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Questions for Thought and Discussion 
 

 On a scale from to 1 to 5, with 1 being “quite poor” and 5 “quite good,” how would you have 
ranked the performance of American politics works before you read this book? Why? 

 After reading this book how would you rate the performance of American politics on this 1-5 
scale? If the two rankings differ, why do they differ? If your mind changed in the course of 
reading and thinking about the book, then what changed your assessment? 

 Does government by discussion require that people in public office – and that the voters – 
be willing to change their policy views and political orientations after a sustained period of 
discussion? Why or why not? Can you think of examples of such change? Can you think of 
examples of long running discussions about an issue where minds do (or did) not seem to 
change? What differentiates the two examples? 

 What would be the danger that might come with considerable willingness on the part of 
public officials and citizens to change their partisanship? What is the danger that would 
come with zero willingness for them to change their partisanship? How does American 
democracy find a middle course? 

 What reforms can you imagine that would equalize the power among citizens to set the 
agenda of public debate? How feasible are they? 

 When are presidents most likely to succeed in manipulating public opinion? What can be 
done to cut down on that danger? 

 Find the website that David Mayhew maintains – the URL is at p. 33 of the book – and that 
can be used to track legislative productivity in the last decade. Does such productivity seem 
to be shrinking or staying about the same? Does legislative productivity mean lots of laws or 
actual problem-solving? Does the idea of legislative productivity tacitly assume that 
government should solve problems – and is that a contestable assumption? 

 Congress is required to produce a budget every year. The President also frames its budget 
deliberations. Lately this process has faltered. Should the President and Congress move to 
biennial rather than annual budgeting? Does the Constitution prevent that? Should the 
Constitution be changed – or would that not fix the problem, and if so why not? 

 Which part of the Constitution has allowed the filibuster to develop over time? Does that 
seem like an especially prominent or important part of the Constitution? Does the actual 
importance of the filibuster seem disproportionate to the textual passage that authorizes 
the filibuster? Does that same passage authorize a change in the filibuster? If the filibuster is 
unlikely to be disestablished, has the Constitution in effect been amended – but not by the 
amendment procedure established by the Constitution itself? 

 Does the filibuster (as it currently works) contribute to government by discussion? Why or 
why not? Did it previously work to foster government by discussion? 

 Do you have a favourite Supreme Court justice? Why? What qualities does he or she have – 
or had? Should all of the justices be like your favourite justice? Why or why not? 

 Why do you think that Chief Justice John Roberts cast the deciding vote in favour of 
Obamacare? What does that act on his part say about how “political” the Court is? 

 Is the public capable of evaluating Supreme Court decisions? How would you know one way 
or another? Should the public have a reasonably good grasp of what the Court does? Why or 
why not? 

 Can you name a bureaucracy that works well? Why do you think that it works well? How 
typical or a-typical do you think that bureaucracy is? Why? 



 Can you think of an agency that ought to be abolished? Why? Can you think of any agency 
that ought to be created? Why do you think that it should be created? What kinds of 
political consequences would the creation of a new agency have? 

 With the help of the appendix to the book that lists websites and blogs develop a list of 
reputable public opinion surveys that address public policy, political issues, government 
performance, and citizen political preferences. Are there are important issues that are not 
covered by the surveys? How much should an office holder take surveys into account? Why 
or why not? 

 Make a list of major third parties in American political history. What criteria do you use for 
listing them as major? Then make a timeline that displays when these parties flourished. 
How do you explain the overall pattern that you see? One possible explanation would be 
public preferences. But do surveys show that Americans are against the formation of a 
successful third party today? If not, then what fosters the increased partisanship among 
American citizens? 

 Look at the historical data available at the website on income inequality in the U.S. 
maintained by Emmanuel Saez: http://elsa.berkeley.edu/~saez/#income 
What do you make of the historical data? Do you find the trend a matter of concern or not? 
Why? If you do consider it a problem, then under what political circumstances could one 
expect to see a reversal of increased and sustained income inequality? Can such a reversal 
be done through government by discussion and electoral politics? If so, how? What are 
some of the reasons that you can think of for why increasing income inequality is quite 
surprising? 
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