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   US politics
   Ten things you need to know
   Simon Lemieux
   This A2 article offers essential insights into the sometimes puzzling
   world of US politics
   The political landscape ‘across the pond’ can often seem a little
   daunting. In keeping with the now time-honoured fashion of internet
   lists, the one below aims to expose and explain some of the apparent
   paradoxes of US politics. It cannot serve as a full introduction to
   the topic, but should provide a useful starting point. The items are
   listed in no particular order.
   1. Checks and balances
   The US Constitution outlines the powers of the three main branches of
   government (president, Congress and the Supreme Court) but arguably is
   framed to avoid much power actually being wielded. Most of the powers
   of Congress can be over-ridden by the president through his veto,
   while Congress can (and often does) frustrate a president’s will by
   refusing to pass legislation that he wants. Hence, the result is often
   stalemate: Obama cannot pass laws he would like to such as immigration
   reform, and a Republican-controlled Congress cannot force the
   president to do its will either. Thus, the October 2013 government
   shutdown over a failure to agree financial arrangements for the next
   year can be seen as a direct consequence of this distribution of
   powers when neither side will yield ground.
   2. Divided government
   The Constitution is therefore meant to encourage compromise between
   the different branches of government, but in practice makes this less
   likely. How? The worst deadlock occurs in times of ‘divided
   government’, that is when the presidency and the control of Congress
   lie with different parties. Furthermore, divided government is
   encouraged by the existence of mid-term elections. In the UK, protest
   votes against the incumbent prime minister occur at local and European
   elections, and in by-elections. Crucially, while having a cathartic
   effect of ‘sending a message to No.10’, they do not weaken the power
   of the prime minister and his or her government. The US mid-terms by
   contrast are frequently expressions of protest voting, but also more
   likely to result in the opposition party winning control of Congress.
   Thus the Democrats seized control of Congress in 2006, severely
   weakening the last 2 years of the Bush presidency, and the Republicans
   have done likewise in both 2010 (winning control of the House) and in
   2014 (winning control of the Senate). Net result: lame-duck
   presidencies.
   3. Polarised parties
   The two political parties, despite having names that are
   non-ideological and in effect meaningless (in contrast to many
   European parties where titles such as socialist, liberal, and
   Christian democrat abound), are in fact highly polarised. The
   Republican Party has become increasingly right-wing and conservative
   on many issues, especially taxation and social matters such as
   abortion. The Democrats meanwhile have shifted in a more liberal and
   progressive direction. As intimated above, much of the current
   inability of either Congress or the president to achieve very much is
   caused by this partisanship. This polarisation is also geographical:
   the Deep South, once a Democrat bastion, now has no white Democrat
   members in Congress. Likewise, Republicans are increasingly rare in
   more liberal parts of the USA such as the northeast.
   4. Race matters
   Although there is optimistic talk of American politics becoming
   ‘post-racial’, especially since the election of Obama in 2008, in
   reality much voting still takes place along racial lines. Well over
   90% of African Americans vote Democrat, while Romney won a clear
   majority (59%) of the white vote. Events in 2014 — such as the recent
   disturbances over a police shooting and the subsequent acquittal of
   the police officer by a grand jury in Ferguson, Missouri — suggest
   that racial tensions continue to linger in American politics.
   5. Faith wins votes
   Arguably, America is never racially divided as much as when it is in
   church, which leads on to the next apparent contradiction: the role of
   religion in US politics. Ironically for a nation whose constitution
   directly forbids the establishment of a state religion and a religion
   requirement for its politicians and judges, most American politicians
   still ‘do God’. Although there are now Muslims and Buddhists in
   Congress, you would be hard-pressed to find an open atheist.
   Paradoxically, the lack of a formal state religion has made
   politicians keen to promote their own faith credentials so as to keep
   religious voters ‘on board’ and to reassure them that America will not
   slip into yet more ungodly secularism. This is especially true for the
   GOP, which relies in many areas on the support of the religious right
   to get elected.
   6. Big spenders
   Although religion certainly helps most candidates’ chances of getting
   elected, equally as important is money. In public, most politicians
   decry the ever-rising costs of campaigning — yet the 2014 mid-terms
   alone are estimated to have led to around $3.7 billion being spent on
   election races. Congress has passed laws such as the 2002
   McCain–Feingold bill to try and restrict the amounts being spent, but
   to no avail. As two Supreme Court justices lamented back in 2003,
   ‘Money, like water, will always find an outlet.’ There are just too
   many rich Americans who can’t resist pouring money into domestic
   politics, and an equal or greater number of candidates willing to
   accept it.
   7. Low turnout
   Despite the vast sums expended on political campaigning, the USA has a
   low level of voter turnout. With just under 58% of eligible voters
   participating in the 2012 election and just over 36% in the 2014
   mid-terms, the USA is some way behind the 65% turnout in the 2010
   British general election. All this, it should be noted, is despite the
   vast number of elected offices for which US citizens can vote, from
   the president downwards. So, paradoxically, the self-styled ‘greatest
   democracy in the world’ has what many term a ‘democratic deficit’ in
   its political system: the legitimacy of its elections and elected
   officials is undermined by the low levels of voter participation.
   Again, perhaps the cause lies within the system itself: the vast
   amounts spent, especially on TV advertisements, actually alienate many
   from the political process, and the sheer number of elections and
   ballots also encourages abstention, a phenomenon often known as
   ‘democratic overload’. Perhaps the inability to get much changed (see
   points 1 and 2 above) also encourages voter apathy.
   8. Supreme Court power
   Another contradictory aspect to the US political system is that the
   ‘greatest democracy’ actually sees a lot of power residing with an
   unelected body, the Supreme Court. If you want to study an institution
   that has helped change and shape America, look no further.
   Controversial issues including racial desegregation, national income
   tax, gay marriage, the death penalty and many more besides have
   largely been resolved finally not by the president or Congress but by
   the nine justices of the Supreme Court.
   9. Out of many, one
   Perhaps some of the clues to the apparent paradoxes and contradictions
   in the US political system can be traced back to the de facto motto of
   the USA which appears on its great seal, E pluribus unum: ‘Out of
   many, one.’ America is a vast and diverse nation in terms of race,
   cultural values and even language. In a nation where gay marriage is
   now permitted in an increasing number of states, and yet a talk-show
   host (Rush Limbaugh) can call a Georgetown law student a ‘slut’ on
   live radio for supporting female access to birth control, perhaps we
   should not be surprised that the ‘many’ can lead to clashes and often
   political deadlock.
   10. The Constitution
   Yet the ‘one’ could be said to be represented by the Constitution,
   which for all its flaws is revered by the vast majority even if they
   fiercely debate its meaning on many matters. To visit the original
   document at the National Archives in Washington, DC, is to enter
   hallowed ground housing a sacred object carefully preserved and
   protected as securely as Britain’s crown jewels or the body of a
   dictator in a totalitarian regime. Perhaps this is the greatest
   paradox of all, as the Constitution is arguably the author of many of
   America’s current political problems and paradoxes. But then again,
   how many of Russia’s problems stem from Lenin? Is perhaps the deepest
   paradox of many nations their reverence for the wrong things in their
   political systems and past history?
   Simon Lemieux is a senior teacher and head of history and politics at
   the Portsmouth Grammar School.
   This resource is part of Politics Review, a magazine written for
   A-level students by subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine
   go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreview
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