
159Simgovernment

allows for differences among the local government units that reflect differing cultures or tradi-
tions. Federalism can also be particularly appropriate for large countries that want democratic 
systems, since it is more likely people will have a noticeable influence on their representatives 
in smaller units. In large nations, such as the United States, a national representative can 
represent several hundred thousand people. Local government units allow the institutions 
that have the greatest direct effects on people’s daily lives to be created on a smaller, more 
tractable scale that gives individual citizens more influence on the formation of policy.

Federal systems also allow for the local governments to act as what U.S. Supreme 
Court justice Louis Brandeis called “laboratories for social experimentation.”11 That is, 
these local governments can dream up and try out on a small scale several solutions to 
social problems. Those that work can then be copied or adapted by the rest of the nation, 
including other local governments that may have tried different solutions that failed. In this 
way, policy mistakes are confined to small areas, while policy successes can be shared 
with other states or perhaps the whole nation.

The refurbishment of areas known as brownfields—abandoned industrial sites, garbage 
dumps, and other locations where the land has been contaminated or seriously screwed 
up in one way or another—provides a perfect example. These eyesores exist all across the 
United States and drive down property values, attract crime, and encourage further deg-
radation of the surrounding properties. Around the country, a variety of efforts have been 
made to revitalize these properties; they have been used as locations for low-income hous-
ing, schools, new industrial parks, and almost every other kind of development you might 
imagine. It turns out that the best solution found so far is to put golf courses on them. Golf 
courses are green and open spaces that have two important characteristics. First, they 
look very pretty and enhance surrounding property values. Second, the people who use 
them are primarily adults who are on them for only a few hours at a time.

While there have been other notable engineers, the iconic 

Scotty from the Starship Enterprise is undoubtedly at the 

top of this wing in the halls of the Geek pantheon. In fact, 

he probably built the wing and the hall. Scotty, however, is 

so well known that he actually gets a negative rating on 

the obscurity coolness factor and will only score you 2 

geek points.

The point of an engineer is to bridge the ideal and the 

real in a very hands-on, structural way, and if you watch 

Scotty throughout the Star Trek shows and films, you will 

see the keeping-the-spaceship-from-blowing-up-except-

when-we-want-it-to-blow-up version of many of the 

issues related to political institutions. If you think of the 

Enterprise as the institution, or specific manifestation, of 

the structure of a starship, you can see all of the same ele-

ments of historical legacy, compromises made across dif-

ferent functions and such that we see in political 

institutions. And Scotty is the man at the point where all 

those things meet, showing them to us and adding a dash 

of his own special wit to it as well.
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