep-
ing judgment about such a government, either praising it
because it serves a variety of popular needs or condemn-
ing it because it is a bureaucratic affliction. Such gener-
alizations are not entirely empty, but neither are they very
helpful. The worth of any given program, or of any collec-
tion of programs, can be assessed only by a careful con-
sideration of its costs and benefits, of its effects and side
effects. But we may discover some general political con-
sequences of the enlarged scope of government activity.

First, asthe government gets bigger, its members must
spend more time managing the consequences —intended
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and unintended—of existing programs and less time
debating at length new ideas. As a result, all parts of the
government, not just the executive agencies, become
more bureaucratized. The White House Office and the
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) grow in size
and influence, as do the staffs of Congress. At the same
time, private organizations (corporations, unions, univer-
sities) that deal with the government must also become
more bureaucratic. The government hires more people
when it is running 80 programs concerned with employ-
ment than when it is running two. By the same token, a
private employer will hire (and give power to) more peo-
ple when it is complying with 80 sets of regulations than
when it is complying with two.

Second, the more government does, the more it
will appear to be acting in inconsistent, uncoordinated,
and cumbersome ways. When people complain of red
tape, bureaucracy, stalemates, and confusion, they often
assume these irritants are caused by incompetent or self-
seeking public officials. There is incompetence and self-
interest in government just as in every other part of society,
but these character traits are not the chief cause of the
problem. As citizens, we want many different and often
conflicting things. The result is the rise of competing poli-
cies, the division of labor among separate administrative
agencies, the diffusion of accountability and control, and
the multiplication of paperwork. And because Americans
are especially energetic about asserting their rights, we
must add to the above list of problems the regular use of
the courts to challenge policies that we do not like.

Third, an activist government is less susceptible to
control by electoral activity than a passive one. When the
people in Washington did little, elections made a larger
difference in policy than when they began to do a lot. We
have pointed out in this book the extent to which both
political parties and voter turnout have declined. There
are many reasons for this, but an important one often is
forgotten. If elections make less of a difference —because
the few people for whom one votes can do little to alter
the ongoing programs of government—then it may make
sense for people to spend less time on party or electoral
activities and more on interest-group activities aimed at
specific agencies and programs.

The rapid increase in the number and variety of inter-
est groups and their enlarged role in government are not
pathological. They are a rational response to the fact that
elected officials can tend to only a few things, and there-
fore we must direct our energies at the appointed officials
(and judges) who tend to all other government matters.
Every president tries to accomplish more, usually by try-
ing to reorganize the executive branch. But no president
and no reorganization plan can affect more than a tiny
fraction of the millions of federal employees and thou-
sands of government programs. “Coordination” from
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the top can at best occur selectively, for a few issues of
exceptional importance.

Ronald Reagan learned this when he took office in
1981 after promising to reduce the size of government.
He did persuade Congress to cut taxes and increase
defense spending, but his plans to cut domestic spend-
ing resulted in only small declines in some programs and
actual increases in many others. Though some programs,
such as public housing, were hard hit, most were not,
and agricultural subsidies increased dramatically.

When George W. Bush became president in 2001,
his philosophy was summarized by the phrase “compas-
sionate conservatism,” words that implied that, though
he was a conservative, he was not much interested in
simply cutting the size of the federal government. And
while in office, he proposed policies that would increase
spending on many programs. His actions suggest a fact:
cutting down on what Washington does is virtually impos-
sible because the people want so much of what it does.

Finally, the more government tries to do, the more
things it will be held responsible for and the greater the
risk of failure. From time to time in the 19th century, the
business cycle made many people unhappy with the fed-
eral government—recall the rise of various protest par-
ties—though then the government did very little. If federal
officials were lucky, popular support would rise as soon
as economic conditions improved. If they were unlucky
and a depression lasted into the election campaign,
they would be thrown out of office. Today, however, the
government—and the president in particular—is held
responsible for crime, drug abuse, abortion, civil rights,
the environment, the elderly, the status of women, the
decay of central cities, the price of gasoline, and interna-
tional tensions in half a dozen places around the globe.

No government and no president can do well on all
or even most of these matters most of the time. Indeed,
most of these problems, such as crime, may be totally
beyond the reach of the federal government, no matter
what its policy. It should not be surprising, therefore, that
opinion surveys taken since the early 1960s have shown
a steep decline in public confidence in government. There
is no reason to believe that this represents a loss of faith
in our form of government or even in the design of its
institutions, but it clearly reflects a disappointment in, and
even cynicism about, the performance of government.

It is too soon to know howy, if at all, public sentiments
about the performance of government will change in the
21st century. In response to the 2008-2009 economic
crisis, Washington expanded government activity faster
than it has grown in any periods since the late 1930s and
the mid-1960s. President Barack Obama proposed a
budget for Fiscal Year 2012 that contemplated a deficit of
$1.645 trillion. Congressional Republicans, who won con-
trol of the House in 2010, objected, and threatened not to



increase the debt ceiling. After long negotiations with the
White House, the two sides agreed on a compromise that
made some cuts in spending and raised the debt ceiling.
The United States did not default on its financial obliga-
tions, thus averting a potential global economic disaster.
But two years later, when the White House and Congress
could not reach a budget agreement, automatic spend-
ing cuts known as the “sequester” went into effect. Later
in 2013, the U.S. government shut down for the first time
in almost 18 years because the two branches could not
complete a budget deal. The government reopened after
16 days, but the long-term consequences for public con-
fidence in the political process remain to be seen.

The spending battles, however, are only half the story.
The other half concerns the federal government taking on
new responsibilities and challenges: For a time, it was
the majority stockholder in what was once the world’s
largest automotive company, General Motors; it has more
closely controlled dozens of other companies and diverse
financial markets; and it has enacted a large, new gov-
ernment-regulated health care system.

University of Maryland political scientist Donald F. Kettl
has argued that the “financial meltdown accelerated our
expectations that government will keep us safe. . . . We've
gone from debates over privatizing the public sector to
big steps toward governmentalizing the private sector.”
The far-reaching changes include “more public money in
the private economy, more rules to shape how the private
sector behaves, and more citizen expectations that gov-
ernment will manage the risks we face.”

We cannot yet say whether multi-trillion-dollar bud-
get deficits and policies that betoken government-guar-
anteed corporate capitalism will persist for years to come.
But it seems a fair bet that the New System is entering a
new era that, not unlike the expansion that began in the
late 1930s, has been fueled by economic problems that
have afflicted or threatened most Americans.

It also seems likely that, if anything, public disen-
chantment with government performance will continue to
grow along with government’s role in people’s lives. Such
disenchantment is hardly unique to the United States; it
appears to be a feature of aimost every democratic politi-
cal system. The disenchantment is in fact probably greater
elsewhere. Americans who complain of high taxes might
feel somewhat differently if they lived in Sweden, where
taxes are nearly twice as high as here. Those who grouse
about bureaucrats in this country probably have never
dealt with the massive, centralized bureaucracies of Italy
or France. People who are annoyed by congestion, pollu-
tion, and inflation ought to arrange a trip to Beijing, Mexico
City, or Tokyo. However frustrating private life and public
affairs may be in this country, every year thousands living
in other nations immigrate to this country. Few Americans
choose to migrate to other places.
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20-3 American Democracy—
Then, Now, and Next

We have a large government—and large expectations
about what it can achieve. But the government finds it
increasingly difficult to satisfy those expectations. The
public’s acceptance of a larger and larger role for govern-
ment has been accompanied by a decline in public con-
fidence in those who lead and manage that government.
We expect more and more from government but are less
and less certain that we will get it, or get it in a form and at
a cost that we find acceptable. This perhaps constitutes
the greatest challenge to political leadership in the years
ahead: to find a way to serve the true interests of the peo-
ple while restoring and retaining their confidence in the
legitimacy of government itself. We might begin by chal-
lenging the increasingly popular notion that present-day
American democracy'’s problems are so deep because its
political leaders are so shallow, not least by comparison
to the nation’s first leaders.

Then

When the Constitution was created and ratified, national
leaders beholden only to their own consciences could
meet in secret to debate and decide even the most con-
troversial and consequential questions about government.
They could belittle, berate, or battle each other one day,
and beseech, bargain, or broker deals with each other the
next day, all without their words or deeds (or misdeeds)
being a matter of public record or widely known at all.

Now

In stark contrast, the political leaders that today hold office
under the terms of that same Constitution, amended only
27 times in more than 225 years, must deliberate and
legislate while the whole world—friend and foe alike—is
listening and watching. Contemporary presidents and
members of Congress face the challenge of leading a
large and diverse population, coping with an all-pervasive
mass communications media, and steering a federal gov-
ernment that is far bigger, and administered in a way that
is far more complicated, than any of the Constitution’s
authors ever envisioned.

As a class, today’s elected officials at both ends of
Pennsylvania Avenue and in both parties are often much
maligned, not only, at times, by each other and by their
other respective partisan and ideological opponents, but
by the public at large, with majorities disparaging the “politi-
cians” about as readily as they denounce the “bureaucrats.”
But now reflect seriously on questions like the following:

e How do you suppose James Madison, George
Washington, or the other authors of the Constitution
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What Would You Do?

} Memorandum

To: President Raina Nicole ||| REREEN Do\ (oo L
From: Chief of Staff Romy Jake

Subject: A new Constitutional
Convention?

With the continuing stalemate in
Washington, many members of
Congress say a new constitutional con-
vention is needed to change the gov-
erning process. While the opposition
party, which controls both chambers,
is calling for the convention to impose
restrictions on executive power, mem-
bers of your party say a convention will
permit much-needed changes in how
the legislature functions.

Arguments for: Arguments against:

1. After 225 years, public expectations for the national 1. A constitutional convention risks changing all that
government have expanded greatly, and the politi- works well with the current American political
cal structure is not designed to meet those expec- structure, with no guarantee of achieving desired
tations swiftly or effectively. reforms.

2. Washington needs to move to a four-year electoral 2. Ending midterm elections removes an important
system, with no midterm elections, and advocates check in the political process, and supporters of
for a convention support this reform. this change seek to avoid accountability at the polls

3. A constitutional convention today will have exten- and losing their majority in Congress.

sive public input and deliberation in the media, both 3. The impossibility of having secrecy in conven-

of which will improve our democratic process. tion proceedings today virtually ensures that a
new Constitution will not be improved; too much
democracy will undo the entire system, as James
Madison warned in Federalist 10.

Your decision (O Approve () Oppose
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%} POLICY DYNAMICS: INSIDE/OUTSIDE THE BOX

Drafting a New Constitution: Majoritarian or Interest-Group Politics?

In 1992, James L. Sundquist, a noted Brookings Institution
scholar, published Constitutional Reform and Effective
Government. Whatever the Constitution’s virtues, argued
Sundquist, the separation of powers system had by the
late 20th century saddled the nation with a Congress that
could not plan, could not act quickly, and could not solve
major problems of all sorts. Far-reaching constitutional
change was needed, Sundquist argued, making an argu-
ment grounded in majoritarian politics—everyone would
bear the cost of redesigning the American political sys-
tem, and then the American public as a whole would ben-
efit from more efficient and effective government.

Sundquist favored replacing the Congress and the
Constitution with a parliamentary system like that in the
United Kingdom, but he reckoned that no such radical
reform was politically possible. Instead, he advocated a
host of institutional and other reforms that would bring
parliamentary features to American democracy. These
proposals, which would require constitutional amend-
ments, included eliminating congressional midterm elec-
tions, so elected officials would have more time to govern
in between campaigns; offering the opportunity for “spe-
cial elections” for the president and Congress if the pub-
lic approval of the government fell below a certain level;
requiring party-ticket voting, so the president would have
a guaranteed majority in Congress; and permitting mem-
bers of Congress to serve in the Cabinet, so they could

would have fared if they had led, not a slave-holding
society of barely 4 million people, but a demographically
diverse and free society of more than 300 million people?

How do you think the nation’s early political leaders, bitterly
divided over the Constitution as they were (see Chapter
2), would have held up had they faced anything like the
incessant public stare and media glare that Democratic
President Barack Obama and Republican President
George W. Bush, Republican House Speaker John
Boehner and Democratic House Speaker Nancy Pelosi,
and other present-day national political leaders now rou-
tinely face even when not battling with each other?

Do you believe that American democracy’s first gen-
eration of leaders would in our present-day context
come any closer than today’s leaders have come to
forging a national consensus and getting decisive
action on difficult issues like the federal government’s
annual budget deficits and the growing national debt?

facilitate enactment and execution of the president’s
agenda.

If these proposed reforms passed and achieved the goals
of increased efficiency and effectiveness, then the promise
of majoritarian politics would indeed be fulfilled. But skep-
tics of constitutional reform raise several concerns, about
the merits of the proposals and about whether a constitu-
tional convention would devolve into interest-group politics.
Even though many more people are eligible to participate in
politics today than in 1787, the people who would exer-
cise most influence in a convention likely would be those
who have the greatest stake in protecting certain inter-
ests. Consequently, constitutional battles would be waged
between elites competing against each other for scarce
political resources, with limited effect on the broader public.

Without broad agreement on who governs and to what
ends in a new political system, presenting constitutional

reform as majoritarian politics becomes difficult.®

PERCEIVED BENEFITS

D

Concen

istributed

PERCEIVED COSTS
j —————Concentrated ————|

Distributed

-

Maijoritarian Politics ———Entrepreneurial Politics

trated

e As contentious and complicated as the debates over

federalism (see Chapter 3) were when the republic
was founded, do you think that those who forged the
compromises that then defined federal-state relations
would be significantly more effective than today’s fed-
eral, state, and local public officials are when it comes
to ensuring that the more than $600 billion a year that
Washington now spends on grants to state and local
governments for social welfare (see Chapter 17) and
other public purposes is all money well spent?

e And do you suppose that earlier generations of lead-

ers would be any more adept than today’s leaders are
when it comes to ensuring that the private, for-profit
firms and nonprofit organizations that are a big part of
today’s proxy-government system of public adminis-
tration (see Chapter 15) serve the public well?

We suspect that Madison himself, if he were returned

to our political moment in time, might conclude that
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exercising effective leadership now is even harder than it
was then.

Regardless, the next chapters in the still-unfolding
story of American democracy remain to be written by the
nation’s next generation of leaders, including, we hope,
some students whose interest in politics, government,
and public policy was stirred in part by this book.

e At each level of government, whatever one’s party or
policy preferences, to be a public-spirited “politician”
that wins elected office and participates in the demo-
cratic legislative process, or to be a judge responsible
for interpreting and applying laws including in cases
that involve civil liberties (see Chapter 5) and civil rights
(see Chapter 6), is to live a truly noble calling.

e To be a “bureaucrat”—a career public servant—that
serves the public by responsibly translating demo-
cratically enacted laws on health, housing, trade,

LEARNING OBJUECTIVES ... ittt ittt ittt ceneaes

20-1 Contrast three features of the Old
System versus the New System of
American government.

Old: Congress had strong committee chairpersons,
small staffs, and few subcommittees. New: Congress
has weak committee chairpersons, large staffs, and
many subcommittees.

Old: The courts allowed government to exercise
few economic powers and took a narrow view of
individual freedoms. New: The courts allow the
government many economic powers and take a
broad view of individual freedoms.

Old: Political parties were dominated by local party
leaders meeting in conventions. New: Political
parties are dominated by activists chosen in
primaries and caucuses.

20-2 Discuss how the structure and policies
of the American political system have
influenced the growth of the federal
government, and the consequences of
that growth.

The separation of powers in American politics means
that the enactment of major policy changes that

transportation, education, environmental protection,
nuclear energy, or any other policy area into administra-
tive action is a truly noble calling, too.

e And, for those who, like most people, are called

instead to careers in business, the arts, or other fields,
to yet be an engaged citizen of American democracy,
to seek to know ever more about American govern-
ment, political institutions, and public policies, is a
most worthy intellectual and civic pastime.

So, we end with words from Federalist No. 51 that

should remind us all why the subject you have been
studying with the aid of this book is so important:

Justice is the end of government. It is the end
of civil society. It ever has been and ever will be
pursued until it be obtained, or until liberty be lost
in the pursuit.

take place with expansion of the federal government
typically takes much longer than in parliamentary
democracies. Furthermore, the wide range of
governmental and nongovernmental actors who
participate in policymaking brings many different,
often competing, ideas for policy change, which
complicates consensus-building. As the federal
government expands, it also becomes more complex
and bureaucratic.

20-3 Summarize the key challenges for

American politics and policymaking in
the 21st century.

Unlike the authors of the Constitution and most
other previous generations of political leaders,
today’s presidents and members of Congress make
important decisions under intense public scrutiny.
They lead a demographically diverse and free
society of more than 300 million citizens, with a
government that constitutes a much larger share of
the nation’s economy than any of the Framers ever
envisioned, and that touches virtually every facet of
contemporary economic, social, and civic life.
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