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PREFACE TO THE FIFTH EDITION

In the first edition of Taking Sides we said:

The purpose of this book is to make a modest contribution toward the
revival of political dialogue in America. What we propose to do is to ex-
amine some leading issues in American politics from the perspective of
sharply opposed points of view. We have tried to select authors who argue
their points vigorously but in such a way as to enhance our understanding
of the issue.

For each issue we have selected a pair of essays, one pro and one con.
We hope the reader will examine each position carefully and then take
sides.

The success of our first four editions has encouraged us to bring out
this fifth, revised and expanded, version of Taking Sides. We have
revised many issues, including the issues on Congress (Issue 4), war
powers (Issue 5), the Supreme Court (Issue 7), the media (Issue 8), affir-
mative action (Issue 11), welfare (Issue 13), pornography (Issue 14),
church and state (Issue 16), and Central America (Issue 17). We have
added three new issues, ‘“‘comparable worth” (Issue 12), terrorism (lssue
18), and the ‘““Star Wars” debate (Issue 19). We have revised and
brought up to date a number of our introductions and postscripts. We
have also revised our introductory essay.

Despite these revisions, our basic thesis remains unchanged. We be-
lieve in public dialogue. We are convinced that the best way to guard
against narrow-mindedness and fanaticism is to bring opposing views
together and let them clash.

This does not mean that we consider all points of view to be equal.
On the contrary, we encourage our readers to become partisans, as long
as they support their positions with logic and facts, are able to make
reasonable replies to opposing arguments, and are willing to revise their
views if they are proven wrong.

The reader who has thoughtfully examined two antithetical views, each
of which is expressed with all the evidence and eloquence that an in-
formed advocate can bring to bear upon the argument, will also perceive
that there are positions between and beyond the sharply differentiated
essays that he or she has read.

In one sense, our approach resembles a series of formal debates of
the kind conducted by debating teams and moot law courts. In another
and more important sense, however, the conflicting arguments of this
book represent something quite different. A debate is an intellectual
game, in which opposition is explicit but artificial. By contrast, the es-




says included here were rarely written in direct response to one another.
More important, they are public statements about real issues; both the
political participants and the commentators are seeking the widest sup-
port for their positions. In every instance we have chosen what we be-
lieve to be an appropriate and well-reasoned statement by a committed
advocate. If the argument contains an element of passion as well as rea-
son, it is an element the student of American politics cannot afford to ig-
nore. However, passion with substance is very different from empty
rhetoric.

Although we have attempted in the Introduction to indicate the major
alignments in American politics, a reflective reader of these essays will
certainly realize that merely ascribing a label to a position will not dis-
pose of it. Every analysis presented here has merit, insofar as it reflects
some sense of political reality and represents a viewpoint shared by
some Americans, and each analysis therefore demands to be dealt with
on its own merits.

We hope that the reader who confronts lively and thoughtful state-
ments on vital issues will be stimulated to ask critical questions about
American politics. What are the highest-priority issues with which the
government must deal today? What positions should be taken on these
issues? What should be the attitude of Americans toward their govern-
ment? To what extent, if any, does government need to be changed?
How should it be organized in order to achieve the goals we set for it?
What are these goals? We are convinced that a healthy, stable democra-
cy requires a citizenry that considers these questions and participates—
however indirectly—in answering them. The alternative is apathy, passivi-
ty, and, sooner or later, the rule of tyrants.
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INTRODUCTION: LABELS AND
ALIGNMENTS IN AMERICAN POLITICS

Stanley Feingold
George McKenna

According to the polisters, Americans are becoming increasingly reluc-
tant to call themselves “liberals.”” More and more prefer the term
“moderate,” and a considerable number call themselves “‘conservatives.”
Yet this apparent shift away from “liberalism” may be misleading. Liberal
commentators point out that Americans may not call themselves “liberal”
but they are liberal on many key issues. Conservative commentators dis-
pute that claim. They point out that the American people have twice
elected Ronald Reagan to the presidency—the second time by a mas-
sive landslide—and have given him the highest approval ratings given to
any president since Franklin Roosevelt. Reagan has been calling himself
a “conservative” for a generation, and his behavior in office generally
fits the “‘conservative” mold, so the American people have made more
than a purely semantic shift away from liberalism. To this argument the
liberals have a rejoinder: Americans may like Ronald Reagan, but they
don’t like his philosophy; indeed, liberals say, Reagan played down his
“conservatism” in order to get reelected. His technique, which is the
hallmark of all successful American politicians, is to paint his opponents
into the corner, make them look like far-out “radicals,” while characteriz-
ing himself as a “moderate” and a supporter of a “pluralistic’’ America.

Liberal, conservative, moderate, radical, pluralist—do these terms have
any meaning? They may be useful to politicians and pollisters, but do
they help us to understand opposing views on the major issues that face
America today? We believe that they do, but that they must be used
thoughtfully. Otherwise, the terms may end up obscuring or oversimplify-
ing positions. Our purpose in this Introduction is to explore the basic,
core meanings of the terms in order to make them useful to us as
citizens.

LIBERALS VERSUS CONSERVATIVES: AN OVERVIEW

The underlying distinction between liberals and conservatives grows
out of their respective views of human nature. Liberals tend toward opti-
mism, conservatives toward pessimism (conservatives would say real-
ism). In the eighteenth century, Jonathan Swift, author of Gulliver’s Trav-
els, expressed a conservative attitude when he said: “| hate and detest
that animal called man, although | heartily love John, Peter, Thornas,
and so forth.” Shakespeare, on the other hand, anticipated the liberal
view in an exclamation by one of his characters: “What a piece of work
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is man! How noble in reason, how infinite in faculties!” (Hamlet, Act, II
scene ii). Liberals have sometimes even believed in the perfectibility of
humankind and have thus emphasized the need for education, a free
press, political participation, and other stimuli to the mind and spirit.
Although these liberal hopes have usually proven to be excessive, they
have produced important social and political changes: universal public
education, the extension of suffrage, primary elections, the secret ballot,
and special programs to extend cultural opportunities to the poor. Liber-
als contend that there are virtually no limits to what people can under-
stand and do, given a decent environment. In the Middle Ages, limitless
intelligence was thought to be the property of angels; today’s liberals
seek to extend it to all human beings.

Conservatives scorn what they consider to be the illusions of liberals.
They believe that people have limited capacities for elevating their minds
and spirits, and that, limited as these capacities are, they are even more
limited in some people than in others. Conservatives contend that there
is a kind of natural hierarchy among people. Even American conserva-
tives will somtimes voice some skepticism about the chief premise of the
Declaration of Independence: that “all men are created equal.”’ In terms
of individual talent, conservatives believe, people are not created equal;
some are naturally more intelligent than others. Conservatives tend to
assume that it is the few, rather than the many, who have the mental ca-
pacity for higher education and political participation. American conser-
vatism does not imply a yearning for the return of feudalism or govern-
ment by kings or clergy, but it does inveigh against “mobocracy” and
expresses concern about what happens to the political process when
“the masses” get involved in it. “The time is not distant,” said Gouver-
neur Morris at the Constitutional Convention of 1787, “when this country
will abound with mechanics and manufacturers who will receive their
bread from their employers. Will such men be secure and faithful guardi-
ans of liberty?”” He doubted it. In more recent times, political scientist
Robert Dahl has remarked that when the masses get into politics, “emo-
tion rises and reasoned discussion declines.” Though Dabhl is better
characterized as a “pluralist” (a term to be explained presently) than as
a conservative, his view of the masses is compatible with the conserva-
tive outlook.

Let us examine, very briefly, the historical evolution of the terms “liber-
alism” and “conservatism.” By examining the roots of these terms, we
can see how these philosophies have adapted themselves to changing
times. In that way, we can avoid using the terms rigidly, without refer-
ence to the particular contexts in which liberalism and conservatism
have operated over the past two centuries.

Classical Liberalism

The classical root of the term “liberalism” is the Latin word libertas,
meaning “liberty” or “freedom.” In the early nineteenth century, liberals
dedicated themselves to freeing individuals from all unnecessary and op-
pressive obligations to authority—whether the authority came from the
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church or the state. They opposed the licensing and censorship of the
press, the punishment of heresy, the “establishment” of religion and any
attempt to dictate “orthodoxy” in matters of opinion. In economics, liber-
als opposed state monopolies and other constraints upon competition
between private businesses. At this point in its development, liberalism
defined “freedom” primarily in terms of freedom from. It appropriated the
French term laissez-faire, which literally means “leave to be.” Leave peo-
ple alone! That was the spirit of liberalism in its early days. It wanted
government to stay out of people’s lives and to play a modest role in
general. Thomas Jefferson summed up this concept when he said: “I
am no friend of energetic government. It is always oppressive.”

Despite their suspicion of government, classical liberals invested high
hopes in the political process. By and large, they were great believers in
democracy. They believed in widening the suffrage to include every
white male, and some of them were prepared to enfranchise women and
blacks as well. Although liberals occasionally worried about “the tyranny
of the majority,” they were more prepared to trust the masses than to
trust a permanent, entrenched elite. Then, as now, liberal social policy
was dedicated to fulfilling every human potential and was based on the
assumption that this often-hidden potential is enormous. Human beings,
liberals argued, were basically good and reasonable. Evil and irrationality
were believed to be caused by “outside” influences; they were the result
of a bad social environment. A liberal commonwealth, therefore, was one
which would remove the hindrances to the full flowering of the human
personality.

The basic vision of liberalism has not changed since the nineteenth
century. What has changed is the way it is applied to modern society. In
that respect, liberalism has changed dramatically. Today, instead of
regarding government with suspicion, liberals welcome government as
an instrument to serve the people. The change in philosophy began in
the latter years of the nineteenth century, when businesses—once small,
independent operations—began to grow into giant structures that over-
whelmed individuals and sometimes even overshadowed the state in
power and wealth. At that time, liberals began reconsidering their com-
mitment to the /aissez-faire philosophy. If the state can be an oppressor,
asked liberals, can’t big business also oppress people? By then, many
were convinced that commercial and industrial monopolies were crush-
ing the souls and bodies of the working classes. The state, formerly the
villain, now was viewed by liberals as a potential savior. The concept of
“freedom” was transformed into something more than a negative free-
dom from; the term began to take on a positive meaning. It meant
“realizing one’s full potential.” Toward this end, liberals believed, the
state could prove to be a valuable instrument. It could educate children,
protect the health and safety of workers, help people through hard times,
promote a healthy economy, and—when necessary—force business to
act more humanely and responsibly. Thus was born the movement that
culminated in “New Deal liberalism.”
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New Deal Liberalism

In the United States, the argument in favor of state intervention did not
win a truly popular constituency until after the Great Depression of the
1930s began to be felt deeply. The disastrous effects of a depression
that left a quarter of the work force unemployed opened the way to a
new administration—and a promise. ‘I pledge you, | pledge myself,”
Franklin D. Roosevelt said when accepting the Democratic nomination in
1932, “to a new deal for the American people.” Roosevelt’s New Deal
was an attempt to effect relief and recovery from the depression; it em-
ployed a variety of means, including welfare programs, public works and
business regulation—most of which involved government intervention in
the economy. The New Deal liberalism relied on democratic government
to liberate people from poverty, oppression, and economic exploitation.
At the same time, the New Dealers claimed to be as zealous as the
classical liberals in defending political and civil liberties.

The common element in /aissez-faire liberalism and welfare state liber-
alism is their dedication to the goal of realizing the full potential of each
individual. Some still questioned whether this was best done by minimiz-
ing state involvement or whether it sometimes required an activist state.
The New Dealers took the latter view, though they prided themselves on
being pragmatic and experimental about their activism. During the hey-
day of the New Deal, a wide variety of programs were tried and—if
found wanting—abandoned. All decent means should be tried, they be-
lieved, even if it meant dilution of ideological purity. The Roosevelt ad-
ministration, for example, denounced bankers and businessmen in cam-
paign rhetoric but worked very closely with them while trying to extricate
the nation from the Depression. This set a pattern of pragmatism that
New Dealers from Harry Truman to Lyndon Johnson emulated.

New Politics Liberalism

New Politics liberalism emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s as a
more militant and uncompromising movement than the New Deal had
ever been. The civil rights’ slogan, “Freedom Now,” expressed the mood
of the New Politics. The Vietnam peace movement demanded “uncondi-
tional” withdrawal from Vietnam. The young university graduates who
filled the ranks of the New Politics had come from an environment where
“non-negotiable” demands were issued to college deans by leaders of
sit-in protests. There was more than youthful arrogance in the New Polit-
ics movement, however; there was a pervasive belief that America had
lost, had compromised away, much of its idealism. The New Politics
liberals sought to recover some of that spirit by linking up with an older
tradition of militant reform, which went back to the time of the Revolu-
tion. These new liberals saw themselves as the authentic heirs of Tom
Paine and Henry David Thoreau, of the abolitionists, the radical
populists, the suffragettes, and the great progressive reformers of the
early twentieth century.

While New Deal liberals concentrated almost exclusively on bread-and-
butter issues such as unemployment and poverty, the New Politics liber-
als introduced what came to be known as “social issues” into the politi-
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cal arena. These included: the repeal of laws against abortion, the liber-
alization of laws against homosexuality and pornography, the establish-
ment of affirmative action programs to ensure increased hiring of minori-
ties and women, and passage of the Equal Rights Amendment. In for-
eign policy too, New Politics liberals departed from the New Deal agen-
da. Because they had keener memories of the unpopular, and (for them)
unjustified war in Vietnam than of World War |l, they became “doves,” in
contrast to the general “hawkishness” of the New Dealers. They are
skeptical of any claim that the United States must be the leader of the
“free world,” and they emphatically reject the notion that America must
seek superiority in armaments over the Soviet Union. They are not isola-
tionists (of all the political groups in America, they are probably the most
supportive of the United Nations), and they claim to be as concerned as
any other group that America’s defenses be adequate. They minimize,
however, the danger to the West of an outright Soviet invasion. The real
danger, they argue, comes not from Soviet military advances but from
mutual miscalculations that could lead to a nuclear holocaust. All of the
above issues are touched upon in this book.

The schism between New Deal liberalism and New Politics liberalism
was evident during the 1984 Democratic primaries. Walter Mondale was
the candidate of organized labor, remaining old-style Democratic organi-
zation leaders, senior citizens, and others who saw the battle against the
Republicans primarily in terms of economic welfare issues. Mondale’s
candidacy, then, had overtones of New Deal liberalism. Gary Hart, on
the other hand, seemed to be most popular with “yuppies” (young urban
professionals), who had come of age during the 1960s and early 1970s.
They saw economic aid to the needy as only one of a number of issues.
“Social issues” such as environmental problems, feminist concerns,
America’s involvement in Central America, and, more generally, the need
to be “modern” and ‘“relevant” were high on their agenda. In his con-
vention speech, Hart proclaimed that “it is better to be mistaken than to
be irrelevant.”

Most of the voters following the campaign were aware that the differ-
ences between Mondale and Hart were more matters of style than of
substance. Both subscribed to all of the “social issues” positions of the
New Politics. Both favored gay rights, legalized abortion, the Equal
Rights Amendment, and affirmative action programs. Indeed, these posi-
tions were written into the 1984 Democratic platform by a committee
controlled by Mondale delegates. Hart lost the nomination, but his “yup-
pie” constituency—or at least its philosophy on “social issues’—has
been increasingly dominant in the leadership circles of the Democratic
party. For example, in 1984 Ann Lewis, political director of the Democrat-
ic National Committee, said, “Gay rights is no longer a debatable issue
within the Democratic party.” Before 1972, it would have been a highly
debatable issue; in 1968, it would have been unthinkable to even men-
tion such an issue.

Conservatism
Like liberalism, conservatism has undergone historical transformation
in America. Just as early American liberals (represented by Thomas
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Jefferson) espoused less government, early conservatives (whose earli-
est leaders were Alexander Hamilton and John Adams) urged govern-
ment support of economic enterprise and government intervention on be-
half of privileged groups. By the time of the New Deal, and in reaction to
the growth of the welfare state since that time, conservatives have ar-
gued strongly that more government means more unjustified interference
in citizens’ lives, more bureaucratic regulation of private conduct, more
inhibiting control of economic enterprise, more material advantage for
the less energetic and less able at the expense of those who are pre-
pared to work harder and better, and, of course, more taxes—taxes that
will be taken from those who earned the money and given to those who
have not earned it.

Contemporary conservatives are not always opposed to state interven-
tion. They may support larger military expenditures in order to protect
society against foreign enemies. They may also allow for some intrusion
into private life in order to protect society against internal subversion and
would pursue criminal prosecution zealously in order to protect society
against domestic violence. The fact is that few conservatives, and
perhaps fewer liberals, are absolute with respect to their views about the
power of the state. Both are quite prepared to use the state in order to
further their purposes. It is true that “activist” presidents such as Frank-
lin Roosevelt and John Kennedy were likely to be classified as liberals.
However, Richard Nixon was also an “activist,” and, although he does
not easily fit any classification, he was far closer to conservatism than to
liberalism. It is too easy to identify liberalism with statism and conser-
vatism with anti-statism; it is important to remember that it was liberal
Jefferson who counseled against “energetic government” and conserva-
tive Alexander Hamilton who designed bold powers for the new central
government and wrote: “Energy in the executive is a leading character
in the definition of good government.”

Neoconservatism and the New Right

Two newer varieties of conservatism have arisen to challenge the
dominant strain of conservatism that opposed the New Deal. Those who
call themselves (or have finally allowed themselves to be called) “neo-
conservatives” are recent converts to conservatism. Many of them are
former New Deal Democrats, and some like to argue that it is not they
who have changed; it is the Democratic party, which has allowed itself to
be taken over by advocates of the New Politics. However true that may
be, as neoconservatives they now emphasize themes that were largely
unspoken in their earlier views. They recognize, as did the New Dealers,
the legitimacy of social reform, but now they warn against carrying it too
far and creating an arrogant bureaucracy. They support equal opportuni-
ty, as they always did, but now they underscore the distinction between
equal opportunity and equality of result, which they identify as the goal
of affirmative action programs. Broadly speaking, neoconservatism
shares with the older variety of conservatism a high respect for tradition
and a view of human nature that some would call pessimistic. Neocon-
servatives, like all conservatives, are also deeply concerned about the
Communist threat to America. They advise shoring up America’s




