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l 15 Explain what is meant by ‘New Federalism’ and assess to what extent President  
Reagan succeeded in ‘rolling back the frontiers of the state’. (AO1, AO2)  5 marks 

Exam-style Section C question

l 14 Evaluate the extent to which the efforts of the Founding Fathers to set limits  
on federal government power have been effective. You must consider this  
view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way. (AO1, AO2, AO3)  30 marks 

Write your plan and answer on a separate sheet and keep it with this workbook for reference.

40

The main characteristics of US federalism
As noted in the previous section, federalism is the 
principle that divides power between the national 
government and the state governments, and is a key 
feature of the US political system. Yet strangely the 
Constitution does not define this relationship clearly 

and does not even mention the words ‘federal’ or 
‘federalism’. Table 2 shows how reinventing federalism 
and the relationship between the federal government 
and the states has been a feature of US political life 
since 1791.

Table 2 The relationship between the federal government and the states since 1791

1791 The Founding Fathers envisaged a small federal government with limited powers while the state 
governments directly governed citizens, an arrangement known as dual federalism. The 10th 
Amendment protected states’ rights.

1913 The 16th Amendment allowed a federal income tax, a key change of the Progressive Era.

1930s FDR’s New Deal gave the federal government much more power at the expense of states’ rights, a 
rebalancing of responsibilities sometimes labelled cooperative federalism.

1954–69 The Warren Court issued a series of judgements with which states had to conform, beginning with 
the Brown case, 1954–55. LBJ’s Great Society reforms expanded the scope of the federal government 
further, leading critics to talk of coercive federalism.

1969–89 Nixon coined the phrase New Federalism, promising to return powers to the states, and Reagan took 
this further, pledging to ‘roll back the frontiers of the state’.

1989–2017 Despite Bill Clinton’s declaration in 1996 that ‘the era of big government is over’, power tended to 
move from states to federal government under Presidents George W. Bush and Obama for several 
reasons: the need for nationally applied standards, national crises requiring national solutions, 
Supreme Court judgements and deliberate efforts to increase presidential power.
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l 16 Explain why power moved from the states to the federal government under  
Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama. (AO2)  5 marks 

Interpretations and debates around the US 
Constitution and federalism
This section draws together many of the arguments 
about the US Constitution and federalism studied in this 
topic. It allows you to form an overview of key debates 
around the US Constitution:
	■ How democratic is the USA’s system of government?
	■ What are its strengths and weaknesses?

	■ What is the impact of the Constitution on US 
government as it is practised today?

	■ To what extent does the USA remain a federal system 
today?

	■ To what extent does the USA’s system of government 
today still fulfil the aims of the Founding Fathers?

Exam-style Section C questions

l 17 Evaluate the extent to which the USA’s system of government is democratic.  
You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced  
way. (AO1, AO2, AO3)  30 marks 

Write your plan and answer on a separate sheet and keep it with this workbook for reference.

l 18 Evaluate the extent to which federalism remains an effective feature of the  
system of government of the USA today. You must consider this view and  
the alternative to this view in a balanced way. (AO1, AO2, AO3)  30 marks 

Write your plan and answer on a separate sheet and keep it with this workbook for reference.
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