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POINTS OF VIEW



PREFACE TO THE
SECOND EDITION

In this the second edition of Points of View, we have either updated or
replaced selections for the following topics: federalism, voting, elections,
interest groups, Congress, the presidency, and civil liberties. These
changes have for the most part been dictated by the press of events. At the
same time, however, we have retained those articles not bound by the
passage of time.

The basic goals of the book remain the same, namely, to provide
students with a manageable number of selections which present readable,
thoughtful, and diverse perspectives across the broad range of subject
matter related to American government.

Morgantown, West Virginia R.E.D.
July 1982 A.S.H.



A NOTE TO
THE INSTRUCTOR

For some years now, both of us have jointly taught the introductory course
to American government. Each year we perused the crop of existing
readers, and while we adopted several different readers over this period,
we were not wholly satisfied with any of them. It is our feeling that the fifty
or so readers currently on the market suffer from one or more of the
following deficiencies: (1) Some contain selections which are difficult for
students to comprehend because of the sophistication of the argument, the
manner of expression, or both. (2) In many instances, readers do not cover
all of the topics typically treated in an introductory American Government
course. (3) In choosing selections for a given topic, editors do not always
show sufficient concern for how—or whether—one article under a topic
relates to other articles under the same topic. (4) Most readers contain too
many selections for each topic—indeed, in several cases the number of
selections for some topics exceeds ten. Readers are nearly always used in
conjunction with a textbook. Thus, to ask a student to read a lengthy
chapter—jammed with facts—from a textbook and then to read anywhere
from five to ten selections on the same topic from a reader is to demand
that students read more than they can reasonably absorb in a meaningful
way. Of course, an instructor need not assign all of the selections under a
given topic. At the same time, however, this approach justifiably disgrun-
tles students who, after purchasing a reader, discover that they may only
be asked to read one-half or two-thirds of it.

Instead of continuing to complain about what we considered to be the
limitations of existing American Government readers, we decided to try
our own hand at putting one together. In doing so, we were guided by the
following considerations:

Readability Quite obviously, students will not read dull, obtuse articles.
As well as having something important to say, we feel that each of the
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articles in Points of View is clearly written, well organized, and free of
needless jargon.

Comprehensiveness The sixteen topics included in Points of View consti-
tute all the major areas of concern that are typically treated in the standaid
introductory course to American Government.

Economy of Selections We decided, in most instances, to limit the number
of selections to two per topic, although we did include four selections for
some topics that we deemed especially important. The limitation on
selections will, we feel, maximize the possibility that students will read
them. It has been our experience that when students are assigned four,
five, or more selections under a given topic, they simply do not read them
all. In addition, by limiting the selections for each topic, there is a greater
likelihood that students will be able to associate an argument with the
author who made it.

Juxtaposition The two selections for each topic will take opposing or dif-
ferent points of view on some aspect of a given topic. This approach was
chosen for three reasons. First, we believe that student interest will be
enhanced by playing one article off against the other. Thus, the “interest”
quality of a given article will derive not only from its own content but also
from its juxtaposition with the other article. Second, we think it is impor-
tant to sensitize students to the fact that one’s perspective on an issue will
depend upon the values that he or she brings to it. Third, by having both
selections focus on a particular issue related to a given topic, the student
will have a greater depth of understanding about that issue. We think this
is preferable to having five or six selections under a topic, with each
selection focusing on a different aspect, and with the result that the student
ultimately is exposed to “a little of this and a little of that”’—that is, if the
student even bothers to read all five or six selections.

While the readers currently available take into account one or, in some
instances, several of the considerations identified above, we believe that
the uniqueness of Points of View lies in the fact that it has sought to
incorporate all of them.

Morgantown, West Virginia R.E.D.
February 1979 A5 H.
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CHAPTER ONE

DEMOCRACY

Any assessment of a society’s democratic character will be fundamentally deter-
mined by what the observer chooses to use as a definition of democracy. While the
concept of democracy has commanded the attention of political thinkers for cen-
turies, the following selections by Howard Zinn and Sidney Hook serve to
demonstrate that there continues to be considerable disagreement over its meaning.
Each of them has scanned the American scene and reached different conclusions
regarding the democratic character of our society. This difference of opinion is
explained primarily by the fact that each approaches his evaluation with a different
conception of what democracy is.

For Zinn, the definition of democracy includes not only criteria which bear
upon how decisions get made, but also upon what results from such decisions.
Specifically, he argues that such results must lead to a certain level of human
welfare within a society. In applying these criteria of human welfare to the United
States, he concludes that we fall short of the mark in several areas.

Although Sidney Hook is willing to acknowledge that democracy may indeed
function more smoothly in societies where the conditions of human welfare are
high, he insists that these conditions do not themselves constitute the definition of
democracy. Rather, he maintains that democracy is a process—a way of making
decisions. Whether such decisions lead to the conditions of human welfare that
Zinn prescribes is irrelevant. The crucial test, according to Hook, is whether or not
the people have the right, by majority rule, to make choices about the quality of
their lives—whatever those choices may be.



How Democratic Is
America?

Howard Zinn

To give a sensible answer to the question ““How democratic is America?” |
find it necessary to make three clarifying preliminary statements. First, I
want to define ““democracy,” not conclusively, but operationally, so we can
know what we are arguing about, or at least what I am talking about.
Second, I want to state what my criteria are for measuring the “how’” in the
question. And third, I think it necessary to issue a warning about how a
certain source of bias (although not the only source) is likely to distort our
judgments.

Our definition is crucial. This becomes clear if we note how relatively
easy is the answer to our question when we define democragy as a set of
formal institutions and let it go at that. If we describe as “democratic” a
Wtatwe system of government, with universal
suffrage, a bill of rights, and parWﬁon‘for office, it becomes easy to
ﬁwmmméﬁmw P
— Ifr'o’pgg-e’a’lsset of criteria for the description ““democratic” Wthh goes
beyond formal political institutions, to the quality of life in the society
(economic, social, psychological), beyond majority rule to a concern for
minorities, and beyond national boundaries to a global view of what is
meant by “the people,” in that rough, but essentially correct view of
democracy as “‘government of, by, and for the people.”

Let me list these criteria quickly, because I will go on to discuss them in
some detail later:

1. To what extent can various people in the society participate in those
decisions which affect their lives: decisions in the political process and
decisions in the economic structure?

From Howard Zinn, “How Democratic Is America?”’ in Robert A. Goldwin, ed., How
Democratic Is America? pp. 39-60 (Chicago: Rand McNally & Co., 1971). Used with permission
of Howard Zinn.
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2. As a corollary of the above: do people have equal access to the
information which they need to make important decisions?

3. Are the members of the society equally protected on matters of life and
death—in the most literal sense of that phrase?

4. Is there equality before the law: police, courts, the judicial process—as
well as equality with the law-enforcing institutions, so as to safeguard
equally everyone’s person, and his freedom from interference by
others, and by the government?

5. Is there equality in the distribution of available resources: those
economic goods necessary for health, life, recreation, leisure, growth?

6. Is there equal access to education, to knowledge and training, so as to
enable persons in the society to live their lives as fully as possible, to
enlarge their range of possibilities?

7. Is there freedom of expression on all matters, and equally for all, to
communicate with other members of the society?

8. Is there freedom for individuality in private life, in sexual relations,
family relations, the right of privacy?

9. To minimize regulation: do education and the culture in general foster
a spirit of cooperation and amity to sustain the above conditions?

10. As a final safety feature: is there opportunity to protest, to disobey the
laws, when the foregoing objectives are being lost—as a way of
restoring them?. ..

Two historical facts support my enlarged definition of demacracy. One
is that the industrialized Western societies have outgrown the ongmal
Wwwmmem that_c_gnstltunonal
and procedural tests sufficed for the ““democracy” that overthrew the old
order; cy was quite adequately fulfille he Bill o x
England at the time of the glorious Revolution, the Constitution of the
United States, and the declaration of the Rights of Man in France. It came

to be awm;mammm@wm@

by thfylﬁamhl_ffygmms—ln-ﬂthm s, the limitation t “democ-
racy " led to the reformist-and radical movements that grew gp,lmtheﬂest
in the mlddle and late nineteenth centuries. The other historical note is that

the new revolutions in our century, in Africa, Asia, Latin-America, while
Tejecting either in ‘whole or in part-the earlier revolutions, profess a similar
demgcratlc aim even broader rhetoric. .

My second preliminary point is on standards. By this I mean that we
can judge in several ways the fulfillment of these ten criteria I have listed.
We can measure the present against the past, so that if we find that in 1960
we are doing better in these matters than we were doing in 1860 or 1910,
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the society will get a good grade for its “democracy.” I would abjure such
an approach because it supports complacency. With such a standard,
Russians in 1910 could point with pride to how much progress they had
made towards parliamentary democracy; as Russians in 1969 can point to
their progress towards freedom of expression; as Americans could point in
1939 to how far they had come towards solving the problem of economic
equality; as Americans in the South could point in 1950 to the progress of
the southern Negro.

Or, we could measure our democracy against other places in the
world. Given the high incidence of tyranny in the world, polarization of
wealth, and lack of freedom of expression, the United States, even with
very serious defects, could declare itself successful. Again, the result is to
let us all off easily; some of our most enthusiastic self-congratulation is
based on such a standard.

On the other hand, we could measure our democracy against an ideal
(even if admittedly unachievable) standard. I would argue for such an
approach, because, in what may seem to some a paradox, the ideal
standard is the pragmatic one; it affects what we do. To grade a student on
the basis of an improvement over past performance is justifiable if the
intention is to encourage someone discouraged about his ability. But if he is
rather pompous about his superiority in relation to other students (and I
suggest this is frequently true of Americans evaluating American ““democ-
racy”’), and if in addition he is a medical student about to graduate into a
world ridden with disease, it would be best to judge him by an ideal
standard. That might spur him to an improvement fast enough to save
lives. . ..

My third preliminary point is a caution based on the obvious fact that
we make our appraisals through the prism of our own status in society.
This is particularly important in assessing democracy, because, if “democ-
racy”’ refers to the condition of masses of people, and if we as the assessors
belong to a number of elites, we will tend (and I am not declaring an
inevitability, just warning of a tendency) to see the present situation in
America more benignly than it deserves. To be more specific, if democracy
requires a keen awareness of the condition of black people, of poor people,
of young people, of that majority of the world who are not American—and
we are white, prosperous, beyond draft age, and American—then we have
a number of pressures tending to dull our sense of inequity. We are, if not
doomed to err, likely to err on the side of complacency—and we should try
to take this into account in making our judgments.

1. PARTICIPATION IN DECISIONS

We need to recognize first, that whatever decisions are made politically are
made by representatives of one sort or another: state legislators, con-
gressmen, senators, and other elected officials; governors and presidents;
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also by those appointed by elected officials, like Supreme Court justices.
These are important decisions, affecting our lives, liberties, and ability to
pursue happiness. Congress and the president decide on the tax structure,
which affects the distribution of resources. They decide how to spend the
monies received, whether or not we go to war; who serves in the armed
forces; what behavior is considered a crime; which crimes are prosecuted
and which are not. They decide what limitations there should be on our
travel, or on our right to speak freely. They decide on the availability of
education and health services.

If representation by its very nature is undemocratic, as [ would argue,
this is an important fact for our evaluation. Representati vernment is
closer to democracy than monarchy, and for this reason it has been hailed a
“one of the great political advances of modern times; yet, it is only a step in.-
‘the direction of democracy, at its best. It has certain inherent flaws—
“pointed out by Rousseau in the eighteenth century, Victor Considerant in
the nineteenth century, Robert Michels in the beginning of the twentieth
century, Hannah Arendt in our own time. No representative can
adequately represent another’s needs; the representative tends to become a
member of a special elite; he has privileges which weaken his sense of
concern at others’ grievances; the passions of the troubled lose force (as
Madison noted in The Federalist 10) as they are filtered through the
representative system; the elected official develops an expertise which
tends towards its own perpetuation. Leaders develop what Michels called
““a mutual insurance contract’ against the rest of society. . ..

If only radicals pointed to the inadequacy of the political processes in
the United States, we might be suspicious. But established political scien-
tists of a moderate bent talk quite bluntly of the limitations of the voting
system in the United States. Robert Dahl, in A Preface to Democratic Theory,
drawing on the voting studies of American political scientists, concludes
that ““political activity, at least in the United States, is positively associated
to a significant extent with such variables as income, socio-economic
status, and education.” He says:

By their propensity for political passivity the poor and uneducated disfranchise
themselves. . . . Since they also have less access than the wealthy to the
organizational, financial, and propaganda resources that weigh so heavily in
campaigns, elections, legislative, and executive decisions, anything like equal
control over government policy is triply barred to the members of Madison’s
unpropertied masses. They are barred by their relative greater inactivity, by
their relatively limited access to resources, and by Madison’s nicely contrived
system of constitutional checks.?

Dahl thinks that our society is essentially democratic, but this is
because he expects very little. (His book was written in the 1950s, when
lack of commotion in the society might well have persuaded him that no
one else expected much more than he did.) Even if democracy were to be
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superficially defined as ‘“majority rule,” the United States would not fulfill
that, according to Dahl, who says that “on matters of specific policy, the
majority rarely rules.”? After noting that “the election is the critical
technique for insuring that governmental leaders will be relatively respon-
sive to non-leaders,” he goes on to say that “it is important to notice how
little a national election tells us about the preferences of majorities. Strictly
speaking, all an election reveals is the first preferences of some citizens
among the candidates standing for office.”? About 40 per cent of the

otential voters in-national elections, and about 60 percent of the voters in
@?ﬁ@wd this cannot be attributed, Dahl says, simply
to indi fice. And if, as Dahl points out, “in no large nation state can
elections tell us much about the preferences of majorities and minorities,”
this is “even more true of the interelection period.” . ..

Dahl goes on to assert that the election process and interelection
activity “are crucial processes for insuring that political leaders will be
somewhat responsive to the preferences of some ordinary citizens.”* [ submit
(the emphasized words are mine) that if an admirer of democracy in
America can say no more than this, democracy is not doing very well.

Dahl tells us the election process is one of “two fundamental methods
of social control which, operating together, make governmental leaders so
responsive to nonleaders that the distinction between democracy and
dictatorship still makes sense.”” Since his description of the election process
leaves that dubious, let’s look at his second requirement for distinguishing
democracy: “The other method of social control is continuous political
competition among individuals, parties, or both.” What it comes down to

~is “not minority rule but minorities rule. %,

If it turns out that this—like the election process—also has little
democratic content, we will not be left with very much difference—by
Dahl’s own admission—between “dictatorship” and the ““democracy”
practiced in the United States. Indeed, there is much evidence on this: the
lack of democracy within the major political parties, the vastly dispropor-
tionate influence of wealthy groups over poorer ones (the oil depletion
allowance lobby wins out over the consumer for about five billion dollars a
year in exorbitant fuel costs, The New York Times estimated in March);® the
unrepresentative nature of the major lobbies (the wealthy doctors speaking
for all through the A.M.A., the wealthy farmers speaking for the poorer
ones through the American Farm Bureau Federation, the most affluent
trade unions speaking for all workers through George Meany). All of this,
and more, supports the idea of a “decline of American pluralism” that
Henry Kariel has written about. What Dahl’s democracy comes down to is
““the steady appeasement of relatively small groups.”” If these relatively
small groups turn out to be the aircraft industry far more than the aged, the
space industry far more than the poor, the Pentagon far more than the
college youth—what is left of democracy?



