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  xxi

A LETTER FROM 
THE AUTHOR

 Anyone who writes an introductory program on American government 
faces the challenge of explaining a wide range of subjects. One way is to 
pile fact upon fact and list upon list. It’s a common approach to textbook 
writing but it turns politics into a pretty dry subject. Politics doesn’t have 
to be dry, and it certainly doesn’t have to be dull. Politics has all the ele-
ments of drama, and the added feature of affecting the everyday lives of 
real people. 

 My goal has been to make this program the most readable one available. 
Rather than piling fact upon fact, the program relies on narrative. A narrative 
program weaves together theory, information, and examples in order to bring 
out key facts and ideas. The response to this approach has been gratifying. 
As the previous edition was being prepared, I received the following note 
from a longtime instructor: 

 I read this book in about three days, cover to cover. . . . I have never 
seen a better basic government/politics textbook. I think reading 
standard textbooks is “boring” (to use a favorite student word), but 
this one overcomes that. Dr. Patterson has managed to do some-
thing that I heretofore thought could not be done. 

 When writing, I regularly reminded myself that the readers were citizens 
as well as students. For this reason, the program highlights “political 
thinking,” by which I mean critical thinking in the context of both the 
study of politics and the exercise of citizenship. Each chapter has a set 
of boxes that ask you to “think politically.” It is a skill that can be devel-
oped and help you to become a more responsible citizen, whether in 
casting a vote, forming an opinion about a public policy, or contributing 
to a political cause. 

 Strengthening your capacity for critical thinking is also a central goal 
of this program. If the only result of reading this program was to increase 
your understanding of American government, I would judge it a pedagogical 
failure. Political science programs like those in other social science and 
humanities disciplines, should help students to hone their skill in critical 
thinking—the ability to assess and apply information through ref ection 
and reasoning. The program’s “Political Thinking” boxes are designed for 
this purpose. So, too, is the “Critical Thinking Zone” at the end of each 
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chapter. This feature asks you to make use of each chapter’s information 
through the application of the three skills—conceptualizing, analyzing, 
and synthesizing—that are at the core of critical thinking. 

 Finally, I have attempted in this program to present American government 
through the analytical lens of political science but in a way that captures 
the vivid world of real-life politics. Only a tiny fraction of students in the 
introductory course are taking it because they intend to pursue an aca-
demic career in political science. Most students take it because they are 
required to do so or because they have an interest in politics. I have 
sought to write a book that will deepen political interest in the second 
type of student and kindle it in the f rst type. 

  We the People  has been in use in college classrooms for more than two 
decades. During this time, the program has been adopted at more than a 
thousand colleges and universities. I am extremely grateful to all who have 
used it. I am particularly indebted to the many instructors and students 
who have sent me recommendations for making it better. Ashley Wilson, 
a student at Fullerton College, was among the students who offered a 
suggestion for this edition. The University of Northern Colorado’s Steve 
Mazurana and his students provided detailed feedback that broadly 
informed this edition’s revisions. If you have ideas you would like to share, 
please contact me at the John F. Kennedy School, Harvard University, 
Cambridge, MA 02138, or by e-mail: thomas_patterson@harvard.edu. 

Thomas E. Patterson
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BETTER ETTER DATA, ATA, SMARTER MARTER REVISION, EVISION, 
IMPROVED MPROVED RESULTS  ESULTS  

 American Government
We the People   is available to instructors and students in traditional print for-
mat as well as online within McGraw-Hill Connect  ®   American Government, 
an integrated assignment and assessment platform. Connect American Gov-
er  n  ment’s online tools make managing assignments easier for instructors—
and make learning and studying more compelling   and eff cient for students.  
  •     LearnSmart  ™   This powerful learning system helps students assess their 

knowledge of course co  n  tent through a series of adaptive questions, 
intelligently pinpointing concepts the student does not unde  r  stand and 
mapping out a personalized study plan for success. Fueled by LearnSmart, 
SmartBook is the f rst and only adaptive reading experience currently 
available. SmartBook creates a 
personalized reading 
experience by highlighting the 
most impactful concepts a 
student needs to learn at that 
moment in time.  

  •     Real Data from Real 
Students   Collected 
anonymously from 
  LearnSmart  , McGraw-Hill 
a  u  thors can now pinpoint the 
areas where students struggle 
the most and revise the content 
based on that feedback.  

  •     Real-time Reports   These 
printable, exportable reports 
show how well each student 
(or section) is pe  r  forming on 
each course segment. 
Instructors can use this feature 
to spot problem areas before 
they crop up on an exam.  

  xxiii
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    •     Assignable and Assessable Activities   Instructors can easily deliver 
assignments and tests online, and students can practice skills that ful-
f ll learning objectives at their own pace and on their own schedule.  

   •     Government in Action     Government in Action is 
an award-winning education game in which students play the role of 
a congressperson, from running for election to passing legislation. 
Government in Action weaves in every aspect of your American gov-
ernment course as students compete for political capital, approval, 
and awareness. Students play to learn and campaign to win to 
develop a fundamental understanding of American democracy.    
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LEARN TO EARN TO THINK HINK POLITICALLY, OLITICALLY, 
AND AND THINK HINK CRITICALLYRITICALLY
 Political thinking enables us, as citizens, to gather and weigh evidence, to 
apply foundational principles to current events, and to consider historical 
context when evaluating contemporary issues. In short, it allows us to make 
informed judgments. This program aims to help you learn how to think about 
politics by introducing you to the perspectives and tools of political science. 

 This program will not tell you  what  to think politically. Instead, it will 
help you learn  how  to think politically by providing you with analytical 
tools that can sharpen and deepen your understanding of American politics: 
  •  Reliable information about how the U.S. political system operates 
  •  Systematic generalizations about major tendencies in American politics 
  •  Terms and concepts that precisely describe key aspects of politics 

 CRITICAL RITICAL THINKING HINKING 
 In addition to the twenty-seven new Political Thinking boxes that have been 
added throughout the text, each chapter in  We the People  now includes an 
end-of-chapter Critical 
Thinking Zone that is 
designed to sharpen your 
ability to think critically. 

 NEW! EW! CRITICAL RITICAL 
THINKING HINKING 
ZONE ONE 
 At the end of each chapter, 
there’s a Critical Thinking 
Zone that asks you, in the 
context of American politics, 
to apply each of the basic 
skills involved in critical 
thinking: conceptualizing, 
synthesizing, and analyzing. 

 This feature is designed 
not only to test whether 
you have mastered major 
points in the chapter but to help you develop the capacity for critical 
thinking, a skill with lifelong benef ts regardless of your chosen career. 

CRITICAL THINKING ZONE

KEY TERMS

Anti-Federalists (p. 39)
Bill of Rights (p. 51)
checks and balances (p. 47)
constitution (p. 32)
constitutional democratic 
republic (p. 61)

delegates (p. 60)
democracy (according to the 
framers) (p. 54)

denials of power (p. 45)
Electoral College (p. 55)
electoral votes (p. 55)
Federalists (p. 41)
grants of power (p. 44)
Great Compromise (p. 36)
inalienable (natural) rights (p. 32)

judicial review (p. 52)
liberty (p. 44)
limited government (p. 29)
New Jersey (small-state) Plan (p. 36)
primary election (p. 58)
representative government (p. 29)
republic (p. 54)
separated institutions sharing 
power (p. 47)

separation of powers (p. 46)
social contract (p. 32)
Three-Fifths Compromise (p. 37)
trustees (p. 60)
tyranny of the majority (p. 53)
Virginia (large-state) Plan (p. 36)

APPLYING THE ELEMENTS 
OF CRITICAL THINKING

Conceptualizing: Def ne the concept of judicial review. How does a court 
decision involving judicial review differ from an ordinary court decision, such 
as a ruling in a case involving armed robbery?

Synthesizing: Contrast the original system for electing federal off cials with 
the system of today, noting in each case whether voters have acquired a more 
direct voice in the election process than was originally the case.

Analyzing: Why is it more accurate to say that the United States has a system 
of “separated institutions sharing power” rather than a system of “separated 
powers”? Provide examples of how shared power can act to check and balance 
the power of each institution.
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    CONTENTONTENT C CHANGES  HANGES  
 This revision of  We the People  includes the many remarkable political 
developments of the past two years, ranging from the 2014 midterm elec-
tions to the gridlock in Washington to the rising foreign policy challenges 
in Eastern Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. Nearly every chapter also 
has signif cant updates based on the most recent scholarly research on 
American politics. 

 Each chapter has a new feature: a chapter-ending  Critical Thinking 
Zone . In addition to providing students with an assessment of their 
understanding of the chapter’s major points, each  Critical Thinking 
Zone  aims to strengthen students’ critical thinking ability. Accordingly, 
the feature’s questions are organized around each of the basic skills 
involved in critical thinking: conceptualizing, synthesizing, and analyzing.
In the chapter on political parties, for example, the conceptualizing com-
ponent asks students to explain the difference between proportional rep-
resentation and the single-member district system and then explain why 
proportional representation is more likely to foster a multiparty system. 

 This edition’s revisions were guided, for the f rst time, by data gathered 
through McGraw-Hill’s  LearnSmart    system. This system, which collects 
information as students work online through the program’s content, iden-
tif es the subjects that students have mastered and those they are strug-
gling to master.    LearnSmart’s  “Heat Map” measures such things as the 
length of time the typical student spends on a study question and how 
frequently students answer it incorrectly. Question topics where students 
were having diff culty were targeted for revision, which could include, for 
instance, a fuller explanation of a concept or the use of a clarifying exam-
ple. No part of an introductory program should defy the understanding 
of a student who seeks to master it, and the “Heat Map” contributes to 
that end. 

 The program’s other revisions were guided by recent scholarship and 
developments in American politics. I have listed below the chapters that 
have been most substantially revised. The list signif cantly understates the 
extent of the changes. Virtually every chapter has important modif cations 
from the previous edition. 

  Chapter 4: Civil Liberties: Protecting Individual Rights  Additions 
include the NSA’s secret surveillance program, and the controversy 
surrounding it, as well as several recent Supreme Court rulings, 
including its landmark 2014 decision extending search-and-seizure 
protection to cell phones and other digital devices. 
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  Chapter 5: Equal Rights: Struggling toward Fairness  Updates 
include the changing legal and social environment of same-sex 
marriage, as well as a number of recent Supreme Court rulings, 
including its key 2014 decision upholding the Michigan electorate’s ban 
on aff rmative action in admissions to the state’s public colleges and 
universities. 

  Chapter 10: The News Media: Communicating Political Images  
Additions include expanded discussion of the growing political role of 
the “new media”—partisan and Internet-based outlets. 

  Chapter 11: Congress: Balancing National Goals and Local 
Interests  Updates include the 2014 midterm elections and how they 
affect the partisan balance in Congress, as well as a fuller examination 
of the causes and consequences of party polarization within Congress 
and its effect on legislative action. 

  Chapter 12: The Presidency: Leading the Nation  Additions include 
the Obama administration’s efforts to expand executive authority in the 
face of congressional deadlock, as well as an early look at the 2016 
presidential election. 

  Chapter 14: The Federal Judicial System: Applying the Law  
Revisions include a close look at the conservative–liberal divide on the 
Supreme Court, and the ideological positioning of the Court relative to 
earlier Courts. 

  Chapter 16: Welfare and Education Policy: Providing for Personal 
Security and Need  Updates include the rocky implementation of the 
2010 Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, as well as the 
growing strength of the Charter School movement. 

  Chapter 17: Foreign Policy: Protecting the American Way  
Revisions include the many important foreign policy developments 
of  the past two years, including the Afghan troop withdrawal, the 
surge  in Islamic militancy in the Middle East, the turmoil in Ukraine, 
and China’s increasingly aggressive foreign policy in East and 
Southeast Asia. 

 PREFACE xxvii
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    TEACHING AND EACHING AND LEARNING WITH   EARNING WITH   
WE   E   THE HE PEOPLE  EOPLE  
  Available in Connect, the instructor’s manual includes the following for 
each chapter: learning obje  c  tives, focus points and main points, a chapter 
summary, a list of major concepts, and suggestions for complementary 
le  c  ture topics. The test bank consists of approximately f fty multiple-
choice questions and f ve suggested essay topics per chapter, with page 
references given alongside the answers.   PowerPoints   are also available 
to instructors.  
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“ ”

  1

1
C H A P T E R

The worth of the state, in the long run, is the worth of the individuals 

composing it.

John Stuart Mill1

“ ”
As U.S. troops moved into position along the Iraq border, pollsters were 
busy asking Americans what they thought about the prospect of war with 
Iraq. A narrow majority expressed support for an attack on Iraq without 
United Nations approval if President George W. Bush deemed it neces-
sary. But Americans’ level of support for war varied with their knowledge 
of the enemy.

   Contrary to fact, about half of the American public believed that Iraq 
was aligned with al Qaeda, the terrorist group that had attacked the 
United States on September 11, 2001. Some of these Americans mistak-
enly thought that Iraq helped plan the attacks; others erroneously believed 
that Iraq was equipping al Qaeda. 2  Some Americans even claimed that 
Iraqi pilots were f ying the passenger jets that slammed into the World 
Trade Center towers and the Pentagon on that tragic September day. 3  

POLITICAL THINKING AND 
POLITICAL CULTURE: BECOMING 

A RESPONSIBLE CITIZEN
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2 CHAPTER 1: Political Thinking: Becoming a Responsible Citizen

 Compared with Americans who knew that Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein 
and al Qaeda were avowed enemies, those who falsely believed they were 
allies were more than twice as likely to support an American attack on Iraq. 4  
Some of these individuals undoubtedly had other reasons for backing the 
invasion. Hussein was a tyrant who had brutalized his own people and 
thwarted United Nations resolutions calling for inspection of his weapons 
systems. But their belief that Iraq was in league with al Qaeda terrorists 
was pure f ction and hardly a reasonable basis for supporting an invasion. 

 The journalist Walter Lippmann worried that most citizens are unpre-
pared to play the role democracy assigns them. They live in the real world 
but think in an imagined one. “While men are willing to admit that there 
are two sides to a question,” Lippmann noted, “they do not believe that 
there are two sides to what they regard as fact.” 5  In a self-governing 
society, citizens are expected to act on behalf of themselves and others. 
But how can they govern themselves if they are out of touch with reality? 

 Lippmann’s concern has been conf rmed by dozens of scholarly studies. 
Political scientists Bruce Ackerman and James Fishkin put it bluntly: “If six 
decades of modern public opinion research establish anything, it is that the 
general public’s political ignorance is appalling by any standard.” 6   Newsweek  
recently gave one thousand Americans who were already citizens the test 
that immigrants must pass as a condition of citizenship. Four of every ten 
who took the test failed it. 7  In a survey conducted shortly after Americans 
went to the polls in the 2010 midterm election, respondents were asked 
multiple-choice factual questions about eleven issues, ranging from health 
care to the Afghanistan War, that had been raised during the campaign. The 
question on Afghanistan, for example, asked whether troop levels had 
increased, decreased, or stayed the same during the two years that Barack 
Obama had been president. On every issue, a third or more of the respon-
dents picked a wrong answer and, on most issues, half or more did so. 8  

 A lack of information obviously does not keep citizens from voting, nor 
are uninformed citizens lacking in opinions. Some of them speak out more 
often and more loudly than people who are informed. But their sense of 
the world is wildly at odds with the reality of it. They are like the ancient 
mariners who, thinking the world was f at, stayed close to shore, fearing 
they might sail off the edge. 

 L LEARNING TO EARNING TO THINK HINK POLITICALLY OLITICALLY 
 This text aims to help students, as citizens, learn how to think about 
politics. Political thinking is not the mere act of voicing an opinion. 
 Political thinking  is critical thinking focused on deciding what can 
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 reasonably be believed and then using this information to make political 
judgments. It enables citizens to act responsibly, whether in casting a vote, 
forming an opinion on a political issue, or contributing to a political 
cause. It is not def ned by the conclusions that a person reaches. Indi-
viduals differ in their values and interests and can reasonably have oppos-
ing opinions. Political thinking is def ned instead by the process through 
which conclusions are reached. It involves the critical evaluation of infor-
mation in the process of forming a judgment about the issue at hand. 
Opinions not reached in this way are likely to be incomplete at best, 
perhaps even wildly off base. “Ignorance of the [facts],” Mark Bauerlein 
notes, “is a fair gauge of deeper def ciencies.” 9  

 Responsible citizenship was what English philosopher John Stuart Mill 
had in mind when he said that democracy is the best form of government. 
Any form of government, Mill asserted, should be judged on its ability to 
promote the individual “as a progressive being.” 10  It was on this basis that 
Mill rejected authoritarianism and embraced democracy. Authoritarian 
governments suppress individuality, forcing people to think and act in 
prescribed ways or risk punishment. Democracy liberates the individual. 
Although democracy provides the  opportunity  for personal development, 

A lack of information about the candidates does not keep some citizens from voting or from 
having strong opinions on political issues.
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4 CHAPTER 1: Political Thinking: Becoming a Responsible Citizen

the individual bears responsibility for using this opportunity. In this sense, 
democracy is double edged. By liberating individuals, democracy frees 
them to make choices. They can develop the habit of political thinking, 
or they can devise cockeyed visions of reality. There is nothing to stop 
them from thinking the world is f at rather than round. 

 Obstacles to Political Thinking 
 The major barrier to political thinking is the unwillingness of citizens 
to make the effort. Political thinking requires close attention to politics, 
a responsibility that many people refuse to accept. They are, as James 
David Barber said, “dangerously unready when the time comes for 
choice.” 11  

 Others pay close attention, but they do so in counterproductive ways. 
A paradox of modern communication is that, although political informa-
tion is more widely available than ever before, it is also less trustworthy 
than ever before. Two decades ago, the “knowledge gap” was def ned 
largely by the amount of attention that people paid to the news. Citizens 
who followed the news closely were much better informed on average 
than those who did not. 12  That’s less true today because of where people 
get their information. Many Americans now get most of their news from 
cable television, talk shows, or Internet blogs. 13  Most of these outlets—
whether on the left or right—have dropped all but the pretense of accu-
racy. They rarely tell f at-out lies, but they routinely slant information to 
f t their purpose while burying contradictory facts. Once in a while, they 
expose a truth that mainstream news outlets have missed or were too 
timid to tackle. For the most part, however, they are in the business of 
concocting versions of reality that will lure an audience and promote a 
cause. “The talk show culture,” media analyst Ellen Hume notes, “is a 
blur of rumor, fact, propaganda, and infotainment.” 14  A recent University 
of Maryland study concluded that “false or misleading information is 
widespread in [today’s] information environment.” 15  

 Political leaders also “spin” their messages. Although this has always 
been true, the scale of the effort today is unlike anything that has gone 
before. 16  The White House press off ce, for example, was once run by a 
single individual. It is now a communication machine that reaches deep 
into the federal agencies and involves scores of operatives, each of whom 
is intent on putting a presidential slant on the day’s news. 17  In the period 
before the Iraq war, the Bush administration, through its hold on the 
intelligence agencies, tightly controlled the messages coming from the 
U.S. government. Iraq and al Qaeda were lumped together as targets of 
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the war on terror, leading some Americans—most of them Republicans—
to conclude that Iraq and al Qaeda were indistinguishable. During the 
recent economic downturn, the Obama administration put a favorable 
slant on the impact of its economic stimulus program, leading some 
 Americans—most of them Democrats—to conclude that the administra-
tion had saved or created many more jobs than it actually had. 

 Research suggests that faulty perceptions are becoming more prevalent, 
and that changes in communication are largely to blame. 18  During the buildup 
to the Iraq invasion, for example, the worst-informed Americans were those 
that obtained their news from cable television shows. Their misinformation 
level exceeded even that of citizens who paid infrequent attention to news. 

 The audience appeal of the “new news” is understandable. 19  Many 
people prefer messages that conform to what they already believe. It is 
not surprising that liberal bloggers and talk show hosts have an audience 
made up mostly of liberals, whereas conservative bloggers and talk show 
hosts have a largely conservative audience. Studies indicate that misinfor-
mation spreads easily when those in touch with the like-minded are not 
also in contact with other information sources. 20  Rather than expanding 
people’s thinking, such exposure tends to narrow and distort it. 21  

Stephen Colbert (in cape) and Jon Stewart are part of the “new media” but, unlike many of the 
others, do not pretend that all of the information they provide is reliable. Says Stewart, “It’s style 
over substance.”
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6 CHAPTER 1: Political Thinking: Becoming a Responsible Citizen

 Citizens cannot know whether their ideas are sound until they have 
heard alternative views and weighed them against their own. The test of 
an opinion is not whether it sounds good by itself but whether it makes 
sense when held up against opposing views. “He who knows only his one 
side of the case knows little of that,” Mill wrote. “His reasons may be 
good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is equally 
unable to refute the reasons of the opposite side, if he does not so much 
as know what they are, he has no ground for preferring either opinion.” 22  

 Beyond its contribution to sound opinions, political knowledge fosters 
an interest in politics. The more citizens know about politics, the more 
likely they are to want to play an active part in it. For more than f fty years, 
the Intercollegiate Studies Association (ISA) has surveyed college students 
to determine their political information and participation levels. The ISA 
has found that the best predicator of students’ later participation in the 
nation’s civic and political life is not whether they f nished college but 
whether they have a solid understanding of public affairs. “Greater civic 
knowledge,” the ISA says, is “positively correlated with all . . . facets of 
active engagement . . . [everything from] the private functions of writing a 
letter to the editor and contacting a public off cial . . . [to] the more  public 
role of a campaign worker or attendee at a political meeting or rally.” 23  

 What Political Science Can Contribute 
to Political Thinking 
 This text will not try to tell you  what  to think politically. There is no 
correct way of thinking when it comes to the “what” of politics. People 
differ in their political values and interests and, thus, also differ in their 
political opinions. 

 Instead, this text will help you learn  how  to think politically by provid-
ing you with analytical tools that can sharpen your understanding of Amer-
ican politics. The tools are derived from  political science —the systematic 
study of government and politics. Political science has developed largely 
through the work of scholars, but political practitioners and writers have 
also contributed. One of America’s foremost political scientists was the 
chief architect of the U.S. Constitution and later a president. Even today, 
James Madison’s essays on constitutional design (two of which can be 
found in this book’s appendixes) are masterpieces of political science. 

 As a discipline, political science is descriptive and analytical—that is, it 
attempts to depict and explain politics. This effort takes place through 
various frameworks, including rational choice theory, institutional  analysis, 
historical reasoning, behavioral studies, legal reasoning, and cultural  analysis. 
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Political science offers a set of analytical tools that can increase one’s abil-
ity to think politically: 

  •  Reliable information about how the U.S. political system operates 
  •  Systematic generalizations about major tendencies in American politics 
  •  Terms and concepts that precisely describe key aspects of politics 

 These tools will broaden your understanding of American politics and 
help you to think critically about it. 

 Like any skill, political thinking needs to be developed through prac-
tice. For this reason, each of the text’s chapters includes boxes that ask 
you to think politically. Some political thinking boxes deal with perennial 
questions, such as the president’s war powers and the proper relation 
between the nation and the states. Still other boxes ask you to think 
politically by comparing how politics in the United States and in your 
state differs from that of other nations and states. Finally, some boxes 
deal with current controversies, including the rising level of party polar-
ization in America. These boxes particularly ref ect John Stuart Mill’s test 
of a sound opinion—whether you can refute opposing views as effectively 
as you can defend your own. 

 P POLITICAL OLITICAL CULTURE: ULTURE: AMERICANS’ MERICANS’ 
ENDURING NDURING BELIEFS ELIEFS 
 An understanding of U.S. politics properly begins with an assessment of 
the nation’s political culture. Every country has its  political culture —the 
widely shared and deep-seated beliefs of its people about politics. 24  These 
beliefs derive from the country’s traditions and help to def ne the relation-
ship of citizens to their government and to each other. 

 Although every country has a distinctive political culture, the United 
States, as the British writer James Bryce observed, is a special case. 25  
Americans’ beliefs are the foundation of their national identity. Other 
people take their identity from the common ancestry that led them grad-
ually to gather under one f ag. Thus, long before there was a France, 
Germany, or Japan, there were French, German, and Japanese people, 
each a kinship group united through ancestry. Even today, it is kinship 
that links them. There is no way to become fully Japanese except to be 
born of Japanese parents. Not so for Americans. They are a multitude of 
people from different lands—England, Germany, Ireland, Africa, Italy, 
Poland, Mexico, and China, to name just a few. Americans are linked not 
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by a shared ancestry but by allegiance to a common set of ideals. The 
French writer Alexis de Tocqueville was among the f rst to recognize how 
thoroughly certain beliefs were embedded in the American mind. “Habits 
of the heart” was how he described them. 

 America’s core ideals are rooted in the European heritage of the f rst 
white settlers. They arrived during the Enlightenment period, when 
 people were awakening to the idea of individual choice, a possibility that 
was much larger in the New World than in the Old World. Ultimately, 
the colonists overturned the European way of governing. The American 
Revolution was the f rst successful large-scale rebellion in human history 
driven largely by the desire to create a radically different form of society. 26  
In the words of the Declaration of Independence: 

This is a portion of Thomas Jefferson’s handwritten draft of the Declaration of Independence, a 
formal expression of America’s governing ideals.
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    We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that 
they are e  n  dowed by their Cre  a  tor with certain unalienable rights; that 
among   these,   are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That, to s  e  cure 
these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of   the governed; that, whenever any form of 
 government b  e  comes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people 
to alter or to abolish it, and to institute a new government, laying its foun-
dation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to 
them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happ  i  ness.  

 A decade later, in the drafting of the Constitution of the United States, 
many of these ideas were put into writing: leaders would be required to 
govern within a set of rules designed to protect people’s rights and interests. 

 Core Values: Liberty, Individualism, Equality, 
and Self-Government 
 An understanding of America’s cultural ideals begins with recognition that 
the individual is paramount. Government is secondary. Its role is to serve 
the people, as opposed to a system where people are required to serve it. 
No clearer statement of this principle exists than the Declaration of Inde-
pendence’s reference to “unalienable rights”—freedoms that belong to each 
and every citizen and that cannot lawfully be taken away by government. 

 Liberty, individualism, equality, and self-government are widely 
regarded as America’s core political ideals.  Liberty  is the principle that 
individuals should be free to act and think as they choose, provided they 
do not infringe unreasonably on the freedom and well-being of others. 
The United States, as political scientist Louis Hartz said, was “born 
free.” 27  Political liberty was nearly a birthright for early Americans. They 
did not have to accept the European system of absolute government when 
greater personal liberty was as close as the next area of unsettled land. 
Religious sentiments also entered into the thinking of the early  Americans. 
Many of them had f ed Europe to escape religious persecution and came 
to look upon religious freedom as part of a broader set of rights, includ-
ing freedom of speech.   Unsurprisingly, these early Americans were deter-
mined, when forming their own government, to protect their liberty. The 
Declaration of Independence rings with the proclamation that people are 
entitled to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The preamble to 
the Constitution declares that the U.S. government was founded to secure 
“the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.” 

 Early Americans also enjoyed unprecedented economic opportunities. 
Unlike Europe, America had no hereditary nobility that owned virtually 
all the land. The New World’s great distance from Europe and its vast 
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