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Our political system... was conceived for deadlock and inaction
And, despite some brilliant, if fitful displays of presidential leadership,
It vemains today as it was conceived, a system for deadlock and inaction.

—Bernard C. Hennessey, 1963
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PREFACE

The most legitimate question to be asked in a democracy is:
- how can people get control of the government?
In any other kind of system, this question cannot be asked at all.

—E.E. Schattschneider, 1948, 22

E.E. Schattschneider spent most of his professional life teaching at
Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut. While I grew up less
than an hour from the campus, I never had the opportunity to hear him
lecture because he passed when I was young. As much as I would have
liked to have been a student of his, perhaps this is a blessing because my
view of Schattschneider is based purely on his work. The Schattschneider
I encountered was the political scientist-advocate and activist, a former
high-school teacher, a writer who used colorful, sometimes colloquial, but
always compelling language, the author of countless articles and several
of the most important books in the field, including: Polstics, Pressuves,
and the Tariff (1935), Party Government (1942), Two Hundred Million
Amevicans in Seavch of a Government (1969), The Strugyle for Party
Government (1948), and my personal favorite, The Semisovereign People: A
Realist’s View of Democracy in America (1975). He was also the Chairman
of the Committee on Political Parties [CPP] (1950) that produced the
influential report “Toward a More Responsible Two-Party System.”
When I first read Schattschneider I never imagined that one day I
would become a professor, let alone, a professor of political science. As
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X PREFACE

Edward Albee (1959, 9) said “careers are funny things. They begin myste-
riously, and just as mysteriously they can end.” That is true in my case, at
least the beginning and middle, I am still not sure about the end. And just
as I never imagined being a professor, I also never dreamt that I would
follow Schattschneider in teaching mostly undergraduate students. What-
ever mysterious force led me there, however, I am grateful because it is
the most fulfilling part of the work I do.

It is therefore befitting to start this book with a quote from
Schattschneider, not only because of the impact he had on me profes-
sionally, but because the question he posed in The Struggle for Party
Government is the impetus for this text: How can people get control of
the government? What motivated Schattschneider (1948, 1) to ask this
question was his concern that in the mid-twentieth century, the United
States was in the midst of “an invisible governmental crisis, less publicized
but no less dangerous than the economic and diplomatic emergencies of
recent years.” This “crisis” was the result of the inability of the executive
and legislative branches to cooperate and act swiftly and coherently to
implement the types of comprehensive policies necessary to address soci-
ety’s ills. The “internal difficulties of the government” were, according to
Schattschneider (1948, 1-4), exacerbated by the fact that the only insti-
tution capable of bringing coherence to the government, political parties,
had been weakened. “The deficiencies of the government,” he (1948, 4)
wrote, “are related directly to the condition of the parties.”

While Schattschneider and many of his colleagues at the time
(Committee 1950, V) were deeply troubled by a government that they
saw as unable to develop and implement “coherent programs,” the
majority of citizens at the time did not seem to share their concern.
Not long after the Committee published its report, the National Elec-
tion Study (NES) released a poll which showed that three-out-of-four
Americans trusted the government to do the right thing (Public 2019).

More than sixty years later, the problems the CPP addressed have not
changed, but the American publics’ view of government has—and not in
a positive direction. Even a cursory glance at the polls today shows that
the public now agrees with the authors of the CPP report; while they
once trusted the government by a healthy margin, that is no longer the
case. Polls taken over the last several decades show that public faith in the
government and its ability to address societal challenges has plummeted
and there is mounting agreement that the “disaster” Schattschneider
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warned about may yet be upon us. In the spring of 2019, for instance,
the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press found that,

public trust in the government remains near historic lows.

Only 17% of Americans today say they can trust the government
in Washington to do what is right ‘just about always’ (3%) or
‘most of the time’ (14%) (Public 2019).

It has now been well over a decade since more than three out of ten
Americans have said that they “trust government always or most of the
time (Public 2019).”

Even a casual observer of modern American politics cannot be surprised
by these findings. It has been well-known for some time that Ameri-
cans are disenchanted with government and most feel it is not working
for them. Instead, they describe it as subject to gridlock, mired in dead-
lock, in-fighting, and politicking. Presidents are elected, congressmen and
women come and go from Washington DC, one party takes control,
followed by the other—but little seems to change, and even less gets done.
The government is slow and unresponsive, it drifts between long periods
of stalemate and squabbling, indecision and inaction that are punctuated
by brief bouts of action—most commonly during the earliest days of an
administration (although even these “honeymoon” periods when a new
administration takes over are increasingly less common in the modern era)
or times of crisis (i.e., the attack on September 11% the 2008 Economic
Depression, the 2020 pandemic, etc.).

In late 2019, National Public Radio’s “On the Media” and the Purple
Project for Democracy, released four episodes focusing on the “loss of
trust, faith and devotion” to American democracy (Purple 2019). Episode
1 began with the host noting that “democracy is in trouble... because
vast swaths of the public are giving up on the system that has governed
us for 243 years.” He (Purple 2019) went on to cite some “alarming
data” including the fact that in 2018 “only 33% of the general popu-
lation expressed trust for government” and that only 39% of younger
respondents in a recent survey said democracy is “absolutely important.”

The goal of this book is to explain why we are in this situation, why we
don’t have “control” of our government, why our system seems unable
to respond to key challenges of the day, why people are so disenchanted
with the government, and most importantly, what we can do to right the
ship. The problem and answers are not new, but the hope is that the
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level of frustration is such that there is more willingness to discuss these
issues and move towards a viable, workable solution than there was when
Schattschneider was writing.

Understanding the roots of the problem requires going “upstream,”
revisiting the founding and re-thinking the system of government the
Framers adopted. It involves embracing the fact that the Founders prior-
itized the protection of liberty above all else, saw government as a neces-
sary evil and, as a result, designed a system that would thwart majority
factions. In the process of trying to guard against tyranny from the “top”
and “bottom,” they helped ensure that it is difficult for all majorities, even
those operating in the public interest, to gain traction. It necessitates a
fundamental intellectual shift, a willingness to accept that we have long
had a problem not only discussing, but coming to terms with, the opera-
tion of power in our system, as well as the fact that we live in a structure
that purports to be democratic but elevates minority factions well beyond
their numbers. It requires recognizing that the way to alleviate the chal-
lenges we face is not to focus on the individual(s) in or running for public
office, but rather to transform the system itself—that és the key to getting
control of our government once again. There are a multitude of steps
that can be taken to this end, but it begins with public understanding
and a willingness to engage in a discourse about the fundamentals of the
American political system, its merits, as well as its flaws, followed by a
commitment to taking appropriate steps to correct them.

Since the goal of this book is to find a solution to the most vexing
problem of American government today, it is fitting that we begin with
a quote from The Struggle for Party Government. In that text—as in
so many before and after-Schattschneider (1948) was unwavering in his
belief that political parties were the one institution capable of bringing
coherence to government. “Modern democracy,” he (1942, 1) wrote “is
unthinkable save in terms of parties.” This was, and remains a tough
sell for many reasons, including the fact that Americans have, since the
Founding, looked at parties with suspicion; they have viewed them as
corrupt and corrupting; as part of the problem, not the solution. In the
great tradition of Schattschneider (and many others, including Woodrow
Wilson 1900, V.O. Key 1942, Howard Penniman 1952, Frank Sorauf
1968, David B. Truman 1971, and Gerald Pomper 1980 to name a few)
this book sets out to change that perception. For all their flaws—and there
are many—given how our system is constructed, strong and responsible
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parties remain one way to bridge the gaps in our system and make govern-
ment work. They are not a cure-all and, as we have seen throughout
history, they alone are not enough to fix what ails us; but unless we are
prepared to use constitutional, Article V, means to change our system (a
tall order indeed), they remain oze of the viable extra-constitutional means
by which we can begin to get control of the government.

Almost forty years ago in an interview with the Wesleyan Argus
Schattschneider (1975, xvii—xviii) said:

I suppose the most important thing I have done
in my field is that I have talked longer and harder
and more persistently and enthusiastically about
political parties than anyone else alive.

It is a devotion for which he should be more widely heralded than he
has been. I hope that this book brings forth again the compelling case
which he made to a twenty-first- century audience. I hope it challenges
the reader to reflect on and rethink our traditional view of political parties;
as well as to begin to understand that they are and can be part of the
solution for curing what ails us, while at the same time recognizing that
they are neither a panacea nor the only option.

In true Schattschneider form, the quote that begins this Preface does
triple duty.: (a) it asks the right question (i.e., how can people get control
of their government?); (b) it comes from a book that offers a poten-
tial, albeit, partial-solution (i.e., responsible party government); and (c)
it serves to remind us how fortunate we are to live in a system in which
“this question can be asked at all.”

At a time when Americans are bombarded by negative critiques of our
government, politics, and political leaders, when people are disenchanted
with the process and turned oft by the shenanigans, this sentiment may
sound old-fashioned and Pollyannaish. For all the criticism of the Amer-
ican governmental system, the positive aspects are also worth remem-
bering. When you are lucky, when you have been given a gift—which
democracy is—you have an obligation to protect and cherish it. That is
not easy to do. At times that means asking tough questions about its
current health, which this book does. And if those questions leave you
with difficult choices and options, which this book also does, it is our
obligation at the very least to take them seriously.
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As the reader might have guessed already, this is not a traditional “polit-
ical science” book. After decades of teaching US government and politics
and years of reading a multiplicity of texts and studying international polit-
ical systems from ancient times to today, I admit that my favorite books,
the ones which I come back to time and time again, the ones that I assign
repeatedly, are not necessarily those that fit the traditional, social science
publishing model. Instead, they tend to be polemics—well-researched but
not awash with daunting statistics, data, or esoteric terminology. They are
books which are well-respected not just within, but outside of the profes-
sion as well. They are texts that refuse to abide by the notion that advo-
cacy and political study are unsuited; and instead contain a call to action
along with a clear message that can be easily summarized. Most impor-
tantly, they withstand the most difficult test, that of time. They are the
books that at the end of each reading I stop and kick myself, before asking
“why didn’t I think of that!” While this list is by no means exhaustive, I
think in particular of: VO Key’s Public Opinion and American Democ-
racy (1964), Bernard Crick’s In Defence of Politics (1962), John Gaven-
ta’s Power and Powerlessness (1980), Robert Dahl’s Who Governs (1961),
Angus Campbell, et al. American Voter (1960), Richard Neustadt’s Pres-
identinl Power (1960), Norman Nie et al The Changing American Voter
(1976), Thomas Frank’s What’s the Matter with Kansas (2004), Robert
Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000), James MacGregor Burns’ The Deadlock
of Democracy (1963), and of course Semisovereign People: A Realist’s View
of Democracy in America (1960).

I reference these great books only as a point of departure, as a way of
explaining what stimulated this work; what it hopes and strives to be. Like
many of these texts, this book is written for a general audience. It is for
readers around the world who are interested in politics and government;
people who are concerned not just about the current state of the US
political system but democracies everywhere; people who want to under-
stand the challenges facing their own system and how these problems are
connected to the way it was originally structured; people who want to
understand how we came to be in the position in which we find ourselves
today; how can we get control of government; and what can we do to
make the political system better meet our current needs.

Also, like many of my favorite books, this one has a fairly simple
message, one that is easily summarized, but takes some time to develop.
Quite simply (and with all due respect to James Carville) “it’s the system,
stupid.” The thesis of this book is that if people want to get control of
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their government, they must recognize that it operates the way it was
designed. One of the most prominent features of the US system of gover-
nance is the division of power inherent in it, in particular the constitu-
tional separation between the legislature and the executive branch. The
original goal was to protect liberty and impede tyrannical majorities from
easily getting control of government. To say the Framers succeeded in
this effort is to put it mildly. The problem is they not only succeeded in
guarding against the formation of tyrannical majorities, but all majorities,
even the welcome sort, those that are operating in good faith and in the
public interest. As a result, we live in a system where the sort of progress,
change, creative policymaking, and legislation necessary to address the
challenges we face is rare. It is this inability to act in the public good, even
when it comes to things on which most Americans agree, that more than
anything explains the widespread frustration that most people feel with
the government. And to that extent, the people are right. In a democ-
racy the people are sovereign, they must have control of their govern-
ment, which means it must respond to the majority will while protecting
minority rights; moreover, the government must be empowered to act to
address key challenges of the day in a timely and constructive manner—it
must develop and implement policy in the public good that addresses our
ills. When it ceases to be able to carry out this most basic and important
role, we are all in trouble.

The fact is, we do not have to be endlessly frustrated or disenchanted;
there are solutions to the problems that ail us. One is to use one of the two
mechanisms made available to us in Article V to restructure the system and
diminish the divisions. Another is to recognize what our third president,
Thomas Jefterson, did so long ago—that there are extra-constitutional
institutions which can help us bridge these divides and promote policy
making. These include political parties which have, unfortunately, been
widely maligned in our history (and done their best to live down to that
image at times as well). Parties are by no means a cure-all, but when joined
with leadership, they can help ease the divisions. Parties and leadership,
however, are only semi-solutions, they must be joined by other types of
reforms, some of which this book addresses, and all of which are focused
on restoring responsiveness, accountability, and effectiveness at the federal
level.

When I was in graduate school, I was introduced to the philosopher of
science, lan Hacking (1975), who once said: “I study the most boring of
topics...”. In Hacking’s case, it was the history of statistics. I have been
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in the classroom long enough to know that very much like the history
of statistics, the study of institutional structure and systems can, at first
glance, seem a bit dull. While it may not be the sexiest topic, let me assure
you when it comes to import, to understanding the way we collectively
live and the reality of our current politics, its import is unmatched. The
political system created by the Framers in the late 1780s continues to
have an outsized impact on lives. Despite this, instead of focusing on the
system, we tend to focus on more exciting things like the foibles of the
people serving in and running for office. If we spent just a scintilla of
the time understanding our system as we do on the horserace aspects of
our elections, and the myriad of other things that constitute the stuft
of political chatter today, we’d be a lot less frustrated with the current
state of affairs and better positioned to move into the second half of the
twenty-first century.

In order to reach that understanding, this small book is divided into
three main parts, each of which is made up of four chapters. Part I
(“Choices”) focuses on the four most important and impactful choices
the Framers made when they met in Philadelphia to design the Consti-
tution, beginning with: how much power to instill in the government
(Chapter 1); how much power to impart on the people (Chapter 2); how
to disperse and separate power at the federal level (Chapter 3); and how
to constitute and empower an executive branch in a democratic republic
(Chapter 4)? In each case, the most important decisions the Framers made
deal with “power”—its exercise, dispersion, allocation, use, etc. This is not
surprising because politics is all about power, political science is a study
in power, and exercising power is first and foremost what governments
must do lest they cease to function and exist. In each chapter, the goal
is not only to focus on the choices the Framers made in this regard, but
to understand why they did what they did, what motived them, and most
importantly, what are the implications for our lives today.

In Part II (“Paradoxes and Semi-Solutions”), we diagnose the prob-
lems that resulted from the choices the Framers made, as well as examine
some of their early attempts at mitigation. Each of these chapters, begin-
ning with Chapter 5, is constructed around a key paradox of our system
and two of the Chapters (6 and 7) focus on efforts by the Framers-turned-
early-public-officials to address these problems. To this end, Chapter 5
explores the paradox that most confounds—the fact that our system,
which has long stood as a bastion of democracy and freedom around the
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world—undermines the ability of people to get control of their govern-
ment. This is the case in part because the primary goal of the Framers was
not to empower people to control their government, but rather to protect
liberty. It is this goal of protecting liberty that most explains why very
early in American history governing in our system proved challenging. In
an attempt to deal with this, early American leaders turned to two “semi-
solutions,” the subjects of Chapters 6 and 7 respectively, political parties
and leadership. Since these “solutions” have proven to be of limited effec-
tiveness, both are labeled as semi- or partial solutions—worth pursuing,
but not panaceas in and of themselves. Finally, Chapter 8 considers what
our system has wrought and how remarkable it is that the United States
has continued unabated for more than two-hundred years despite how
unresponsive and impotent it has been at times.

In an effort to move the conversation toward potential solutions, Part
III (“Remedies”) considers first what the Framers, who recognized the
imperfections in the system they created, provided by way of mech-
anisms for future generations to change the structure of our govern-
ment (Chapter 9). The following Chapter (10) considers the types of
reforms activists have advocated throughout American history, as well as
how effective they have been utilizing the change mechanisms provided
by the Framers. The final two chapters look at the possibilities for
reform going forward and specifically compare the two most viable paths:
Article V change (i.e., amendment or a second constitutional convention)
(Chapter 11) and extra-constitutional means (i.e., parties, leadership, elec-
toral reform, changes to party rules, institutional rule changes, adoption
of new state laws, etc.) (Chapter 12).

The Coda is devoted to what remains our biggest hurdle today, the fact
that none of the changes discussed can or will be implemented until we,
as a society, begin to look “upstream” and understand the root causes of
the problems we are facing. If we continue to focus most of our attention
downstream, on the latest candidate to run for office or the latest scandal
to erupt, none of the structural changes that are necessary can or will
reach deep enough into the public consciousness to have a possibility of
being adopted. If that occurs, we will remain, as we have been for several
decades, collectively relegated downstream, struggling to keep our heads
above water, rightly frustrated, but unsure why, continually looking for
someone to come into office who can right the ship and save us, not so
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blissfully unaware that the problem is not the individuals in office, but the
system in which we are asking them to work.

New Rochelle, USA Jeanne Sheehan
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ably dark period, one that unfortunately is not over yet. At this writing,
approximately seventy-five million people worldwide have contracted the
disease and almost one and half a million have died. The United States
has been particularly hard hit, with over seventeen million confirmed cases
and more than three-hundred and ten thousand deaths.

In the face of these kinds of statistics it is often hard to remember
that not all the lessons history has to teach us about pandemics are grim.
Walter Scheidel reminds us that they can also be ‘great levelers’-helping
to transform societies by flattening economic inequities. Throughout the
year, this knowledge has given me hope that there may be some light
at the end of this dark period. Like so many, I have also tried to figure
out how I can personally make the best of this time—this book is one
outgrowth of that attempt.

As if the pandemic was not enough, this year was also marked by
heightened social unrest stemming from the United States’ long history of
racial injustice, as well a critical presidential election. The collision of these
three events only solidified my commitment to finally putting these ideas
down on paper. In some ways the argument is not ‘of’ this contentious
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political time as it does not fall neatly on one side of the aisle or the other.
In other ways, however, it fits perfectly. As I write this, despite widespread
suffering, disease, death, and distress, the federal government has not been
able to agree on legislation to provide the millions of Americans afflicted
by this once-in-a-century-crisis much needed relief.

The goal of this book is to explain why that is.

It is not, as we are often led to believe, the fault of any one indi-
vidual, leader or party. It is not because our public officials today are less
prepared, able, thoughtful, smart, or gifted than their predecessors.

It is the result of our Madisonian system of government.

I understand how difficult an argument this is to make. I know how
dull, dry, dare I say ‘boring’ it is to suggest that the root cause of our
malaise is not the individuals running, the party’s they represent, or the
‘swamp’ that is Washington. Instead, it is the structure of the system we
live in; the one that was created in 1787 and which has continued, largely
intact and unchanged, ever since.

I am not alone in making this case. One does not have to look too far
in the past to find elements of it made by various scholars, thinkers, and
democratic theorists. Unfortunately, their arguments have not resonated
broadly enough to change the public consciousness. This is regrettable
because it is exactly what must happen if we are going to realize much
needed structural change.

This is why I beg the indulgence of readers who are passionate on one
side of the aisle or the other, those who despise Washington, are frustrated
with politics and politicians today, to keep an open mind and consider for
just a moment, that the real culprit may not be a particular individual,
ideology, party, group, etc. But rather the system that we inhabit.

If we want substantial, lasting change, that is what we need to address
first and foremost; everything else is just playing around the edges. The
working title of this book was “It’s the System, Stupid!” It is not the one
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Choices
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CHAPTER 1

The Dispersion of Power: Choice I

Monday May 14" 1787 was the dny fixed for the meeting of the deputies in
Convention for vevising the federal system of Government.
—James Madison, 1787 (1987, 23)

The circumstances under which James Madison managed to capture the
internal workings of the most important convention in American history
is the stuff of legend. He was one of the few delegates present for every
day of the Federal Convention—f{rom the moment it commenced in mid-
May 1787 until September 16 when the delegates emerged with a 5000-
word document that would forever change the course of history (Madison
1987, viii). Despite the fact that the delegates signed a secrecy oath to
ensure the proceedings were kept private, Madison assumed the role of
reporter. With the unofficial sanction of the body, he sat in the front row,
facing the President of the Convention, George Washington, and took
copious notes of every motion, speech, and debate that occurred in the
closed room over those four stiflingly hot summer months in Philadelphia.
In the evenings, he would return to his lodging and forego sleep for weeks
on end, transcribing his shorthand by candlelight.

The result was a colossal achievement, an almost verbatim account of
the debates at what is arguably the most important convention in Amer-
ican, if not world, history. While Madison’s notes are not the only to
emerge from the Convention, they are the most detailed.
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