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Chapter | American Character
&

1. Attitude Towards Democracy

Almmt all Americans. . want to be democratic, but many Americans are
confused about what, exactly, democracy means. How do you know when
someone is acting in a democratic——or. an undemocratic——way? Re-
cently several groups have spoken out with particular bitterness-against the
kind of democracy that means equal opportunity for all, regardless of race or
national origin. They act as if all human beings did not belong to one spe-
cies, as if some races of mankind were inferior to others in their capacity to
learn what members of other races know and have invented. Other extremists
attack religious groups——Jews or Catholics—or deny the right of an in-
dividual to be an agnostic. One reason that these extremists, who explicitly
do not want to be democratic, can get a hearing even though their views run
counter to the Constitution and our traditional values is that the people who
-7 -
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do want to be democratic are frequently so muddled.

For many Americans, democratic behavior necessitates an outright de-
nial of any significant differences among human beings. In their eyes it is
undemocratic for anyone to refer, in the presence of any other person, to
differences in skin color, manners or 'teligious beliefs. Whatever one’s pri-
vate théughts may be, it is always necessary to act as if everyone were exact-
ly alike.

Behavior of this kind developed partly as a reaction to those who dis-
criminated against or actively abused members of other groups. But it is arti-
ficial, often hypocritical behavior, nonetheless, and it dulls and flattens hu-
man relationships. If two people can’t talk easily and comfortably but must
forever guard against some slip of tongue, some admission of what is in both
persons’ minds, they are likely to talk as little as possible. This embarrass-
ment about differences reaches a final absurdity when a Methodist feels that
he cannot take a guest on a tour of his garden because he might have to
identify a wild plant with a blue flower, called the wandering Jew, or when
a white lecturer feels he ought not to mention the name of Conrad’ s beautiful
story The Nigger of the “ Narcissus”. But it is no less absurd when well-
meaning people, speaking of the physically handicapped, tell prospective
employers: “They don’t want special consideration. Ask as much of them as
you do of everyone else, and fire them if they don’t give satisfaction!”

Another version of false democracy is the need to deny the existence of
personal advantages. Inherited wealth, famous paremis, a first-class mind, a
rare voice, a beautiful face, an exceptional physical skill any advantage
has to be minimized or denied. Continually watched and measured, the man
or woman who is rich or talented or well educated is likely to be called “un-

democratic” whenever he does anything out of the ordinary——more or less

of something than others do. If he wants acceptance, the person with a “su-

perior” attribute, like the person with an “inferior” attribute, often feels
.2



Beyond The Ocean

obliged to take on a protective disguise, to act as if he were just everybody
else. One denies difference; the other minimizes it. And both believe, as
they conform to these false staridards, that they act in the name of democra-

cy.
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