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Preface to the
Third Edition

The study of politics is itself a political act, containing little that
is neutral. True, we can all agree on certain “neutral” facts about
the structure of government and the like. However, the textbook
that does not venture much beyond these minimal descriptions will
offend few readers but also will interest few. The truth is that any
determined pursuit of how and why things happen as they do draws
us into highly controversial subject areas.

Most textbooks pretend to a neutrality they do not really possess.
In fact, the standard textbooks are not objective but merely conven-
tional. They depict the status quo and propagate an acceptance of
things as they are, fortifying the orthodox notions and myths about
American politics while avoiding any serious attempt to explain the
injustices and inequities that are the realities of socio-political life.

Democracy for the Few offers an alternative interpretation, one
that students are not likely to get in elementary school, high school
or most of their college courses, or in the mass media or popular po-
litical literature. The book directs critical attention to the existing
practices and institutional arrangements of the American political
system (who governs, what governs and how?) and critical analysis
of the outputs of that system (who gets what?).

I have attempted to blend several approaches. Thus, although
the book might be considered an alternative text to the standard
works, much attention is given to traditional political institutions.
The Constitution, Congress, the presidency, the Supreme Court, po-
litical parties, elections and the law enforcement system are treated
in some detail. However, the presentation is organized within a con-
sistent analytic framework so that the nuts and bolts of the various
institutions are seen not just as a collection of incidentals to be mem-
orized for the final examination but as components of a larger sys-
tem, serving certain interests in specific ways. When the institu-
tional, formalistic features of American government are put into an
overall framework that relates them to the realities of political pow-
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viii / Preface

er and interest, they are more likely to be remembered by the stu-
dent because their function and effect are better understood.

In addition, the book devotes considerable attention to the his-
torical development of American politics, particularly in regard to
the making of the Constitution and the growing role of government.
The major eras of reform are investigated with the intent of develop-
ing a more critical understanding of gradualism in American pol-
itics.

A major emphasis in this book is placed on the politico-economic
aspects of public policy. The significance of government, after all,
lies not in its structure or symmetry as such, but in what it does. And
in describing what government does, I have included a good deal of
information not ordinarily found in the standard texts. I have done
this because it makes little sense to talk about the “policy process™ as
something abstracted from its content and substance, and because
students are often poorly informed about politico-economic issues.
But again, this descriptive information on who gets what, when and
how is presented with the intent of drawing the reader to an in-
quiry, an analysis and an overall synthesis of American political re-
ality.

This third edition contains a great deal of updated information
and, I believe, a more highly developed interpretation of such things
as the systemic role of the presidency, how Congress operates, the
new strength of corporate interest groups, the environmental strug-
gle, and the crisis within the political economy. These issues are like-
ly to be the major ones of the 1980s. Every chapter and almost every
page have been reworked with an eye to bringing as much new data
to the reader as possible in as clear and readable a way as the limita-
tions of space and talent allow. My hope is that this new edition of
the book proves to be as useful a tool for the student and the lay
reader as were the earlier ones.

For this third edition I once more enjoyed the conscientious as-
sistance of the staff at St. Martin’s Press, including Thomas Broad-
bent, Ellen Wynn, Michael Weber and especially Bertrand Lummus.
It goes without saying that Bert Lummus’s professional competence,
experience and sly humor were almost always assets.

Bruce Andrews of Fordham University worked over every page
of the manuscript of the third edition, doing as superb a job of re-
viewing as any author might wish. To him I owe a special expression
of gratitude.

On short notice Jerome Hanus of American University generous-
ly provided me with some expert guidance for one of the chapters.
My thanks also go to the many fine people at the Institute for Policy
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Studies in Washington, D.C., for making their already crowded fa-
cilities and their abundant good will available to me. Gretchen Mc-
Evoy, Laurie Wimmer and Nora Lachman also assisted me in vari-
ous ways, making the eight-month task of writing this revision a
lighter and more pleasant one.

The personal inscription remains the same: To Clara and Samuel
Hendel, one of the very nicest and best teams in the academic world.
Their friendship and support, extending back over many years, have
helped me in ways that go beyond the confines of scholarship. In re-
turn they have my lasting appreciation. Now into his second or third
“retirement,” Sam Hendel continues to provide several generations
of his former students with the kind of encouragement and guidance
we need, and he himself remains an active advocate of the best dem-
ocratic principles. I hope this book measures up to the standards he
has set.

Michael Parenti
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1

The Study
of Politics

Who governs in the United States? Whose interests are
served by the American political system? Who gets what, when,
how and why? Who pays and in what ways? These are the questions
investigated in this book. American government as portrayed in
most textbooks bears little resemblance to actual practice. What
many of us were taught in school might be summarized as follows:

1. The United States was founded by persons dedicated to build-
ing a nation for the good of all its citizens. A Constitution was
fashioned to limit authority and check abuses of power. Over the
generations it has proven to be a “living document” which,
through reinterpretation and amendment, has served us well.

2. The nation’s political leaders, the president and the Congress,
are for the most part responsive to the popular will. The people’s
desires are registered through periodic elections, political parties
and a free press. Decisions are made by small groups of persons
within the various circles of government, but these decision-
makers are kept in check by each other’s power and by their need
to satisfy the electorate in order to remain in office. The people
do not rule but they select those who do. Thus government deci-
sions are grounded in majority rule—subject to the restraints im-
posed by the Constitution for the protection of minority rights.

3. The United States is a nation of many different social, eco-
nomic, ethnic and regional groups, which make varied and com-
peting demands on public officeholders. The role of government
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2 / Democracy for the Few

is to act as a mediator of these conflicting demands, attempting
to formulate policies that benefit the public. Most decisions are
compromises that seldom satisfy all interested parties but usually
allow for a working consensus; hence every group has a say and
no one chronically dominates.

4. These institutional arrangements have given us a government
of laws and not of men which, while far from perfect, allows for
a fairly high degree of popular participation and a slow but
steady advance toward a more prosperous and equitable society.

THE POLITICO-ECONOMIC SYSTEM

In recent years many Americans have begun to question whether the
political system works as described above. With the persistence of
poverty, unemployment, inflation, overseas interventions, gargan-
tuan military budgets, crises in our transportation, health, educa-
tional and welfare systems, environmental devastation, deficient
consumer and worker protection, increased taxes, a growing na-
tional debt, municipal bankruptcies, urban decay, widespread
crime in the streets and in high public places—many persons find it
difficult to believe that the best interests of the American people are
being served by the existing political system.

The central theme of this book is that our government represents
the privileged few rather than the needy many, and that elections,
political parties and the right to speak out are seldom effective mea-
sures against the influences of corporate wealth. The laws of our
polity operate chiefly with undemocratic effect because they are
written principally to advance the interests of the haves at the ex-
pense of the have-nots and because even if equitable in appearance,
they usually are enforced in highly discriminatory ways. Further-
more, it will be argued that this “democracy for the few” is not a
product of the venality of officeholders as such but a reflection of
how the resources of power are distributed within the entire polit-
ico-economic system. The chapters ahead treat various aspects of
that system, including the structure of the corporate economy, the
distribution of wealth and want, the dominant value system, the
outputs and costs of public policy (who benefits, who pays), the role
of the mass media, the uses of law and order, militarism and foreign
policy, and the functions of voting, elections, political parties, pres-
sure groups, the Constitution, Congress, the presidency, the courts
and the federal bureaucracy.

This investigation might be described as holistic; it recognizes,
rather than denies, the linkages between various components of the
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whole politico-economic system. When we study any one part of
that system, be it the media or the courts, lobbying or criminal
justice, overseas intervention or environmental policy, we will see
how that part reflects the nature of the whole and how it serves to
maintain the larger system—especially the system’s overriding dom-
inant class interests. We will also see that issues and problems are
not isolated, unrelated happenings, even though they are usually
treated that way by the news media and various political commen-
tators. Rather, they are interrelated, being the causes and effects of
each other in direct and indirect ways. This will become more evi-
dent as we investigate the actual components of the political system
in some detail.

As the term is used here, the “political system” refers to the exec-
utive, legislative and judicial institutions of government along with
the political parties, elections, laws, lobbyists and private-interest
groups that affect public policy. One of my conclusions is that the
distinction between “public” and “private” is often an artificial one.
Public agencies are heavily under the influence of private-interest
groups, and there are private interests, like some defense companies,
that depend completely on the public treasure for their profits and
survival.

The decisions made by government are called “policy” decisions.
One characteristic of policy decisions is that they are seldom, if ever,
neutral. They almost always benefit some interests more than
others, entailing social costs that are rarely equally distributed. The
shaping of a budget, the passage of a piece of legislation and the de-
velopment of an administrative program are all policy decisions, all
political decisions, and there is no way to execute them with neutral
effect. If the wants of all persons could be automatically satisfied,
there would be no need to set priorities and give some interests
precedence over others, indeed, no need for policies or politics as the
words have just been used.

“Politics” herein refers to the play of forces bearing upon the
public decision-making process and the interplay of public and pri-
vate power, group demands and class interest. The way prisons and
mental institutions are run, for instance, is not only an administra-
tive matter but a political one, involving the application of a par-
ticular ideology about normality, authority and social control,
which is protective of certain interests and suppressive of others.!

“Politics” can be used in something other than the interest-group
sense. Among socialists, for instance, “politics” signifies not only the

1. See the section in chapter 9 entitled “Mind-Controls for Law and Order.”
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competition among groups within the present system but also the
struggle to change the entire politico-economic structure, not only
the desire to achieve predefined ends but the struggle to redefine
ends by exposing what socialists consider to be the injustices of the
capitalist system and by posing alternatives to it.2

Along with discussing the political system as such, I will fre-
quently refer to “the politico-economic system.” Politics today
covers every kind of issue, from abortion to school prayers, but the
bulk of public policy is concerned with economic matters. The most
important document the government produces each year is the
budget. Probably the two most vital functions of government are
taxing and spending. Certainly they are necessary conditions for
everything else it does, whether it be delivering the mail or making
war. The very organization of the federal government reflects the
close involvement the state has with the economy: thus one finds the
departments of Commerce, Labor, Agriculture, Interior, Transpor-
tation, and Treasury, and the Federal Trade Commission, the Na-
tional Labor Relations Board, the Interstate Commerce Com-
mission, the Federal Communications Commission, the Securities
and Exchange Commission, and so on. Most of the committees in
Congress can be identified according to their economic functions,
the most important having to do with taxation and appropriations.

If so much of this study of American government seems con-
cerned with economic matters, it is because that’s what government
is mostly about. Nor should this relationship be surprising. Politics
and economics are but two sides of the same coin. Economics is con-
cerned with the allocation of scarce resources for competing ends,
involving conflicts between social classes, and among groups and
individuals within classes. Much of politics is a carry-over of this
same struggle. Both politics and economics deal with questions af-
fecting the material survival, prosperity and well-being of millions
of people; both deal with the first conditions of social life itself.

One of the central propositions of this book is that there exists a
close relationship between political power and economic wealth. As

2. However, socialists frequently will engage in political struggles for immediate
goals, such as agitating against government oppression and U.S. militarism at home
and abroad, and supporting progressive causes like environmental protection, human
services and labor struggles. They do so because they are interested in alleviating the
plight of oppressed people even if only in marginal ways and they wish to contain the
ruling powers of the center-right forces as much as possible. Also, through such strug-
gles they seek to heighten political consciousness and to develop ways of fighting the
abuses of capitalism. Even when running their own candidates, most socialists see elec-
tion campaigns primarily as a way of alerting voters to the evasive and deceptive qual-
ities of the major candidates and as a means of creating a dialogue that goes beyond
mainstream politics.



