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THE AUTHOR




Writing an introductory American government text poses a challenge; how to engage the reader while covering a wide range of topics. The conventional approach often resembles a recipe book – one entry piled on top of the next. Although functional, the result is dull prose that numbs the mind. But politics is far from dull. It’s a real-life drama, filled with challenges, opportunities, disappointments, and triumphs. 
	In crafting this text, my primary aim has been to make it the most readable one available. Instead of overwhelming you with facts, I've chosen a narrative approach. This narrative style weaves together concepts, facts, and compelling examples to highlight key ideas and major tendencies. The feedback from both faculty and students has been gratifying. As one long-time instructor put it in a message to my editor: 
“I read this book in about three days, cover to cover. . . . I have never seen a better basic government/politics textbook. I think reading standard textbooks is “boring” (to use a favorite student word), but this one overcomes that. Dr. Patterson has managed to do something that I heretofore thought could not be done.”
In writing the text, I regularly reminded myself that the readers are not just students but also citizens. For this reason, the text encourages “critical thinking” – the process by which we thoughtfully evaluate information to arrive at informed judgments. Each chapter features ﬁve “critical thinking” boxes. Two of these – the “How the U.S. Diﬀers” box and the “How the 50 States Diﬀer” box – invite you to think critically about diﬀerences in governing systems. A third box – “Party Polarization” – prompts you to critically examine differences in the Republican and Democratic Parties. A fourth box – “Case Study” – describes a political event and then asks you to dissect the outcome. The ﬁnal box – “Fake or Fact?” – asks you to critically assess a factual claim. These boxes are founded on the belief that critical thinking is a skill honed through practice like the skill developed in athletics, music, or computer games. However, the significance lies in the fact that critical thinking is valuable in all aspects of life, whether you're a student, a citizen, a consumer, or an employee.
Enhancing your ability to think critically is a primary objective of this text. If its sole accomplishment were to increase your factual knowledge of the U.S. government, it would fall short. As Albert Einstein aptly observed, “The value of a college education is not the learning of many facts but the training of the mind to think.” Political science courses, like those in other social sciences and humanities, should equip students with improved critical thinking abilities. The five boxes in each chapter and the 'Critical Thinking Zone' at the end of each chapter are specifically designed for this purpose. These features invite you to apply the three foundational critical thinking skills—conceptualizing, synthesizing, and analyzing.
A thriving democracy relies on its citizens. Yet, apart from voting, we often overlook what citizenship truly entails. In each chapter, I offer suggestions on how you, as a citizen, can contribute to the betterment of society. These suggestions are organized around America’s founding principles – liberty, equality, and self-government.
Lastly, I've sought to present American government through the analytical lens of political science while also capturing the vivid world of real-life politics. Only a tiny fraction of students in the introductory course are enrolled because they plan an academic career in political science. They enroll either due to a personal interest in politics or because it's a requirement. I have sought to write a book that will deepen your political interest if you are the ﬁrst type of student and ignite a passion for politics if you are the second type.
We the People has been a staple in college classrooms for over two decades, adopted by more than 1,000 colleges. I extend my heartfelt gratitude to all who have utilized it, and I'm especially thankful to the instructors and students who have shared unsolicited suggestions, helping me strengthen this text. If you have ideas to share, please contact me at thomas_patterson@harvard.edu.
								Thomas E. Patterson






