Why Government Fails So Often

…And How It Can Do Better

By Peter Schuck, March 2014
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Among liberal democracies, Americans are by far the most patriotic people; almost 90 percent completely or mostly agree with the statement “I am very patriotic”; most claim to engage in patriotic activities. Our natural environment, highlighted in its national park system and vast tracts of unsettled territory, is stunning,
Yet most Americans today believe that our government is failing to deliver what it promises, and they have lost confidence in its effectiveness. Herein lies a deep and dangerous dilemma, one that this book seeks to explain and perhaps to help solve.

This growing antipathy is not anti-government generally, but instead, targets only the federal government; respect for state and local governments is both high and stable. Additionally, neither is this hostility toward the federal government in Washington a partisan [political party, Democrat or Republican] matter. Instead, it is expressed by a majority of Democrats as well as Republicans. And perhaps most revealing, this disaffection long preceded the current political gridlock in Congress that many see as the root of the problem.

In both 1997 and 2010, a Princeton Survey Research Associates/Pew survey reported that only 2 percent of respondents believed that the federal government does an “excellent job” in running its programs; 74 percent of respondents said that it did only a “fair” or “poor job. 
In 2011, 64 percent thought that “big government” was the biggest threat to the country in the future; only 26 percent identified “big business” as the biggest future threat, even only five years after the economic meltdown. In July 2013, a Wall Street Journal/NBC News poll reported that 83 percent of Americans disapprove of Congress’s performance—the highest in the poll’s history. Even the public’s approval rating of the Supreme Court, which it traditionally revered, has declined significantly since the 1980s to just 44 percent.

Why, then, do most members of such a successful society so disparage their government? In other words, 

Why do Americans hate their government?
That is the question this book attempts to answer. This is an urgent, complex question, to which I offer five answers that are consistent with the social science evidence:
1. The most straightforward answer is that the federal government does in fact perform poorly in a vast range of domestic programs. This is amply demonstrated by the large body of evidence compiled by the nation’s leading social science analysts. One such study reveals that, “less than $1 out of every $1000 that the government spends . . . this year will go toward evaluating whether the other $999-plus actually works.”
2. Second, and equally conspicuous, our legislative process is highly dysfunctional by almost any standard. “Even in some of the worst years of partisan gridlock,” New York Times reporter Jonathan Weisman reports, “a deadline has meant something to Congress—until 2013.” The title of a recent book by two leading scholars of Congress is more telling: It’s Even Worse Than It Looks. 
3. Third, Americans perceive a gap between “the democracy of everyday life” and democracy as practiced in Washington. They believe in that there is a strong difference between how well their neighborhoods and religious communities generally function and the federal government’s often dismaying performance. In other words, “their” democracy is different from “my” democracy. And this, in fact, is generally the case. The few exceptions when the “democracies” of the neighborhood and Washington align usually occur when goals are clear and normal politics is largely suspended, usually in the cases of wars and national emergencies (World War II and 9/11 to be specific). 

4. Fourth, prosperity may have raised public expectations and demands. This could explain why voters from wealthier countries like the United States tend to criticize their governments more than those from poorer ones do, and also why they direct their discontent not at democracy per se, but instead at their governing institutions and leaders. Some analysts ascribe this discontent to “postmodern” attitudes that erode respect for authority; people want to know, “What have you done for me lately?”
5. Finally, Americans harbor the conceit that “We the people…” are not responsible for the government’s failures, which are instead caused by alien forces in Washington. In this self-justifying view, those politicians are shortsighted, selfish, partisan, lazy, and hypocritical, but we citizens are not. We do not acknowledge the role played by our inattention, apathy, cynicism, ignorance, and demand for many more government services than we are willing to pay for. Failure produces more finger-pointing than blame acceptance, as president John F. Kennedy noted after his own failure at the Bay of Pigs: “Victory has a thousand fathers; defeat is an orphan.” 
Regardless, there are many who advocate for big government, illustrating that federal regulation has led to many social gains in recent decades—declining auto and airline accident rates, public health advances, legal rights for minorities and women, environmental protection, and the like. Conversely, many policy analysts applaud the gains but are skeptical that the government is responsible for most of them.
It’s true that every American is affected by federal programs; they are simply too ubiquitous to avoid. Even the wealthiest citizens, for example, benefit from public goods such as clean air, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, national parks, and the federal courts. Seemingly every president since the “New Deal Era” of Franklin Roosevelt has instituted an order to eliminate bad programs, reduce wasteful spending, and to narrow the agenda by devolving authority to the states. Those presidents have attempted to “starve the beast” (a phrase often used by small-government conservatives) through deep tax cuts, but have failed to turn the tide. Since the 1960s, the federal government has grown 500 percent. Historian Niall Ferguson notes that the Federal Register, the running “summary” of government actions (a “phone book” of government changes, if you will…), has grown two and a half times faster than the economy over a long period of time. In other words, for every one “unit” of economic growth, there are 2.5 “units” of government bureaucracy. 

Today, federal domestic spending is at the highest share of gross domestic product (GDP) since the end of World War II (albeit still well below European levels). A larger share of Americans receive entitlements than ever before; the federal government now backs 90 percent of new mortgages (up from half before the financial crisis of 2008), and 93 percent of student loans, a share that will approach 100 percent with fewer “private companies” issuing loans. The number of regulatory agency staff members has ballooned, and these staffers churn out more and costlier rules than ever before.
Some question the nation’s ability to maintain, much less extend, these accomplishments in the face of remorseless challenges: How can America “fix itself” while still engaging in, and traversing through, global competition, implacable demographic changes, periodic financial and economic recessions, and rising public demands for more government intervention? Many commentators insist that the problem is partisan bickering and congressional paralysis. I have my doubts. Incivility in politics is a long American tradition, and many of the greatest governmental achievements of the past—the transcontinental railroad, the Hoover Dam, the interstate highway system—were accomplished only fitfully and after protracted disagreements, often appalling corruption, and political skullduggery. Partisan polarization, I think, is not so much a cause of our problems as a consequence of a central political reality that has its virtues and its vices: the American people disagree fundamentally about the direction of the country, and until the public somehow reaches greater consensus on these difficult policy issues, we will be mired in a status quo that can only be altered by effective government reform of one kind or another. In short, Americans have always disagreed, and therefore, partisan polarization is a “consequence” of this – not the cause!
Americans need to remember that, simply, times have changed. The threshold for government intervention is markedly lower today than it was as recently as fifty years ago. Political scientists James Q. Wilson and John DiIulio noted the change:
· The Old System had a small agenda. . . . When someone proposed adding a new issue to the public agenda, a major debate often arose over whether it was legitimate for the federal government to take action at all in the matter. . . . For the government to take bold action under this system, the nation usually had to be facing a crisis. . . . 
· The New System . . . is characterized by a large policy agenda. We no longer debate over the legitimacy of government action, except for issues in the area of First Amendment freedoms. . . . Under the Old System, the checks and balances made it difficult for the government to start a new program, and so the government remained relatively small. Under the New System, these checks and balances make it hard to change what the government is already doing, and so the government remains large.
Compared with most people – either optimists or pessimists when it comes to the federal government – I am of a different breed. You can call me a melioristic realist, someone who believes that the world can be made better through human effort. Firstly, I believe that most of the deeply rooted government problems are endemic to our system; they’re not going away any time soon! If more people were to understand this, as the saying goes, “The first step to solving a problem is admitting that you have one.” Secondly, we need to understand that policy makers can have, at best, a severely limited knowledge of the opaque, complex social world that they seek to change, and meager tools for changing it. Our politicians are not superheroes, and thinking they can solve the problem in four short years is hopelessly fruitful. 
1. Are Americans “anti-government”? Why or why not?

2. Provide two (2) statistical points of evidence for how Americans view the Federal government. 

3. The introductory chapter of the book poses the question: Why do Americans hate their government? The author responses with five (5) answers. Detail them. 

4. What are some “advances” the Federal Government has made in the past few decades, and what are the ways that even the “wealthiest” of citizen benefits from “big government”?

5. Many presidents have attempted to “starve the beast” of federal bureaucracy, but in examining the Federal Register, a running “summary” of government actions, what alarming statistic is revealed?

6. The author states that, “incivility in politics is a long American tradition”, meaning that “bickering”, “fighting”, and “blaming” in politics has been around forever! In fact, some of the greatest achievements – dams, railroads, highways – have been accomplished during a “blame storm”. The author says that “partisan polarization is not so much a _____ of our problems as a _____”. Fill in the blanks and explain what this means (HINT: Look at the underlined portion at the bottom of the paragraph)

7. How has the “American system” changed over the past 50 years? Compare the “Old System” with the “New”.

8. The author states that he is a melioristic realist. What does this mean, and what are his two (2) solutions to “dealing” with the problem?

9. SUMMARIZE and CONCLUDE: Go back to Questions 3, 4, 6, and 8. Choose (1) reason Americans hate their government. Then discuss ways in which even the wealthiest citizens benefit from “big government”. Thirdly, discuss why partisan politics is NOT the cause of the problem, and lastly, rephrase one (1) solution the author offers for dealing with “government hatred”. 
