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News
Rep. Jim Sensenbrenner (R-WI) announced he will not seek reelection, The Hill reports. 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel: “The 76-year-old congressman has long represented the GOP’s 
geographic base in Wisconsin — the suburban, exurban and rural communities north and west 
of Milwaukee County that historically turn out in droves for Republican candidates and 
provide a large share of the party’s activists and political leaders.”

Joe Biden downplayed his recent verbal slip-ups in an interview with Stephen Colbert, 
saying they were not regarding the “substance” of his arguments for the presidency. Said 
Biden: “I think it’s fair to go after a political figure for anything. Any gaffe that I have 
made — and I’ve made gaffes like every politician I know has — have been not about 
the substance of issue but about other — I’m trying to talk about what other people have 
done.” Asked if he was “going nuts,” Biden joked he wanted to go “on the Jimmy 
Kimmel show” to talk about his gaffes, referring to Colbert’s late night competitor.

Former Rep. Aaron Schock (R-IL) “will walk away from a public corruption case with no 
conviction, a federal judge ruled Wednesday at a hearing lasting just a few minutes,” the 
Chicago Sun Times reports. “A 2016 indictment accused Schock of improperly using 
campaign and government funds for cars, mileage reimbursements, interior decorating, a 
charter plane flight to a Bears game and sports tickets he resold for profit.” “Schock struck a 
deal with prosecutors in March, which put his case on hold for six months during which he 
was required to meet certain conditions and remain under court supervision.”

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson suffered another big loss, with the House of Commons 
rejecting his motion calling for a general election by 298 to 56. Because many opposition 
MPs abstained, it did not receive the two thirds majority required to trigger national ballot. 
Axios: “It’s a disastrous start for the new prime minister, who campaigned on a pledge to 
leave the EU on Oct. 31 with or without a deal. No prime minister has lost their first vote in 
office since 1783 — let alone their first 3.”

The Reality of Political Institutions

• Given the opportunity to craft ideal governmental institutions from scratch, 
we would all choose institutions we believe support our most important 
values and traditions 

• Values like democracy, individual rights, and personal freedom can all be 
bolstered and protected, or weakened and repressed by the types of 
institutions a nation uses. 

• Similarly, the personal wealth, power, and security of the leader are other 
values that can be bolstered or impeded by particular types of institutions. 

• Given the personal nature of utopias and the variety of the people found in 
every governed society and the push for compromise quickly takes us away 
from anyone’s ideal institutions.
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Context, Evolution, and the Unbearable Weight of 
History

• Nations rarely have an opportunity to install their 
ideal institutions from scratch.

• Most government institutions are not designed or 
even intentionally created; they tend to evolve.

• Even when institutions are rationally and 
intentionally designed, nations seldom, if ever, 
have anything close to a blank page when they start 
creating a government. 

• Almost every government’s institutions carry the 
legacy of generations. 

Context, Evolution, and the Unbearable Weight of 
History

• Even revolutions may not lead to dramatic 
changes in institutions.

• A nation’s structures may have been imposed 
upon it by another source. 

• Newly independent colonies often started 
with political institutions created by their 
former colonial masters. 

• Even if a nation could plan its structures, it is 
not necessarily true that that which is planned 
will work as intended in the end. 

• Government institutions are shaped by 
history, culture, necessity, and circumstance. 

• They are always imperfect. 

Failed Institutions

• Regardless of intentions, statements, and constitutions, institutions are not 
always what they appear to be, and they may not serve their original 
purposes.

• Institutions can be hijacked by those with less than noble intentions.

• Things can go horribly wrong.
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Legitimacy, Information, and Human Nature

• Institutions can enhance the voluntary acceptance of decisions, policies, 
choices, or even the leadership as a whole. 

• Governmental institutions can teach and shape public demands as much as 
they react to the publics’ wishes or enact policy. 

• The types of institutions we utilize can shape our basic behavior in our day-
to-day lives. 

• Governments demanding citizen participation also demand that citizens be 
more aware. 

• Governments acting paternally are likely to breed citizens dependent on 
strong leadership. 

• Institutions that hunt down and punish dissent will generate fear, isolation, 
and atomization. 

Choosing Institutions: Picking a Terrain

• The structures that are put into place will be 
affected by the basic political culture.

• According to Sidney Verba, a nation’s 
political culture is comprised of “the system 
of empirical beliefs, expressive symbols, and 
values, which defines the situation in which 
political action takes place.”

• This political culture can involve religious 
values, expectations, morals, ethics, and 
traditions. 

Third Parties and Partisan Realignment

What drives the ideological movement of parties? 

What effects do third parties have in American 
elections?

Miller and Schofield (2003, 245): “Politics may 
appear to be characterized by a single cleavage, but 
this is because the two parties [led by ideological 
activists] themselves ‘organize’ politics along the 
dimension that separates them. Party disagreement 
on one dimension of politics makes that dimension 
more salient, while the other dimension is obscured 
by tacit party agreement.”
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Third Parties and Partisan Realignment

Third Parties and Partisan Realignment

Third Parties and Partisan Realignment

To maximize their vote share relative to their 
opponents, parties engage in “flanking” 
maneuvers.  

For the modern Republican party, this would 
mean picking up economic liberals/social 
moderates.

Third parties – two types:

Dragging (like Ralph Nader) – encourage the 
party to move back to an old position.

Leading (like George Wallace) – encourage 
the party to adopt a new position.

"There's not a dime's worth of difference 
between the Democrat and Republican 
parties.” – Former Governor and 
Presidential Candidate George Wallace (D-
AL)
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Choosing Institutions: Selecting a Basic Form
• Aristotle identified six basic types of 

government.
• He noted three good forms and three 

perverted forms.
• If the government worked for the benefit of 

all of its citizens, Aristotle called it good. 
• If it benefited only the ruling class, Aristotle 

labeled it a perverted type. 
• The other major distinction Aristotle drew 

among the governments was the size of the 
group in charge.

• A nation led by one person could be either a 
monarchy (good form) or a dictatorship 
(perverted form). 

• A government ruled by a few could be 
either an aristocracy (good form) or an 
oligarchy (perverted form). 

• A government led by the many could be 
either a polity (good form) or a democracy 
(bad form). 

Choosing Institutions: Selecting a Basic Form

• In Aristotle’s day democracy was 
synonymous with mob rule, that is, everyone 
acting in her or his own best interest with 
little or no regard for the community.

• Some countries that have monarchs do not 
actually give them much power.

• A country that does not have a monarch is, 
according to one very basic definition, a 
republic.

• Aristocracy is actually a common feature of 
democratic governments, e.g., constitutional 
courts. 

• Democracy is not the only alternative to 
monarchy and aristocracy; there are mixed 
systems. 

• Those countries that many think of as 
democracies also have some very 
undemocratic elements involved with them.

Choosing Institutions: Connect Your Government

• There are essentially three systems through 
which the relationship can be ordered; the 
unitary system, the federal system, and the 
confederal system. 

• Most nations don’t choose to have one or the 
other. 

• The makeup of the nation, its history, its 
culture, and its geography tends to determine 
the type of structure.

• A unitary system is one where sovereignty 
rests quite clearly on the shoulders of the 
national government. 

• Laws apply to everyone regardless of where 
they live in the country, everyone shares all 
governmental benefits equally, and there is no 
redundancy in services. 

• The central national government may allow 
some local governing boards to have a say.

• The ability to make these decisions is at the 
mercy of the national government.
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Choosing Institutions: Connect Your Government

• Systems where the final authority for at least some aspects of government 
is left to the local or subnational level are called federal systems. 

• In a federal system sovereignty is, at least theoretically, shared between the 
national and the local government units. 

• Federal systems work well in diverse countries, where variations in local 
conditions, economies, or cultures make it impractical or inefficient to try 
to impose a single system, or make it difficult to make decisions from a 
central location. 

Choosing Institutions: Connect Your Government

• The least commonly used form is 
the confederal system. 

• In a confederal system the local 
government units that have the real 
power; they have sovereignty. 

• The key to the confederal system is 
that the individual units within it can 
defy the national or galactic level of 
government. 

• They can even leave the system at 
any time they wish. 

• Because the national government 
must maintain the continued 
willingness of all local units to be a 
part of the confederation, every 
single local unit effectively has  the 
power to veto any national level 
policy.

Choosing Institutions: Connect Your Government
In reality, nations opt for either a federal or unitary system. 

Each system has its benefits and its drawbacks. 

Federal systems are more appropriate in large countries and with countries that 
have geographically diverse populations. 

Federalism allows for differences among the local government units that can 
reflect differing cultures or traditions. 

Federal systems also:

– are more appropriate for large countries that want democratic systems; 
people are more likely to have a noticeable influence on their 
representatives in smaller units. 

– allow local governments to act as laboratories for the trial of policies 
before they are used at the national level.

– offer citizens more choices about the governmental institutions that fit 
them best. 

• Citizens can theoretically choose the local government they would like to 
live in and move there. 

– fit in well in capitalist countries, because both people and businesses
have the capacity to move; local governments must compete to keep 
people and jobs within their borders.



7

Choosing Institutions: Connect Your Government
Unitary systems also have their benefits.

In unitary systems the governmental 
structure is much easier to understand. 

Citizens do not have to worry about who is 
responsible for carrying out policies. 

Furthermore, they do not have to worry 
about elections for multiple offices. 

Every citizen in the country is entitled to the same rights and benefits. 

Unitary systems make it easier to maintain a sense of national identity. 

Unitary systems tend to run more smoothly because policy is easier to implement and 
less effort is spent sorting out who should do what. 

Regulatory consistency across a larger entity also has economic benefits, since one 
product can be sold across the whole nation and efficiencies of scale can be more 
easily capitalized upon.

Conclusion

Questions? Concerns? Angry Rants?


