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Lesson 4 Differing Views About Federalism

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONESSENTIAL QUESTION
How does federalism promote democracy and civic participation?

Reading HELPDESK
Academic Vocabulary
policy a plan that includes general goals and procedures
accommodation something supplied for convenience or to satisfy a need

Content Vocabulary
public policy a plan of action adopted by government decision makers to solve a problem or 

reach a goal
sunset law a law that requires periodic checks of laws or of government agencies to see if they 

are still needed
sunshine law a law prohibiting public officials from holding meetings not open to the public
states’ rights position a position that favors state and local action in dealing with problems
nationalist position a position that favors national action in dealing with problems

TAKING NOTES: Key Ideas and Details
OUTLINING As you read, create an outline of the content in this lesson that includes the main ideas.

I. Federalism and Public Policy

A.

B.

II. Federalism and Political Parties

III. Federalism and Political Participation
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Many people in the United States believe that our environment is being polluted and that the 
government should take action to preserve the environment. Read each proposed solution 
below and decide whether the proposal would best be implemented by the federal, state, or 
local governments.

 • create drop-off centers near residential areas where people can recycle different types of 
materials

 • place limits on the amount of pollution that factories can emit
 • require car manufacturers to build vehicles that pollute less
 • encourage charities to clean up rivers and parklands
 • ban the use of certain chemicals that pollute drinking water
 • create rules that developers must follow to minimize the impact of new buildings on the 

environment

Would you actively support or oppose government implementation of any of these proposals? 
What would you do to support or oppose these proposals? How might your involvement change based 
on whether the federal, state, or local government was primarily responsible? Write an editorial for 
your school or local newspaper describing your position and how, if at all, you plan to get involved to 
support or oppose one of these proposals. Be sure to use persuasive words and compelling arguments 
to support your position.

Federalism and Public Policy
Guiding Question How is public policy created at different levels of government?
Since the founding of the country, there has been constant debate about how to divide powers between 
the national government and the states. The balance of power keeps changing as new issues appear.

For example, Congress has given the states more power to control how they spend money in rural 
areas. However, it also has asked the states to pay more for social welfare programs. Congress has 
taken more control in some areas, like food safety and telecommunications. In 2001 it passed the No 
Child Left Behind Act. Under this law, states have to test students’ skills. Then the states get federal 
money for schools. However, the law lets states set their own education standards.

Defining Policies
What do we mean when we talk about a policy? A policy is a plan that includes general goals and 
procedures. People use policies to deal with problems or issues. A high school may have a policy 
that says students cannot park in the teachers’ parking lot. A store may have a sign that says 
owners will call the police if they see shoplifters. In both examples, the policy is describing a plan to 
deal with a problem. When a government decides on actions to deal with problems or issues, we 
call it public policy.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONESSENTIAL QUESTION
How does federalism promote democracy and civic participation?
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State and Local Policies
The United States has many different types of government. There are 50 state governments and 
thousands of local governments. The development and testing of new policies can happen at the state 
and local levels.

For example, Georgia was the first state to allow 18-year-olds to vote. Colorado was the first state to 
use sunset laws. A sunset law is a law that has an automatic end date. Today many states have sunset 
laws. Lawmakers have to review the law and decide whether to keep it or not. In California, local 
groups influenced the state to pass laws to control air pollution. These laws became the model for 
national air pollution laws. In 1967 Florida lawmakers were the first in the nation to pass a sunshine 
law. This law forbids government officials from having meetings that are closed to the public. Since 
then, many states have passed sunshine laws.

National Policies
Sometimes public policy is made at the national level and the states follow. At other times, the 
national government has forced policies on states when those states were not giving a certain group 
of people their basic rights. This happened in the 1950s and 1960s during the African American 
struggle for civil rights. Remember that states usually set their own rules for voting and elections. 
Before 1964, many states had rules that made it hard and even dangerous for African Americans to 
vote. During this time there was much debate and many disagreements. Then the national government 
passed the 1964 Voting Rights Act. This made it against the law to keep people from voting because of 
their race. Over time, the civil rights movement got a lot of attention from the media. It also got a lot 
of support from people.

National Power and the Commerce Clause
Recent Supreme Court rulings have given the national government more power to regulate interstate 
commerce. The Court interprets the word commerce to mean almost any activity that involves doing 
business across state lines. The commerce clause in the Constitution gives the national government the 
power to regulate interstate commerce. Congress used the commerce clause to pass the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964. This law banned racial discrimination in hotels, restaurants, and other public accommodations. 
Congress reasoned that racial discrimination by businesses affects interstate commerce. Congress has 
the power to regulate commerce. Therefore, it can pass laws against racial discrimination.

The Supreme Court has also made some rulings that limit the powers the commerce clause gives 
the federal government. In Lopez v. United States (1995), the Court ruled that a law must regulate 
business activity to be allowed under the commerce clause. In National Federation of Independent 
Business v. Sebelius (2012), the Court said that the 2010 Affordable Care Act did not give Congress 
the power under the commerce clause to make Americans buy health insurance. It said that Congress 
could not make people buy something; it could only make rules for how business is done. However, 
the law was upheld. Most of the justices agreed that Congress could make people pay for health 
insurance as part of its power to tax people.
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  Reading Progress Check
Identifying Central Issues What are some examples of states or the federal government 
taking the lead in making public policy?

 

Federalism and Political Parties
Guiding Question What are different political parties’ views on the proper balance of 
power between national and state governments?
Rival political parties are a key element of democratic government. Federalism makes it possible for 
different parties to be victorious in state, local, and federal elections. Furthermore, federalism lessens 
the risk of one party having a monopoly of political power at all levels of government.

In the history of the United States, there have been two very different views of how federalism 
should work. One opinion is that state and local governments should lead when dealing with public 
policy problems. This is sometimes known as a states’ rights position. A second opinion is that the 
national government should deal with such problems. This view is known as a nationalist position. 
However, it is rare that anyone believes federalism should work completely one way or the other.

Supporters of Stronger State and Local Government Powers
Modern conservatives believe the Constitution sets clear limits on the power of the national 
government. These conservatives include Republicans, Tea Party members, and libertarians. They 
point to the Tenth Amendment, which says states retain the powers not given to Congress by the 
Constitution. They believe that when there is a question about whether a power belongs to the 
national government or the states, the power should belong to the states.

Supporters of stronger state and local governments believe these governments are closer to the 
people. They also believe that state and local governments are better able to meet the needs of their 
residents. They tend to see “big government” (meaning a national government that interferes too 
much) as a threat to individual freedom. They are more likely to be against broad federal laws that 
limit states’ power to make laws as they wish. They believe that public policy should match the needs 
of individual states and that one policy does not work for everyone.

Supporters of Stronger National Government Powers
Modern liberals believe the Constitution supports the Founders’ belief in a strong national government. 
These liberals include Democrats and progressives. They point to the Supremacy Clause, which says 
the laws of the national government are supreme in matters of public policy. They also point to the 
Elastic Clause. They believe it allows the national government’s powers to be increased when needed 
to do what the people want.
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They also believe that the national government is better able to solve some major social and 
economic problems facing the nation. They are more likely to support national government rules and 
regulations in areas such as education, housing, consumer protection, and the environment. They tend 
to see the national government as important to making sure that no matter what state a person lives 
in, he or she gets the same treatment and opportunities as citizens in other states.

  Reading Progress Check
Comparing and Contrasting Which parts of the Constitution appear to support a nationalist 
position? Which appear to support a states’ rights position?

 

Federalism and Political Participation
Guiding Question Why does federalism increase opportunities for political participation?
Federalism increases opportunities for American citizens to be involved in politics. A citizen can choose 
to run for local office, work to affect the state government, or campaign for a national candidate.

American federalism lets citizens contact government officials on all levels and affect public policy. 
Americans have the chance to vote regularly. They can elect governors, state lawmakers, and judges. 
They can elect mayors, council members, school board members, and many other candidates. Citizens 
can also vote on local issues. For example, one issue might be whether to build a new bus system in the 
city. Issues might also include banning smoking in public places or increasing taxes to pay for schools.

Citizens may also work with special interest groups to affect government policies and agencies. 
A group of concerned neighbors can petition the county to set aside nearby land for a public 
playground. Members of a local labor union may support their union’s efforts to persuade the state 
legislature to pass a law.

Federalism increases the chance that people can affect public policy by taking part in politics. Because 
that is true, people are more likely to become involved in politics. For example, a person working on a 
campaign for city council in a small town only has to convince a few voters to vote for his or her candidate.

  Reading Progress Check
Hypothesizing Why might it be easier to influence policy on the local level than on the 
national level?
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