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Chapter 1 Lecture Notes 

 
 

This is a course in the government of the United States of America.  Essentially, what we 

are and will be discussing is a political system.  It was created over 220 years ago, and 

has endured despite considerable hardships at times within the country, as well as many 

cultural changes.  There are many things to discuss to understand this system that 

somehow governs approximately 300 million people, and many questions to answer.  

What is politics?  What is government?  What is this thing called America, and how is it 

held together?  These are just a few of the questions we must try to answer this semester.  

I try to teach this course in a very practical manner.  It is hoped that you will leave here 

with something more than just a few definitions of what some of these concepts are, and 

that this course will prepare you to become inquisitive citizens within our society.  My 

ultimate goal is to offer some insights into how “it” (meaning our government, our 

politics, our constant adjusting to different aspects of our life) all comes together.  But 

first we must start with some basic definitions in order to lay the groundwork for later 

understanding of this complex system. 

 

Political Thinking and Political Science 

 

The author of your textbook has completely rewritten the first chapter of your textbook, 

placing more emphasis on a descriptive dialogue of what he hopes to achieve with this 

book.  In this approach he attempts to reach out to younger citizens of our country and 

explain the necessity of studying government and politics.  It seems that he has become 

increasing concerned about the involvement of young people in our system of 

government.  Personally, I am not quite as pessimistic as he is, especially in light of the 

results of our most recent election and the significant impact that young voters had in the 

reelection of President Obama.  Still, I do believe he makes a strong case for the necessity 

of involvement.  The first major concept he covers is what he refers to as “political 

thinking”, which he states, “involves the careful gathering and sifting of information in 

the process of forming a knowledgeable view about a political issue.”  He emphasizes 

that this “enables citizens to act responsibly”.  No matter how we may feel about 

government and political issues, what is at the heart of our system of government is 

citizen involvement, especially in a civil discourse on the way we wish to settle the 

issues.  Democracy is not an easy form of government.  It places significant demands on 

its citizens.  What it gives us in return is unparalleled freedom. 

 

The second thing that the author introduces us to is political science, which he describes 

as “the systematic study of government and politics”.  Through the use of this and the 

analytical tools it provides (p. 8 in your text) it allows “the citizen to delve more deeply 

into political developments than would otherwise be possible.”  Hopefully, as a “trained” 

political scientist, I will be able to help you obtain insight into politics and how our 

system of government functions. 
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Political Culture: A Way to Understand a People and their Politics 

 

One of the things that many scholars (Crevecoeur, Toqueville, Bryce, etc.) have 

attempted to do over time is to try to define what makes the United States the country that 

it is.  Most nations are built on a common ethnicity, religion, language, history.  These 

things do not apply well to the United States.  Other than sharing geographical borders, 

we are a very diverse nation.  Yet there is something quite strong that seems to bond us 

together.  To begin to understand how the United States government was created and 

functions we have to begin by understanding our unique political culture. 

 

We refer to political culture as a “term that refers to the characteristic and deep-seated 

beliefs of a particular group of people about government and politics”.  It is, essentially, a 

shared system of values, beliefs, and habits of behavior with regard to government and 

politics.   One of the things that several scholars have identified is that there exists a set 

of “core ideals” that help to create an enduring legacy of political continuity within the 

United States.   We will refer to these as America’s Core Values, a somewhat common 

set of political beliefs unique to American and held by most Americans.  By using these 

we can help create a framework from which we can analyze the political processes and 

government structures of the United States.   
 
America’s Core Values 

 

An understanding of America’s ideals begins with the recognition that they are based on 

the notion that the government exists to serve the people.  The cornerstone of society is 

the individual rather than the government.  These Core Values include the following: 

 

Liberty.  The principle that individuals are should be free to act and think as they choose, 

provided they do not infringe unreasonably on the freedom and well-being of others.  

Also rooted in this core value is the concept of individualism, which is defined as “a 

commitment to personal initiative and self-sufficiency; it rests on the belief that the 

people should be free of undue government restraints as they seek to advance themselves 

economically.”  It is very important to understand that culturally the United States places 

great value on individual rights and seek to protect them above all else. 

 

Equality.  This concept refers to the idea that all individuals are equal in their moral 

worth and thereby entitled to equal treatment the law.  This is an interesting concept in 

that it is not so clearly stated constitutionally and has been a point of deep divisions in its 

interpretation.  It is an evolving concept which manifests itself through the battle over 

civil (equal) rights, which is studied in depth in Chapter 5. 

 

Self-government.  This concept refers to the principle that the people are the ultimate 

source of governing authority and should have a voice in their governing.  It has as its 

basis some of the concepts of John Locke, whom we will discuss more in depth in the 

Second Chapter, that the people are the ultimate source of governing authority and that 

their general welfare is the only legitimate purpose of government. 
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These beliefs are mythical and symbolic in nature, and do not always match reality, yet 

they provide a basis for understanding how our country acts politically and how our 

government responds to the desires of the people.  Also keep in mind that these are 

general principles, not fixed rules of conduct, and thus are subject to conflict when 

putting them into practice.  Political ideals have a powerful influence on American 

politics by shaping what people expect from politics and helping to define the boundaries 

of acceptable action.  What is very interesting in studying our politics is the continued 

pursuit of the political ideals upon which the nation was founded.  

 

Politics   
 

According to your textbook, politics can be defined as “the means by which society 

settles its conflicts and allocates the resulting benefits and costs.”  Political scientist 

Harold Lasswell defined it as the struggle to determine “who gets what, when, and how”.  

It involves conflict and the struggle for lesser resources.  Political conflict is rooted in 

two general conditions of society: 1) scarcity, society’s resources are finite, but people’s 

appetites are not;  2) differences in values, people see things in different ways.  In very 

basic terms, those that have “it” want to keep “it”, those that don’t have “it” want to get 

“it”. 

 
Power 

 
As your textbook points out, “Power is basic to politics.”  The author defines power as 

“the ability of persons, groups or institutions to influence political developments.”  

Competition for power among a great many interests of all kinds is a major characteristic 

of American politics.  Many people seek to influence public policy, and use a variety of 

resources to achieve this.  Considering all of the factors than can come from policy 

decisions it is no surprise that people seek political power.  What is important is that here 

in the United States we have rules that help define the struggle for that power.  Rules are 

necessary in politics because the stakes are often very high.   
 
Government   
 

Not defined in your textbook, but I feel it is necessary to do so here.  Government can be 

defined as the effort of people to find agreeable ways of living together.  It is, essentially, 

a social institution.  We can also view it as a public institution with the authority to 

allocate values in society.  It is a way for defining the relationships between people 

within a society. 

 

Two aspects to government:   

 

1) the institutions in a society which make decisions that affect the whole society   

2) it also involves the processes by which decisions are made.   

 

Know this: government is deeply involved in politics, but politics is also found in other 

aspects of society. 
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Democracy 

 

According to your textbook, “democracy is a form of government in which the people 

govern, either directly or through elected representatives.”  It is a form of government 

based upon the theory that the legitimacy of any government must come from the free 

participation of its citizens.    It is based on the idea of the consent of the governed, which 

has come mostly to mean majority rule. 

 

Theories of Power in Modern Democracies 

 

For our purposes in this class, there are essentially three different theories of power in 

modern democracy in the United States.  These provide a basis for understanding how 

power is exercised within our country as well as understanding who specifically benefits 

under each of these theories. 

 

1) majoritarianism.  This is the concept that the numerical majority prevails not 

only in counting votes but also in determining public policy.  This is sometimes 

referred to as classical democracy.  The problem with this form of democracy is 

that sometimes minority groups can get overlooked when considering public 

policy.  It is also rare that majorities make decisions under our system of 

democracy. 

 

2) pluralism.  This holds that policies are effectively decided through power 

wielded by special interests that dominate particular policy areas.  It helps to 

protect the rights of minorities.  It tries to assure representation for all segments of 

a diverse (pluralistic) society.  The problem with this form of democracy is that 

many times the will of the majority is thwarted. 

 

3) elitism.  This holds that policy is controlled by a small number of well-positioned, 

highly influential individuals.  It is NOT democratic at all.  In most theories of 

elitism the elite is an economic elite who controls the principal economic 

resources and products in society.  The elite uses its economic power to gain and 

hold political power, sometimes openly and sometimes covertly.     

 

No one of these theories completely explains how decisions are made, but each has its 

merits, and, as we shall see during this semester, helps to explain how things happen 

within our government institutions and processes. 

 

Sovereignty and the Social Contract 

 

Sovereignty can be defined as the ultimate authority to govern.  Under our system of 

government, each individual has the authority to govern themselves.  They concede some 

of this sovereignty to a government to help make an orderly society.  This is the basis of 

what is called the “social contract”, first theorized by Thomas Hobbes, which creates an 

unwritten bond between those who are governed and those who do the governing.  This is 
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discussed further in Chapter 2 and in a special handout which you can download and 

read.  

 

Legitimacy 

 

The belief people have that their government is based upon morally right principles, and 

that therefore they should obey its laws.  All governments, in order to be effective, must 

have this.  Somehow, the people must recognize the right of the government to govern. 

 

Authority 

 

According to your textbook, authority “is the recognized right of officials to exercise 

power.” The “rules” that define how power is exercised allow for the institutions that are 

granted power. 
 

Constitutionalism 

 

Rules of this restrict the lawful uses of power, and relate specifically to the idea “that 

there are limits on the rightful power of government over its citizens.  In a constitutional 

system, officials govern according to law, and citizens have basic rights that government 

cannot deny or abridge.”  Your textbook then goes on to cite examples, such as freedom 

of expression, of things that government cannot take away from its citizens.  Remember, 

a constitution is a limiting document, its purpose to limit the powers of government. 

 

Free Market System 

 

The concept of a free market (laissez-faire) system was first hypothesized by Adam 

Smith.  It is basically a set of rules governing the distribution of supply and demand.  In 

theory it states that government should interfere with the economy as little as possible 

due to the fact that this is a “natural” system.   It emphasizes free enterprise and 

individual self-reliance.  A major characteristic of the American system is a sharp 

distinction between what is political, and therefore to be decided in the public arena; and 

what is economic, and therefore to be settled in the private realm. 

 
Public Policies 
 

Public policies are what government formulates, or, per your textbook, “decisions by 

government to pursue a particular courses of action.”  Laws, rules, regulations, 

ordinances - all these things are examples of public policy.  There is seemingly no end to 

the policies that government formulates.  This is largely in response to what you, the 

citizens of this nation, request. 

 

Political System 

 

Government is essentially a political system.  It exists to resolve conflicts in society.  

This is a model of our political system and shows how the various parts of the American 
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government are interdependent and how they function.  The framework for our 

government is the Constitution. 

 

 
CONSTITUTIONAL  FRAMEWORK 

Includes provisions for limited government (e.g. checks and balances), representative 

government, civil liberties and civil rights. 
 

 

 

Inputs Political 

Institutions 

Outputs 

Includes public opinion, 

voting and other forms 

of participation, 

political parties, 

campaigns, interest 

groups, and the news 

media 

Includes the major 

institutions of 

government: Congress, 

the presidency, the 

judiciary, and the 

bureaucracy 

Public Policy: Includes 

laws, programs, and 

other actions in such 

areas as economic 

policy, social policy, 

foreign policy, and 

defense policy 

 

 


