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for most of the period from 2000 to 2008, Republicans lost 
their zeal for turning power over to the states, instead giving 
precedence to their national agenda. Since Barack Obama’s 
election in 2008, and especially since the rise of the Tea 
Party in 2010, the tendency among elected Republicans has 
been to oppose government at any level. State governments 
have taken a particular hit in the wake of post-2008 
economic contraction and the requirement in all but one 
state that they balance their budgets. Without operating 
funds, and given the refusal of Republicans to approve stim-
ulus spending measures that might have kept them going, 
state governments have shrunk considerably.

Changes in the state-federal balance of power in any 
policy arena usually mean changes in the probable winners 
and losers of American politics. We gained some insight 
into the problems and challenges of contemporary feder-
alism in Chapter 4. In this section we review some of the 
basics of federalism.

The Structure of Federalism

As we saw, the practice and understanding of federalism for 
the first 150 years of U.S. history can best be described as a 

system of dual federalism, in which the national and state 
governments were responsible for different policy areas. 
Under dual federalism, the national, or federal, government 
had responsibility for foreign affairs, and the states, for 
domestic policy. That is, most of the laws that directly 
affect citizens on a day-to-day basis were the responsibility 
of the states. Federalism was a relatively simple matter, at 
least in theory, because the two levels of government were 
seen as dealing with distinct and separate matters.

Beginning with the New Deal in the 1930s, however, all 
levels of government, but especially the national govern-
ment, got much more involved in domestic policy, 
including regulation of the economy and efforts to 
improve the lives of citizens in ways that previously had 
not been considered legitimate business for the federal 
government. In response to growing citizen expectations of 
government in the 1960s and 1970s, the implementation of 
new policies dealing with civil rights, poverty, transporta-
tion systems, the problems of the cities, and the environ-
ment, to name just a few, led to a federalism that is today 
very different from anything the founders envisioned. The 
current arrangement is called cooperative federalism, 
which means that rather than each level being responsible 
for its own special set of policies, as in dual federalism, the 
levels of government share responsibilities in most 
domestic policy areas.

Cooperative federalism in today’s government is 
apparent in data that show the intertwined growth of state 
and national government expenditures over the past half-
century (see Figure 16.1). Much of this growth is through 
programs like Medicaid, which provides health care for the 
poor. The funds come largely from the federal government, 

dual federalism the federal system under which the 
national and state governments were responsible for 
separate policy areas

cooperative federalism the federal system under 
which the national and state governments share 
responsibilities for most domestic policy areas
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Figure 16.1  The Growth of State, Local, and Federal Government, 1969–2013

Source: Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, Kaiser Commission of Medicaid and the Uninsured, “Update: State Budget in the Recession and 
Recovery—Policy Brief” (#8253), October 2011, www.kff.org/medicaid/upload/8253.pdf. Updated by the authors with data from the Bureau of Economic 
Analysis, National Income and Product Accounts, www.bea.gov/scb/account_articles/national/1199gdp/tab1-1.htm.
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