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democracy

A system of selecting policymakers
and of organizing government so that
policy represents and responds to the
public’s preferences.

people. Translating people’s desires into effective public policy is crucial to the work-
ings of democracy.

Democracy

In 1848, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels published The Communist Manifesto, one of
the most famous political documents ever written. It began with these words: “A
specter is haunting Europe. It is the specter of communism.” Today one could write,
“A specter is haunting the world. It is the specter of democracy.”

In recent years, democratic forms of governments have emerged in Eastern
European countries that were formerly communist, in Latin American countries that
were controlled by military dictatorships, and in South Africa, where apartheid denied
basic rights to the Black majority. Yet despite this global move toward democracy, not
everyone defines democracy the way Americans do—or think they do.

Defining Democracy

Democracy is a means of selecting policymakers and of organizing government so
that policy reflects citizens’ preferences. Today, the term democracy takes its place
among terms like freedom, justice, and peace as a word that seemingly has only posi-
tive connotations. Yet the writers of the U.S. Constitution had no fondness for democ-
racy, as many of them doubted the ability of ordinary Americans to make informed
judgments about what government should do. Roger Sherman, a delegate to the
Constitutional Convention, said the people “should have as little to do as may be with
the government.” Only much later did Americans come to cherish democracy and
believe that all citizens should actively participate in choosing their leaders.

Most Americans would probably say that democracy is “government by the peo-
ple.” This phrase, of course, is part of Abraham Lincoln’s famous definition of
democracy from his Gettysburg Address: “government of the people, by the people,
and for the people.” How well each of these aspects of democracy is being met is a
matter crucial to evaluating how well our government is working. Certainly, govern-
ment has always been “of the people” in the United States, for the Constitution for-
bids the granting of titles of nobility. On the other hand, itis a physical impossibility
for government to be “by the people” in a society of 295 million people. Therefore,
our democracy involves choosing peoplé from among our midst to govern. Where
the serious debate begins is whether political leaders govern “for the people,” as
there always are significant biases in how the system works. Democratic theorists
have elaborated a set of more specific goals for evaluating this crucial question.

Traditional Democratic Theory

Traditional democratic theory rests upon a number of key principles that specify how
governmental decisions are made in a democracy. Robert Dahl, one of America’s lead-
ing theorists, suggests than an ideal democratic process should satisfy the following five
criteria:

Equality in voting. The principle of “one person, one vote” is basic to democracy.
Voting need not be universal, but it must be representative.

Effective participation. Citizens must have adequate and equal opportunities to
express their preferences throughout the decision-making process.

Enlightened understanding. A democratic society must be a marketplace of ideas. A
free press and free speech are essential to civic understanding. If one group monopo-
lizes and distorts information, citizens cannot truly understand issues.
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Citizen control of the agenda. Citizens should have the collective right to control the
government’s policy agenda. If wealthy individuals or groups distort the agenda, the
people cannot make government address the issues they feel are most important.

Inclusion. The government must include, and extend rights to, all those subject to
its laws. Citizenship must be open to all within a nation if the nation is to call itself
democratic.!?

Only by following these principles can a political system be called “democratic.”
Furthermore, democracies must practice majority rule, meaning that in choosing
among alternatives, the will of over half the voters should be followed. At the same
time, most Americans would not want to give the majority free rein to do anything
they can agree on. Restraints on the majority are built into the American system of
government in order to protect the minority. Basic principles such as freedom of
speech and assembly are inviolable minority rights, which the majority cannot
infringe upon.

In a society too large to make its decisions in open meetings, a few will have to
look after the concerns of the many. The relationship between the few leaders and
the many followers is one of representation. The literal meaning of representation is
to make present once again. In politics, this means that the desires of the people
should be replicated in government through the choices of elected officials. The
closer the correspondence between representatives and their constituents, the closer
the approximation to an ideal democracy. As might be expected for such a crucial
question, theorists disagree widely about the extent to which this actually occurs in
America.

%

Three Contemporary Theories of American Democracy

Theories of American democracy are essentially theories about who has power and
influence. All, in one way or another, ask the question, “Who really governs in our
nation?” Each focuses on a key aspect of politics and government, and each reaches a
somewhat different conclusion.

Pluralist Theory. One important theory of American democracy, pluralist theory,
states that groups with shared interests influence public policy by pressing their con-
cerns through organized efforts. s

The National Rifle Association (NRA), the National Organization for Women
(NOW), and the United Auto Workers (UAW) are examples of groups of people who
share a common interest. Because of open access to various institutions of govern-
ment and public officials, organized groups can compete with one another for con-
trol over policy, and yet no one group or set of groups dominates. Given that power
is dispersed in the American form of government, groups that lose in one arena can
take their case to another. For example, civil rights groups faced congressional road-
blocks in the 1950s but were able to win the action they were seeking from the
courts.

Pluralists are generally optimistic that the public interest will eventually prevail in
the making of public policy through a complex process of bargaining and compromise.
They believe that rather than speaking of majority rule we should speak of groups of
minorities working together. Robert Dahl expresses this view well when he writes that
in America “all active and legitimate groups in the population can make themselves
heard at some crucial stage in the process.”!!

Group politics is certainly as American as apple pie. Writing in the 1830s, Alexis de
"Tocqueville called us a “nation of joiners,” and pointed to the high level of associational
activities as one of the crucial reasons for the success of American democracy. The
recent explosion of interest group activity can therefore be seen as a very positive devel-
opment from the perspective of pluralist theory. Interest groups and their lobbyists—the
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majority rule

A fundamental principle of
traditional democratic theory. In a
democracy, choosing among
alternatives requires that the majority’s
desire be respected. See also minority
rights.

minority rights

A principle of traditional democratic
theory that guarantees rights to those
who do not belong to majorities and
allows that they might join majorities
through persuasion and reasoned
argument. See also majority rule.

representation

A basic principle of traditional
democratic theory that describes the
relationship between the few leaders
and the many followers.

pluralist theory

A theory of government and politics
emphasizing that politics is mainly a
competition among groups, each one
pressing for its own preferred policies.
Compare elite and class theory,
hyperpluralism, and traditional
democratic theory.
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elite and class theory

A theory of government and politics
contending that societies are divided
along class lines and that an upper-
class elite will rule, regardless of the
formal niceties of governmental
organization. Compare
hyperpluralism, pluralist theory, and
traditional democratic theory.

groups’ representatives in Washington —have become masters of the technology of
politics. Computers, mass mailing lists, sophisticated media advertising, and hard-sell
techniques are their stock in trade. As a result, some observers believe that Dahl’s
pluralist vision that all groups are heard via the American political process is more true
now than ever before.

On the other hand, Robert Putnam argues that many of the problems of American
democracy today stem from a decline in group-based participation.!? Putnam theo-
rizes that advanced technology, particularly television, has served to increasingly iso-
late Americans from one another. He shows that membership in a variety of civic
associations, such as Parent-Teacher Associations, the League of Women Voters, the
Elks, Shriners, and Jaycees have been declining for decades. Interestingly, Putnam
does not interpret the decline of participation in civic groups as meaning that people
have become “couch potatoes.” Rather, he argues that Americans’ activities are
becoming less tied to institutions and more self-defined. The most famous example he
gives to illustrate this trend is the fact that membership in bowling leagues has dropped
sharply at the same time that more people are bowling—indicating that more and
more people must be bowling alone. Putnam believes that participation in interest
groups today is often like bowling alone. Groups that have mushroomed lately, such as
the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), typically just ask their members
to write a check from the comfort of their own home as their participation. If people
are indeed participating in politics alone rather than in groups, then pluralist theory is
becoming less descriptive of American politics today.

Elite and Class Theory. Critics of pluralism believe that it paints too rosy a picture
of American political life. By arguing that almost every group can get a piece of the
pie, they say that pluralists miss the larger question of how the pie is distributed. The
poor may get their food stamps, but businesses get massive tax deductions worth far
more. Some governmental programs may help minorities, but the income gap
between African Americans and Whites remains wide.

Elite and class theory contends that our society, like all societies, is divided
along class lines and that an upper-class elite pulls the strings of government.
Wealth—the holding of assets such as property, stocks, and bonds—is the basis of this
power. Over a third of the nation’s wealth is currently held by just 1 percent of the
population. Elite and class theorists believe that this 1 percent of Americans controls
most policy decisions because they can afford to finance election campaigns and
control key institutions, such as large corporations. According to clite and class the-
ory, a few powerful Americans do not merely influence policymakers—they are the
policymakers.

At the center of all theories of elite dominance is big business. No recent president
tried harder to help big business than Ronald Reagan, and many elite theorists believe
that he succeeded beyond all expectations. As Kevin Phillips wrote in his best-seller
The Politics of Rich and Poor, “The 1980s were the triumph of upper America—an
ostentatious celebration of wealth, the political ascendancy of the richest third of the
population and a glorification of capitalism, free markets and finance.” 3

Nothing like this has been written about the Clinton administration. However, jour-
nalist Bob Woodward’s account of Clinton’s first year in office argues that many promises
made in Clinton’s “Putting People First” program were sacrificed to satisfy the demands
of Wall Street.!* Reflecting on the source of real power, Clinton’s 1992 campaign man-
ager, James Carville, reportedly told Woodward that, ‘I used to think if there was rein-
carnation, ] wanted to come back as the president or the pope or a 400 baseball hitter.
But now I want to come back as the bond market. You can intimidate everybody.”!®

Flite theorists maintain that who holds office in Washington is of marginal conse-
quence; the corporate giants always have the power. Clearly, most people in politics
would disagree with this view, noting that it did make a difference that Bush was elected
in 2000 rather than Gore. According to Gore’s promises in 2000, for example, the wealth-




Chapter 1 Introducing Government in America 19

iest Americans would have received no tax cuts had he become president, whereas under
President Bush the wealthy and the middle class alike were granted tax cuts.

Hyperpluralism. A third theory, hyperpluralism, offers a different critique of plural-
ism. Hyperpluralism is pluralism gone sour. In this view, groups are so strong that gov-
emnment is weakened, as the influence of many groups cripples government’s ability to
make policy. Hyperpluralism states that many groups—not just the elite ones—are so
strong that government is unable to act.

Whereas pluralism maintains that input from groups is a good thing for the polit-
ical decision-making process, hyperpluralism asserts that there are too many ways for
groups to control policy. Our fragmented political system containing governments
with overlapping jurisdictions is one major factor that contributes to hyperpluralism.
Too many governments can make it hard to coordinate policy implementation. Any
policy requiring the cooperation of the national, state, and local levels of government
can be hampered by the reluctance of any one of them.

According to hyperpluralists, groups have become sovereign and government is
merely their servant. Groups that lose policymaking battles in Congress these days do not
give up the battle; they carry it to the courts. Recently, the number of cases brought to
state and federal courts has soared. Ecologists use legal procedures to delay construction
projects they feel will damage the environment; businesses take federal agencies to court
to fight the implementation of regulations that will cost them money; labor unions go to
court to secure injunctions against policies they fear will cost them jobs; civil liberties
groups go to court to defend the rights of people who are under investigation for possi-
ble terrorist activities. The courts have become one more battleground in which policies
can be effectively opposed as each group tries to bend policy to suit its own purposes.

These powerful groups divide the government and its authority. Hyperpluralist
theory holds that government gives in to every conceivable interest and single-issue
group. When politicians try to placate every group, the result is confusing, contradic-
tory, and muddled policy—if politicians manage to make policy at all. Like elite and
class theorists, hyperpluralist theorists suggest that the public interest is rarely trans-
lated into public policy.

Challenges to Democracy

Regardless of which theory is most convincing, there are a number of continuing chal-
lenges to democracy. Many of these challenges apply to American democracy as well
as to the fledgling democracies around the world.

Increased Technical Expertise. Traditional democratic theory holds that ordinary cit-
izens have the good sense to reach political judgments and that government has the
capacity to act on those judgments. Today, however, we live in a society of experts, whose
technical knowledge overshadows the knowledge of the general population. What, after
all, does the average citizen —however conscientious—know about eligibility criteria for
welfare, agricultural price supports, foreign competition, and the hundreds of other issues
that confront government each year? Years ago, the power of the few—the elite—might
have been based on property holdings. Today, the elite are likely to be those who com-
mand knowledge, the experts. Even the most rigorous democratic theory does not
demand that citizens be experts on everything; but as human knowledge has expanded, it
has become increasingly difficult for individual citizens to make well-informed decisions.

Limited Participation in Government. When, citizens do not seem to take their cit-
izenship seriously, democracy’s defenders worty. There is plenty of evidence that
Americans know little about who their leaders are, much less about their policy deci-
sions, as we will discuss at length in Chapter 6. Furthermore, Americans do not take
full advantage of their opportunities to shape government or select its leaders. Limited

hyperpluralism

A theoty of government and politics
contending that groups are so strong
that government is weakened.
Hyperpluralism is an extreme,
exaggerated, or perverted form of
pluralism. Compare elite and class
theory, pluralist theory, and
traditional democratic theory.




