Chapter 1

Critical Thinking and Political Culture: 
Becoming a Responsible Citizen

Learning Objectives
Having read the chapter, the students should be able to do each of the following:

· Understand critical thinking, and what political science can contribute to it.
· Identify the core values underlying American political culture.

· Discuss the U.S. immigration policy.

· Define government and politics.

· Compare and contrast the various types of government.

· Demonstrate knowledge of the origins of American democracy.

· Describe key ideologies in American politics.
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Focus and Main Points
Contemporary American government is placed in historical perspective in this chapter. The 
value of political science in examining the development of American politics since the country’s earliest years is examined briefly, and concepts such as power, pluralism, and constitutionalism that are central to the study of government and politics are also defined and discussed. American values like individualism, equality, and liberty are also discussed, as well as the ways those ideals have often failed in practice. In addition, the value of critical thinking and the ability of political science to help develop critical thinking are examined. Constitional government and the free-market system are examined as organizing principles for the development of the U.S. political system. The main points of this chapter are as follows:

· The development of critical thinking is important for functioning democracies, which rely on the informed choices of citizens for the formation of government. There are powerful obstacles to critical thinking, such as individual unwillingness to develop it, changing patterns of media consumption, and “spin” by political leaders. Political science is a discipline that can help develop critical thinking among students and also lead to a fuller understanding of political phenomena.

· Every country has its distinctive political culture, a widely shared and deep-seated belief system. National identity in many countries is taken from the common ancestry and kinship they share. Americans are linked not by a shared ancestry but by the country’s political culture as the foundation of its national identity. Liberty, individualism, equality, and self-government are America’s core political ideals, though they have been uneven in practice.
· Politics is the process through which a society settles its conflicts. Those who win in political conflict are said to have power, and those leaders that have gained the legitimacy to use that power have authority. The play of politics in the United States takes place in the context of democratic procedures, constitutionalism, and the free-market system. Theorists differ in explaining how power is wielded, using elements of majoritarianism, pluralism, corporate power, and elite rule as explanatory models.

· Politics in the United States is characterized by a widespread sharing of power through a highly fragmented governing system with extensive checks and balances, a high degree of pluralism, and an extraordinary emphasis on individual rights. The free-market system is also a powerful organizing factor in American political culture and development.
Chapter Summary

Critical thinking is the process through which conclusions are reached; it involves determining what can reasonably be believed and then using the information to reach a thoughtful conclusion. Critical thinking is a key to responsible citizenship, but many citizens avoid it by virtue of paying scant attention to politics. The tools of political science can contribute to effective critical thinking, though many obstacles to critical thinking exist, including a recent rise in the level of misinformation.
The United States is a nation that was formed on a set of ideals. Liberty, individualism, equality, and self-government are foremost among these ideals. These ideals became Americans’ common bond and today are the basis of their political culture. Although imperfect in practice, these ideals have guided what generations of Americans have tried to achieve politically.

Politics is the means by which society settles its conflicts and allocates the resulting benefits and costs. The basis of politics is conflict over scarce resources and competing values. Those who have power win out in this conflict and are able to control governing authority and policy choices. Unlike authoritarian regimes, the United States is a democracy with strong rules that manage the competition over power and policy and keep government power in check.
Politics in the United States plays out through rules of the game that include democracy, constitutionalism, and free markets. Democracy is rule by the people, which in practice refers to a representative system of government in which the people rule through their elected officials. Constitutionalism refers to rules that limit the rightful power of government over citizens. A free-market system assigns private parties the dominant role in determining how economic costs and benefits are allocated.
Major Concepts
authoritarian government 

A form of government in which those in power openly repress their opponents in order to stay in power.

authority 

The recognized right of officials to exercise power as a result of the positions they hold. 

confirmation bias 

The tendency of individuals to interpret information in ways that confirm what they already believe.

constitutionalism
The idea that there are lawful limits on the power of government.

corporate power 

The power that corporations exercise in their effort to influence government and maintain control of the workplace.

critical thinking 

Reflective thinking focused on deciding what can reasonably be believed and then using this information to make judgments. 

democracy 

A form of government in which the people govern, either directly or through elected representatives.

elitism 

The notion that wealthy and well-connected individuals exercise power over certain areas of public policy.

equality 

The notion that all individuals are equal in their moral worth and are thereby entitled to equal treatment under the law.

free-market system 

An economic system based on the idea that government should interfere with economic transactions as little as possible. Free enterprise and self-reliance are the collective and individual principles that underpin free markets.

individualism 

The idea that people should take the initiative, be self-sufficient, and accumulate the material advantages necessary for their well-being.

legal action 

The use of courts of law as a means by which individuals protect their rights and settle their conflicts.

liberty 

The principle that individuals should be free to act and think as they choose, provided they do not infringe unreasonably on the rights and freedoms of others.

majoritarianism 

The idea that the majority prevails not only in elections but also in determining policy.

party (partisan) polarization 

The condition in which opinions and actions in response to political issues and situations divide substantially along political party lines.

pluralism 

A theory of American politics that holds that society’s interests are substantially represented through the activities of groups.

political culture 

The characteristic and deep-seated beliefs of a particular people.

political science 

The systematic study of government and politics.

politics 

The process through which a society settles its conflicts.

power 

The ability of persons or institutions to control policy.

public policies 

Decisions by government to pursue particular courses of action.

self-government 

The principle that the people are the ultimate source and proper beneficiary of governing authority; in practice, a government based on majority rule.

Lecture Outline
This lecture outline closely follows the text in its organization. The instructor can use this outline as a lecture aid.

I.
Learning to Think Critically
· Critical involves determining what can reasonably be believed and then using the information to reach a thoughtful conclusion.
· Critical thinking rests upon informed judgment, and it allows a citizen in a democracy to act responsibly.

· Critical thinking does require effort on the part of a citizen, and not all are willing tomake the effort.

· Several major obstacles exist to critical thinking, and they have increased in recent decades. Media systems have changed substantially and many present false information as true and cannot be trusted.  
· The increase in heated, partisan political conflict has led more political leaders to use misinformation to their advantage.
· Confirmation bias is also a challenge to critical thinking, and it is one we commit willingly by interpreting information in ways that confirm our preexisting beliefs. 
· Political science is a descriptive and analytical discipline that can enhance critical thinking and provide better explanations and analyses of political phenomena.

II.
Political Culture: Americans’ Enduring Beliefs

· Every country has a political culture, the widely shared and deep-seated beliefs of its people about politics.

· National identity in many countries is taken from the common ancestry and kinship they share; however, Americans are linked not by a shared ancestry but by the country’s political culture as the foundation of its national identity.

· America’s core ideals are rooted in the European heritage of the first white settlers who arrived at a time when people were awakening to the idea of individual choice.

· The American Revolution was largely driven by the desire to create a radically different form of society in which leaders would be required to govern within a set of rules designed to protect people’s rights and interests.
· Liberty, individualism, equality, and self-government are widely regarded as America’s core political ideals.

· America had no heredity nobility that owned virtually all the land. The New World’s vast stretches of open territory gave ordinary people the chance to own property.

· America’s cultural beliefs are idealistic and have not always been met, as demonstrated by slavery, post-slavery legal segregation (Jim Crow), racial immigration restrictions, and gender inequality.

· Americans’ determination to build a more equal society can be seen in its public education system. The United States pioneered the idea of free public education for children and has the world’s most elaborate system of higher education.

· The United States government’s relatively low expenditure on social welfare programs reflects a strong cultural emphasis on individualism and self-reliance, ingrained in American consciousness since the earliest colonial times.
III.
Politics and Power in America
· Politics is the means by which society settles its conflicts and allocates the resulting benefits and costs.

· Those who prevail in political conflicts are said to have power—the ability of persons, groups, or institutions to influence political developments.

· Authoritarian governments openly suppress political opposition through intimidation and restrictions on freedom of expression. This suppression can also extend to imprisonment and physical abuse.
· The United States has “rules” designed to keep politics within peaceful bounds. These rules—democracy, constitutionalism, and a free market—determine which side will prevail when conflict occurs, as well as what is off limits to the winning side.

· The United States is a democracy, a form of government in which the people govern, either directly or through elected representatives. In practice, democracy has come to mean majority rule through the free and open election of representatives.

· When American lawmakers respond to the wishes of the majority, the result is majoritarianism—the situation in which the majority effectively determines what government does.

· There are limits to majoritarianism, leading to other theories of how power is exercised in America, including disproportionate influence by special interests.
· Pluralists hold that competition between diverse groups and interests creates policy. Elitists suggest that a small number of influential groups or people control public policy.

· Authority is the recognized right of officials to exercise power; popular election through a democracy increased the authority of government officials.

· The Constitution of the United States was designed to protect against oppressive majorities, and this established constitutionalism—the idea that there are lawful restrictions on government’s power.

· The Bill of Rights in combination with an independent judiciary and a firm attachment to private property have made legal action—the use of the courts as a means of asserting rights and interests—a channel through which ordinary citizens exercise power.

· In contrast to socialism and communism, the United States operates under a free-market system—a system that operates mainly on private transactions.

· American politics and public policy are influenced by a high degree of corporate power.

· A defining characteristic of American politics is the widespread sharing of power.

IV.
The Text’s Organization
· Subsequent chapters will discuss the constitutionalism of the U.S., the political role of citizens and how they interact with government, the functioning of government officials, and elective institutions and their appointive bodies.

· Throughout the book, but particularly in the concluding chapters, attention is given to public policies, which are the decisions of government to pursue particular courses of action.

· Underlying the book’s discussion is the recognition of how difficult it is to govern effectively and how important it is to try.

Complementary Lecture Topics
Below are suggestions for lectures or lecture topics that will complement the text. In general, these topics assume that students have read the chapter beforehand.

· To what extent have natural factors allowed the core ideals of individualism, equality, and others to develop and flourish? If the United States had been located on the European continent, or lacked vast natural resources, would this have affected the development of American ideals? With the advent of global trading networks and communication systems, and growing economic problems, can we expect a significant change in traditional American ideals in the future?

· As more and more Americans seek out their news through cable television or Internet resources, how will critical thinking in America continue to be transformed? Will the rate of faulty perceptions among the citizenry continue to rise? Outside the study of political science in the academic sphere, are there ways to reverse this trend?

· Politics is the process through which a society settles its conflicts. Those who do prevail are said to have power. Are those with power restricted by political ideals, or does power endow them with unfettered authority to pursue private ends? Are there historical examples that support one view or the other?

Class Discussion Topics

1. Take a poll of students to find out how often they seek out news items and which forms of media they choose for their news. Discuss the results, including what reasons the students give for picking these particular sources, whether or not their consumption patterns have changed over time, and which specific news items they seek out (opinion pages, blogs, direct news reporting, etc.). Discuss whether or not they believe their patterns of news consumption contribute to critical thinking that is fact-based and more insightful.

2. Choose a range of different policy issues, some of which currently inspire wide public debate, and some of which draw the consistent interest of only those parties that are directly affected (the text uses agricultural subsidies as an example). Use these different issues to discuss the degree to which majoritarianism or pluralism determine what the government does. How have each of these issues responded to the popular election of representatives, if at all? To what degree do candidates for office make positions on each issue a central aspect of their campaigns?
3. Some of your students may have lived abroad, either as visitors or as citizens of other countries. Ask them to share their experiences and perceptions of important aspects of where they have lived, including political culture, levels of political knowledge, the economic system, and the type of government.
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